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xii

 Note on Language, 
Transliteration, 
and Terms 

 In this multilingual region, where every town’s 

name existed in several versions depending on which language one spoke, the 

spelling of  places and names is always a difficult question. With the exception 

of  names familiar in English (such as Moscow, Kiev, or Białystok), I usually 

use the official name that a town or province had at the particular time that 

I am referring to, for example Vil’na province (instead of  Vilnius province) 

when it was part of  the Russian empire, or Nowogródek province when it 

was part of  interwar Poland. For Soviet Belarus itself, the situation is a bit 

trickier. Formally, the interwar republic had four state languages (Belarusian, 

Russian, Yiddish, and Polish), but the main languages in which residents of  

the republic interacted with the state were Belarusian and Russian. In the late 

1930s, Moscow began to put a stronger emphasis on Russian as the  lingua 

franca  of  the Soviet empire. By the time of  the Second World War, Russian 

had become the primary language of  internal party-state documents; in the 

postwar decades, its predominance in official and private communication 

further increased. 

 Today’s Belarus has two state languages, Belarusian and Russian. For a 

variety of  different reasons, including a lack of  state support for the Belaru-

sian language, Russian has come to be almost the sole language of  commu-

nication, at least in the cities. Still, for many people, it is no contradiction 

to self-define as Belarusian but to speak Russian most or all of  the time, 

whether in private or in public. For these reasons (and because readers out-

side of  Belarus will be more familiar with Russian than Belarusian town 

names, with, say, Mogilev instead of  Mahilioŭ), I have chosen a pragmatic and 

yet hybrid approach, not quite unlike lingual reality in both Soviet Belarus 

and present-day Belarus. I speak of  the Belarusian Soviet Socialist Republic 

(BSSR) or, in short, of  Soviet Belarus ( Savetskaia Belarus’  in Belarusian) and 

not of  Soviet Belorussia ( Sovetskaia Belorussiia  in Russian). I also translate the 

Russian  belorusski  into English as “Belarusian.” Otherwise, though, I use the 
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Russian names for towns and other geographical places. In the case of  vil-

lages, I provide either the Belarusian or the Russian name, depending on the 

original source. The second map provides the Belarusian and Russian names 

of  the republic’s largest towns. 

 In the case of  personal names, I either use the one that is given in the 

source (which means that many Belarusian names will have been Russian-

ized in party-state documents) or the one that the author self-identifies with. 

To give an example: in the case of  the well-known writer Vasil’ Bykaŭ, I use 

his Belarusian name, as he clearly self-identified as a Belarusian who spoke 

and wrote in his first language. (In Soviet-era Russian-language publications, 

Bykaŭ’s name was often rendered as Vasil’ Bykov, in a Belarusian-Russian 

hybrid close to the original.) In other cases—for example, Vladimir Khar-

tanovich, who grew up in a Belarusian-speaking village west of  Minsk but 

published his memoirs in Russian—I decided not to Belarusianize his name, 

as that would have gone against his own linguistic choice and lead to con-

fusion with the sources. For transliterations f rom Belarusian and Russian, 

I have used the Library of  Congress system. All translations are my own. 

 A note on Soviet terms: In postwar Soviet Belarus, the oblast ( voblasts’  

in Belarusian,  oblast’  in Russian) was the largest administrative unit below 

the level of  the republic. It can best be translated as region. The next level 

down was the district ( raion  in both Belarusian and Russian). The Politburo 

( politbiuro ) of  the Central Committee of  the All-Union Communist Party 

(since 1952 called the Communist Party of  the Soviet Union) in Moscow 

represented the leadership of  the Soviet Union. Its corresponding version at 

the level of  the republic was the Buro ( biuro ) of  the Central Committee of  

the Communist Party of  Belarus, headed by a first secretary. Subordinated 

to the Buro were the regional party committee ( oblastnoi komitet,  abbreviated  

obkom ), the district party committee ( raionnyi komitet,  abbreviated  raikom ), 

and the city party committee ( gorodskoi komitet,  abbreviated  gorkom ). The 

Sovnarkom of  the USSR ( Sovet narodnykh komissarov SSSR , the Council of  

People’s Commissars), renamed the Council of  Ministers in 1946, headed the 

executive branch of  the Soviet party-state. Its corresponding version at the 

level of  the republic was the Sovnarkom (since 1946, the Council of  Minis-

ters) of  the Belarusian Soviet Socialist Republic. Subordinated to the repub-

lic Sovnarkom were the regional executive committee ( oblastnoi ispolnitel’nyi 

komitet,  abbreviated  oblispolkom ), the district executive committee ( raionnyi 

ispolnitel’nyi komitet,  abbreviated  raiispolkom ), and the city executive commit-

tee ( gorodskoi ispolnitel’nyi komitet,  abbreviated  gorispolkom ) .  

 Over the years, the Soviet Union’s state security organs underwent many 

complex organizational changes and shifting divisions of  tasks. In 1934, the 
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political police, the GPU-OGPU, was abolished and its functions transferred 

to the NKVD, the All-Union People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs. The 

NKVD was brief ly divided into NKVD and NKGB in 1941, subsequently 

reunited, and separated again in 1943. In 1946, when the people’s commis-

sariats were renamed ministries, the two agencies were renamed MVD and 

MGB. In the book, I usually specify which agency I am speaking of, but I also 

use the shorthand “state security organs” to refer to both NKVD/MVD and 

NKGB/MGB, as their tasks overlapped in practice. Following further organi-

zational changes after Stalin’s death, f rom 1954 on most of  their responsibili-

ties were taken over by the newly formed Committee for State Security, best 

known as the KGB. 

   



 Map 1. Soviet Belarus in its post-1945 borders with some of the towns, villages, and other places that are important for this book. To this day, much 

of Belarus is covered in forests and marshes, but except for the Pripyat marshes and the Naliboki forest, these are not shown on the map. Map by 

Mike Bechthold. 



1

 Introduction 
 Truth, Guilt, and Justice in an Illiberal State 

 On June 22, 1941, Ol’ga Bembel’-Dedok woke 

up late. The previous evening, she had attended a theater performance in 

Minsk, where she lived with her husband, Andrei, and two children, Klara 

and Oleg. As she stood in the kitchen, preparing porridge for her young son, 

a neighbor came running over: “What are you doing? Don’t you know? Turn 

on the radio! It’s war!” At first, Bembel’-Dedok could not believe it: “War, 

that seemed too abstract.” On the radio, they were playing military marches. 

Bembel’-Dedok continued to listen to the radio: “Like a machine, I was feed-

ing little Oleg and listening to the story about the invasion at night, about 

Molotov’s speech. Slowly, the truth was beginning to dawn on me.”  1   

 Earlier that day, the Germans and their allies had launched Operation 

Barbarossa. Roughly three million soldiers—most of  them German but 

also Austrian, Romanian, Hungarian, Italian, Slovak, and Finnish troops—

crossed the border into the Soviet Union. Their advance was accompanied by 

the Luftwaffe’s aerial bombardment of  cities and towns. The invasion caught 

the Soviet leadership by surprise, and in the first weeks, the Axis troops made 

large territorial gains. Within days, Army Group North pushed through the 

three Baltic countries, heading toward northwestern Russia. In early Sep-

tember 1941, it laid siege to Leningrad. Army Group South aimed to bring 

Ukraine, the southern parts of  Russia, and the oil-rich Caucasus under its 

control. Its troops moved more slowly than those to the north, but by early 
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September, they had reached Kiev. On September 19, the largest Ukrainian 

city came under German rule.  2   

 Meanwhile, Army Group Center marched through Belarus and west-

ern Russia, its eyes set on Moscow, the Soviet capital. Western Belarusian 

cities like Brest and Grodno fell within the first days of  war, Minsk itself  

was conquered on June 28, and eastern Belarusian towns like Bobruisk and 

Borisov soon followed within days.  3   As German planes dropped bombs on 

cities and towns, fires spread, and panic and chaos broke out. In Grodno, 

Chasia Bornstein-Bielicka and her family awoke in the middle of  the night 

to a city on fire. The noise was deafening: “Tanks f leeing, motors roaring 

and steel treads clattering over cobblestones. Shutters slamming against the 

walls with each bomb that fell. Windowpanes shattering against eardrums 

for hours on end.”  4   Zofia Brzozowska, who lived with her family on a small 

estate not far f rom Novogrudok, hid in the basement for several days. When 

the family reemerged, they saw clouds of  smoke over the town. “German 

troops appeared on the street.”  5   By the end of  the month, the German army 

already occupied more than half  of  Belarus. Among the places that the Wehr-

macht conquered at the beginning of  July was Litman Mor’s hometown, 

David-Gorodok, in southwestern Belarus and Vasil’ Bykaŭ’s home village, 

Bychki, in the northeastern part of  the republic.  6   For a while, the German 

advance slowed down, making it possible for some civilians to f lee to the 

safety of  the Soviet rear. Soon, however, Army Group Center continued its 

march east. By the end of  August, all of  Belarus found itself  under German 

occupation. 

 Germany’s attack on the Soviet Union marked the beginning of  the single 

most destructive military campaign in history. During the years of  war and 

occupation, some worlds were completely eradicated, foremost the world 

of  East European Jewry, while others underwent fundamental change. The 

mass murder of  the Jews—alongside the enslavement of  the Slavic popula-

tion, the economic exploitation of  the occupied territories, and the destruc-

tion of  communism as a political system—lay at the core of  Nazi ideology. 

The German occupation regime was a regime of  death and destruction, and 

millions of  Soviet civilians and prisoners of  war suffered, and died, under 

Nazi rule. It was also, however, a regime that depended on the limited 

involvement of  some. In the occupied territories, the German authorities 

pursued different strategies toward different population groups. While Jews 

were singled out for destruction, the Slavic population was treated with a 

mix of  brutality and co-optation. For civilians in occupied territory, in turn, 
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it was impossible not to come in contact with the occupation regime, and 

willingly or unwillingly, some people became complicit or entangled in Nazi 

crimes. In regions where Soviet partisan warfare developed, individuals were 

also increasingly faced with demands not just f rom the German but f rom the 

partisan side, too, neither of  which could they fulfill without fearing punish-

ment at the hands of  the other. As the Red Army began to reconquer the 

territory and push German troops f rom the western regions of  the Soviet 

Union, one question hovered over encounters between the returning Soviet 

authorities and those who had lived under Nazi rule, between soldiers and 

family members, reevacuees and colleagues, Holocaust survivors and their 

neighbors: what did you do during the war? 

 This is a book about the ghosts of  war: about the choices that people 

made under German occupation, the choices they were forced to make, and 

their political, social, legal, and personal repercussions.  7   It is a book about 

extreme moral circumstances, about the intense pressures and constraints 

within which individuals had to act, and the many reasons why they came 

to be associated with the German or the Soviet side (or both or trapped 

in between). It is also a book about different understandings of  what con-

stituted guilt and complicity, about the search for truth and justice in the 

aftermath of  Nazi occupation, and the ways in which this process affected 

the rebuilding of  Soviet state authority, personal lives, and the creation of  

war narratives. The literature on the Eastern Front, with its heavy emphasis 

on German-language sources only, fills many bookshelves. In comparison, 

studies that explore the aftermath of  the monumental Nazi-Soviet war are 

still few.  Ghosts of  War  traces the fate of  local communities torn apart by 

occupation; shows how individuals sought retribution, justice, revenge, or 

assistance f rom their neighbors and courts; and assesses the role of  Soviet 

party-state officials in the processes of  retribution and reconstruction. 

It uncovers the many absences, silences, and conf licts that were never 

resolved, the truths that could only be spoken in private, yet it also inves-

tigates the extent to which individuals at once accommodated, contested, 

and reshaped official war memory. It is often assumed that in societies that 

experienced war, occupation, or violent conf lict, the act of  seeking justice 

and accountability contributes to the development of  f ree public spheres 

and democratic societies (a process also known as transitional justice).  8   In 

contrast, this book shows how efforts at “confronting the past” played out 

within, and at times through, a dictatorship like the Soviet Union. 

 Geographically, the focus is on the Belarusian Soviet Socialist Republic 

(BSSR)—in short, Soviet Belarus—an East European borderland that was 
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particularly affected by the Second World War. With its multiethnic and 

multilingual population, Belarus was one of  the more than a dozen Soviet 

republics that, taken together, constituted the Soviet Union.  9   Like the other 

Soviet republics, it was not an independent state but subordinated to the 

larger Union structure and ultimately the Politburo, the Soviet leadership in 

Moscow. Catholics, Orthodox Christians, and Jews; speakers of  Belarusian, 

Yiddish, Polish, and Russian; those who identified with one nationality or 

ethnicity and those who considered themselves primarily locals—all called 

this region their home. 

 Soviet Belarus is often thought of  as a remote place, a forgotten back-

water overshadowed by its bigger neighbors Ukraine and Russia. Yet what 

happened here during and in the aftermath of  the Second World War trans-

formed Belarusian, Jewish, Polish, and Russian history as much as it shaped 

Soviet and German history. Like few other places, the republic encapsulated 

the extremes of  twentieth-century Europe. Created in 1919 out of  the tur-

moil of  war and revolution (and reestablished a year later), during the inter-

war years the Bolsheviks subjected the population of  Belarus, like the rest 

of  the Soviet Union, to violent transformations of  its social fabric, politi-

cal structure, and economic ways of  life.  10   In the fall of  1939, following the 

Hitler-Stalin Pact, the Soviet Union invaded and then annexed eastern 

Poland. As a result, Soviet Belarus doubled its territory and population. Dur-

ing the war, this westward shift of  the Soviet Union’s borders was confirmed 

at the 1943 Tehran Conference. With the exception of  most of  the Białystok 

region and a small part of  the Brest region, which were handed back to 

Poland in 1945, postwar Soviet Belarus now consisted of  two almost equally 

large halves: eastern Belarus, the older Soviet part with the capital Minsk, 

and western Belarus, formerly northeastern Poland.  11   

 In June 1941, Berlin broke the pact with Moscow and attacked the Soviet 

Union. By the end of  August 1941, all of  Soviet Belarus found itself  under 

German rule. During the ensuing three years of  Nazi occupation, the 

republic became a main site of  the Holocaust. It was also at the center 

of  Soviet partisan warfare against the Germans, and thus at the center of  

Nazi-Soviet total war. Historically, the Eastern Front is often (mis)remem-

bered as a war between Germany and Russia—but the brunt of  fighting and 

occupation was actually borne by the non-Russian western regions of  the 

Soviet Union. Of  all the Soviet republics, indeed of  all European countries, 

Belarus suffered proportionally the highest human losses: About 1.7–2.1 

million people, or 19–22 percent of  the population that by June 1941 lived 

in the territories that would constitute post-1945 Soviet Belarus, were killed 
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or died as a result of  the war.  12   This included at least 700,000 Red Army sol-

diers f rom Belarus who died at the f ront or in German captivity, and almost 

the entire Jewish population of  the republic, an estimated 500,000–671,000 

people. As part of  so-called antipartisan campaigns, the Germans also razed 

approximately 9,200 villages to the ground, more than elsewhere in Nazi-

occupied Europe, and killed up to 345,000 civilians—some of  them Jews, 

but the overwhelming majority non-Jewish rural residents. The Soviet par-

tisans in Belarus lost at least 37,378 people, but probably many more, and 

killed at least 17,431 people, but probably many more, in their own retribu-

tive measures.  13   

 While German rule over Soviet Belarus ended in the summer of  1944, 

and ultimately the war in May 1945, those who survived were not able to 

settle down soon. Nazi occupation brought tremendous death and destruc-

tion throughout the western regions of  the Soviet Union, and Belarus was 

among the hardest-hit places. Most cities lay in ruins, entire rural districts 

had been burned down, and large parts of  the population were uprooted or 

displaced. Massive war-induced migration and displacement, combined with 

a Polish-Soviet population exchange from 1944 to 1946, meant that hun-

dreds of  thousands of  people were moving into, out of, within, and through 

the republic, trying to get home or trying to avoid just that. Many of  the 

early confrontations with people’s wartime choices thus took place at a time 

when the Soviet state was trying to reestablish its power amid a population 

in f lux—and over a republic that was in many respects still divided into two 

parts: eastern Belarus, which had been Soviet for two decades before the 

war, and western Belarus (formerly northeastern Poland), which had by 1944 

been longer under German than under Soviet rule. What this means is that 

it is impossible to understand the repercussions of  people’s wartime choices 

without recognizing how prewar Soviet legacies affected individual choices 

under Nazi rule, and how people’s experiences with the Germans in turn 

affected how individuals related to the returning Soviets. Consequently, the 

book begins at the turn of  the twentieth century and extends f rom the war 

years into the postwar years. With its focus on individual choices in the most 

extreme moral circumstances,  Ghosts of  War  conceives of  Soviet Belarus as 

both a historical place and a lens onto larger questions of  universal human-

ity. The comparison between Belarus and the other western republics of  the 

Soviet Union that were under Nazi occupation, and the comparison between 

the republic’s eastern and western parts, is woven into the main narrative. 

The book ends in the 1960s, yet questions of  memory take it all the way to 

the present day. 



Map 2. Territorial changes of Soviet Belarus, 1921–1945. Map by Mike Bechthold.



T R U T H ,  G U I LT,  A N D  J U ST I CE I N  A N  I L L I B E R A L STAT E     7

 Wartime Choices 

 In all societies that find themselves under foreign occupation or in the midst 

of  civil war, everyday acts can suddenly acquire immense moral significance. 

Seemingly simple choices—whether to continue working at a particular job 

or to provide strangers with food—can have far-reaching consequences. 

Office clerks, who literally remain at the same desk, now find their position 

incorporated into the occupation regime’s administration, thereby becoming 

entangled in crimes. The strangers asking for food turn out to be partisans 

who can interpret the denial of  their request as an act of  disloyalty.  14   In Nazi-

occupied Soviet territory, the situation for locals was such that contact with 

the occupation regime, whatever form it took and whatever choices it trig-

gered, was unavoidable; carving out a niche in which one could hope to keep 

one’s prewar life intact was impossible. In regions under both military and 

civilian rule, the German administration depended heavily on the employ-

ment of  Soviet citizens, and in each district, Soviet citizens were appointed 

as town and district mayors. The Germans also created local police forces, 

which were staffed with Soviet citizens and subordinated to higher German 

police or military organs. In particular, in the countryside—where the Ger-

man presence was, apart f rom large-scale punitive campaigns, scarce—the 

local police did much of  the everyday legwork, effectively representing the 

Nazi regime in the localities. As the German authorities kept the organiza-

tional structure of  the Soviet administration’s lower levels (cities and rural 

districts) intact, many who had worked as, for example, office clerks in a 

Soviet city administration continued to work in the same positions under 

the Germans.  15   

 It is impossible to write about the choices that individuals make under 

foreign occupation without writing about “collaboration.” The meaning of  

that term, though, continues to spark much debate. Attempts at defining col-

laboration are often met with the concern that the notion fails to adequately 

capture the complexities of  wartime reality. Local contact and involvement 

with the Germans occurred in a multitude of  different forms, of  which some 

carried much graver consequences than others. A town mayor or police-

man who held power over life and death was both physically and morally 

in a very different position from someone who worked as a journalist for a 

German-sponsored newspaper. Some individuals—in particular, town may-

ors and policemen—were in direct contact with their German superiors, but 

in many other cases, contact was much more mediated and indirect, as was 

the case with teachers and factory managers. The motivations underlying 

people’s actions were similarly diverse, covering a wide range of  different, 
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even conf licting reasons. And what to make of  coerced engagement, such as 

when someone who had been forcefully recruited into police service became 

complicit in German crimes?  16   In my understanding of  how local involve-

ment with the occupiers came about, I follow Jan T. Gross in his description 

of  it as an “occupier-driven phenomenon”—that is to say, one that depended 

on the roles that the occupiers assigned to the occupied (with or without 

local political autonomy, as active participants in murder and expropriation 

or not), and on the corresponding offers that they made. People’s engage-

ment with the Germans—its logic, appeal, self-justification, and social base—

thus emerged in each country “at the intersection between the occupier’s 

intent and the occupied’s perception about the range of  options at their dis-

posal.” This means that in each particular case, the meaning and character of  

involvement with the occupiers have to be carefully circumscribed in time, 

or else the terms on which it occurred cannot be properly understood.  17   For 

these reasons, this book is not concerned with determining whether certain 

behavior would merit the label “collaboration” (contingent, of  course, on 

one’s definition thereof ). Rather, I am interested in tracing the reasons and 

motivations behind people’s actions, and how these in turn were perceived 

and assessed by others after the war. 

 What choices the population in the western regions of  the Soviet 

Union made during the war, however, was not only a question of  how 

they responded to the options offered by the Germans. It was also a ques-

tion of  how they related to Soviet power. In the literature, the impact 

that Soviet rule had on people’s wartime choices is discussed primarily 

with respect to relations between local non-Jews and Jews. In the summer 

of  1941, during the transition f rom Soviet to German authority, a wave 

of  violence against Jews swept through the regions that the Soviets had 

annexed in 1939 and 1940. The perpetrators were usually local civilians 

or a mix of  civilians and German-appointed local policemen. Some vio-

lence was committed before German troops arrived in a particular region 

or district, while other violence was committed with their direct partici-

pation or presence. Yet other pogroms took place after the Germans had 

already shown themselves in a given locality but then left shortly thereafter, 

leaving the town without clear authority for a few days. Just as German 

participation varied f rom town to town, so did the level of  local anti-

Jewish violence. In terms of  intensity, scope, and brutality, it was highest 

in western Ukraine (eastern Galicia and Volhynia), in the Białystok region 

(f rom 1939 to 1945 the westernmost part of  western Belarus), and in the 

Romanian-administered regions of  northern Bukovina and Bessarabia. 

Mass killings of  Jews with local participation also took place in Lithuania. 
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In Latvia and western Belarus, excluding the Białystok region, the level of  

local violence toward Jews was much lower. In Estonia, anti-Jewish local 

violence seems to have hardly taken place, probably because the repub-

lic’s Jewish community (which was numerically much smaller compared to 

Ukraine, Belarus, Poland, or Lithuania) had mostly managed to f lee before 

the arrival of  the Wehrmacht. In the old Soviet territories that came under 

German occupation (eastern Belarus, eastern Ukraine, and parts of  Russia), 

local pogroms against Jews during the summer of  1941 appear to have been 

almost nonexistent.  18   

 The outburst of  such personal, communal violence continues to puzzle 

historians and has led to much heated public debate in Poland and, to a lesser 

extent, elsewhere. One explanation for the regional variation in violence that 

is given in the scholarly literature is the impact that “double occupation” 

(first Soviet, then German) had on relations between Jews and non-Jews—

namely, that the Soviet occupation and subsequent annexation of  northeast-

ern Poland in 1939 and of  the Baltic countries, Bessarabia, and northern 

Bukovina in 1940 perpetuated the stereotypical image of  Jews as supporters 

of  communism. The pogroms in these regions during the summer of  1941 

were thus motivated by a desire for revenge against those who supposedly 

sided with the Soviets.  19   Another explanation offered is that pogroms were 

most likely to break out in places with large Jewish communities that sought 

national equality with non-Jews. Local non-Jews perceived this as a threat 

to their political dominance and seized on the opportunity that the transi-

tion from Soviet to German power offered to rid themselves of  their politi-

cal enemies.  20   Others have argued that local violence was most intense in 

regions where the radical political Right had a strong base of  support (as the 

radical Polish Right did in the Białystok region) or where radical anti-Soviet 

nationalist groups like the Organization of  Ukrainian Nationalists were 

active. Correspondingly, violence was lower in regions where such radical 

nationalist groups were few or not organized in paramilitary formations.  21   

Yet others have suggested that the absence of  pogroms in the old Soviet 

regions attested to the success of  the Soviet Union’s interwar campaigns 

against antisemitism, and the government’s efforts to achieve interethnic 

cooperation and societal integration.  22   

 In these debates, it is conventional wisdom to assert that Soviet Belarus 

was different f rom the other western regions of  the Soviet Union that were 

under German rule. According to this view, antisemitism was not widespread 

in Belarus, and the republic’s non-Jewish population (implicitly understood 

in the debate as ethnically Belarusian) was more willing to help Jews than the 

population in neighboring Ukraine and Lithuania (or Poland).  23   Such claims 
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to Belarus’s exceptionalism, though, are too general to be of  analytical value. 

Neither do they take into account variations across time and place, nor can 

they explain the broad spectrum of  local behavior under Nazi rule.  24   As this 

book shows, there were indeed important regional differences between war-

time Belarus and the other western republics of  the Soviet Union, most nota-

bly in terms of  the existence of  radical nationalist groups, which were less 

prominent and much smaller in western Belarus (in its post-1945 borders) 

than in Lithuania and western Ukraine. There also existed, however, signifi-

cant similarities between Belarus and the neighboring republics, above all 

in terms of  the microdynamics of  violence and the relevance of  situational 

factors for individual behavior. Wartime Soviet Belarus was not the complete 

outlier, the exception from the norm. Yes, Belarus differed f rom Ukraine 

and the Baltic countries in some ways, just as western Belarus differed f rom 

eastern Belarus in some ways but not in others—and not in the ways it is 

commonly thought to have been different. 

 When the German army invaded the Soviet Union, the decisions that 

people in eastern and western Belarus made were initially often inf luenced 

by their prior experiences with Soviet rule, or else their relationship to the 

Bolsheviks. Party members or individuals who held important positions 

within the Soviet party-state were more likely to f lee east, while many who 

had previously suffered under the Soviets were among those who joined the 

German-organized police forces. Once partisan warfare picked up in mid-

1942 and civilians found themselves confronted with demands f rom both 

sides, though, people’s wartime choices came to be much more determined 

by situational factors, including the will to survive, coercion, violence, patri-

otism (which was not identical with belief  in communism)—or simply the 

proximity of  one’s village to either a German garrison or a Soviet partisan 

zone. In other words, people’s decisions and their consequences varied over 

time, and complicity and entanglement were questions of  degree. Moreover, 

since the partisans were by 1943 mostly people f rom Belarus, and since the 

lower organs of  the German occupation regime remained overwhelmingly 

staffed with people f rom Belarus, locals found themselves fighting against 

other locals. In parts of  western Belarus, this situation was exacerbated by 

the presence of  the Polish Armia Krajowa (AK), and in southern Belarus, by 

the presence of  Ukrainian nationalist formations. While members of  these 

groups at times cooperated with the Germans (and some Polish units initially 

also with the Soviet partisans), in the end, the war behind the f ront erupted 

into a bloody, multidimensional conf lict in which the Soviet partisans, the 

different nationalist partisans, and the Germans and their local representa-

tives all fought each other—and civilians suffered greatly amid the violence.  25   
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Consequently, and adapting a term coined by Lawrence L. Langer, many 

choices that people in occupied territory made were “choiceless choices.”  26   

By that I mean that when people were confronted with decisions, all options 

entailed a destructive effect on their personal lives, families, and local com-

munities: for example, when a village head had to decide whether to hand 

over villagers as forced laborers to the German authorities and fear reprisals 

f rom the partisans, or refuse to do so and fear German collective punishment. 

 Saying that many choices under Nazi occupation were “choiceless 

choices,” however, does not mean that everybody had the same choices to 

begin with. Although all civilians found the space within which they could 

act circumscribed, that space was much smaller, almost nonexistent, for Jews 

compared to non-Jews. Within the constraints of  occupation, non-Jews had 

a range of  options at their disposal. Some of  these were far-reaching, such as 

volunteering to work in the German-overseen police forces or giving shelter 

to Jews, Red Army soldiers, and partisans and risking one’s life in the process. 

Yet choices also included smaller, seemingly insignificant acts, such as taking 

furniture f rom a murdered Jewish neighbor’s apartment or refraining f rom 

doing so. Those who were hiding others obviously tried to keep their actions 

secret, but many people made choices that were publicly visible and known 

around the neighborhood or village. As political circumstances, and thus the 

terms of  involvement with both German authorities and partisans, changed 

over time, individuals reevaluated their previous choices. War, as Stathis 

Kalyvas has argued, is a “transformative phenomenon.” The advent of  war 

and the experience of  violence transform individual preferences, choices, 

behavior, and identities, which are then continuously shaped and reshaped 

in the course of  the conf lict.  27   

 In their behavior under Nazi occupation, the civilian population in eastern 

Belarus—the part that had been Soviet for more than two decades before the 

war—did not differ fundamentally from the civilian population in western 

Belarus, the part that had been annexed from Poland only in 1939. The one 

exception to this was the extent of  local anti-Jewish violence in the summer 

of  1941. The level of  violence was high in the Białystok region (then the west-

ernmost part of  western Belarus; from 1945 on, again part of  Poland), much 

lower in the other regions of  western Belarus, and possibly nonexistent in 

eastern Belarus, for which local pogroms against Jews have not been recorded. 

However, once the Germans began to establish their occupation regime, they 

could depend in both western and eastern Belarus, just like in the other west-

ern republics of  the Soviet Union, on the participation of  a small group of  

people who, primarily in their capacity as local policemen and town may-

ors, actively took part in the Holocaust. Similarly, in their treatment of  their 
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Jewish neighbors, the non-Jewish civilian population in western Belarus dis-

played the same behavioral spectrum as in eastern Belarus, ranging from acts 

of  rescue and providing shelter to expropriating Jewish property, blackmailing 

or denouncing neighbors in hiding, or even taking part in the killings. 

 The existence of  a spectrum of  human behavior, of  course, does not pre-

clude the existence of  quantitative differences within it. In her comparison 

of  the two neighboring regions Bessarabia and Transnistria (which corre-

spond roughly to the territories of  modern-day Moldova and southwestern 

Ukraine), Diana Dumitru found substantial differences in how the non-

Jewish populations treated the regions’ Jewish populations during the war. 

Until the Russian Revolution, Bessarabia and Transnistria were provinces 

of  the Russian empire. During the interwar years, Bessarabia belonged to 

Romania, and Transnistria was part of  the Soviet Union. In the summer of  

1940, the Soviet Union annexed Bessarabia, but following the German inva-

sion of  the Soviet Union a year later, Romanian troops, with the help of  their 

German ally, brought both Bessarabia and Transnistria under their control. 

As Dumitru has shown, in the subsequent years until the Red Army recon-

quered the two regions in the summer of  1944, the “civilian population in 

Bessarabia had a more antagonistic attitude, and the civilian population in 

Transnistria a more cooperative attitude toward the Jews during the Holo-

caust.”  28   However, in the case of  German-occupied Belarus—with the excep-

tion of  the summer of  1941—such clear regional differences did not exist, at 

least not for the regions that constituted post-1945 Belarus. Where western 

and eastern Belarus did differ was in the type of  support network that indi-

viduals could draw on. As a result of  two decades of  Sovietization, intercom-

munal relations among certain urban groups in eastern Belarus—younger 

people, those who no longer practiced a religion, and people who closely 

identified with the Soviet project—were less defined by traditional social 

and religious markers of  identity than in western Belarus. During the war, 

this increased the chances that Jews in the urban centers of  eastern Belarus 

would be able to depend on the help of  non-Jewish f riends or colleagues, 

especially if  they were fellow Komsomol or Communist Party members. In 

this respect, higher prewar levels of  interethnic integration in eastern Belarus 

shaped the makeup of  support networks there during the war—thus ref lect-

ing a difference in how legacies of  prewar Soviet rule bore on the choices that 

individuals in western and eastern Belarus made under Nazi occupation. It 

is possible that the different nature of  people’s support networks also trans-

lated into a numerical difference, meaning that overall, more non-Jewish 

urban residents in eastern Belarus were willing to help Jews than in western 

Belarus. However, the primary sources do not provide a conclusive picture. 
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If  quantitative differences existed, then they would have been subtler than in 

the case of  Transnistria and Bessarabia, where the contrast was more evident 

and thus probably methodologically easier to detect.  29   

 The Soviet Politics of Retribution 

 Beginning in late 1943, the Red Army advanced into Belarusian territory; 

by July 1944, the republic had been reconquered in its entirety. As three 

years of  Nazi occupation came to an end, party-state officials and refugees, 

demobilized soldiers and partisans, forced laborers and Holocaust survivors 

returned home. Among them was the prewar leadership of  the republic, 

headed by First Secretary Panteleimon Ponomarenko (who also headed the 

Soviet partisan movement during the war). For the Soviet authorities, the 

task that lay ahead was enormous: to rebuild the Soviet state in an utterly 

destroyed region and a time of  great f lux and population movement. Espe-

cially on the lower levels of  the party-state, the party leaders were faced with 

a dire shortage of  qualified personnel. Many of  those who had occupied 

these positions prior to the war had been killed or were unavailable in 1944, 

be it because they were still fighting with the Red Army or had been assigned 

to different jobs elsewhere in the Soviet Union. Rebuilding the Soviet state, 

though, was not just about the reconstruction of  institutions and cadres. 

It was also a question of  making sure that any resistance, real or imagined, 

would be destroyed—and it meant reclaiming authority over a region where 

the population was overjoyed to see Nazi occupation end, yet where many 

people in both western and eastern Belarus were apprehensive about the 

return of  Soviet power as such. In turn, party leaders and state security offi-

cers were ambivalent about the local population, given its long exposure to 

German rule. One task therefore lay at the heart of  Soviet state rebuilding, 

in Belarus as in the other western regions of  the Soviet Union: determining 

what people in Nazi-occupied territory had done during the war—and pun-

ishing those the authorities considered traitors. 

 But who were the traitors? On July 3, 1941, Stalin addressed the Soviet 

people. In his speech, broadcast on the radio, he stressed that the war with 

Germany was no ordinary war between two armies but rather a war of  the 

entire Soviet people against the Nazis. In the battle between good and evil, 

there were no gray zones. The fight against Soviet citizens in occupied terri-

tory who were said to support the Germans, Stalin warned, would be ruth-

less. Those deemed traitors only deserved one fate: death.  30   

 That punishment would be harsh was repeated over and over again by 

Soviet wartime leaders. In a leaf let that was distributed by partisans in 
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occupied Belarusian territory, Ponomarenko warned village heads, police-

men, and those employed in the administration and commandant offices: 

“We tell you openly and frankly: your crime toward the motherland is 

immense, and if  you continue to help the Germans, you will not escape 

strict punishment.”  31   

 During the war, the Soviet partisans dealt in their own ways with individuals 

considered traitors, which usually meant shooting them, sometimes includ-

ing their families, thus inf licting collective punishment. Once Soviet power 

returned in full force, the state reclaimed its monopoly on violence, and the 

punishment of  suspected wartime traitors was channeled into the military 

justice system. In absolute numbers, no country that was occupied during 

the Second World War prosecuted as many of  its own nationals for what they 

had done under foreign rule as the Soviet Union.  32   From 1943 (the earliest 

date for which data are available) until the death of  Stalin in 1953 (the latest 

date for which data are available), almost 260,000 of  those Soviet citizens who 

were charged with treason were specifically accused of  “treason and aiding 

and abetting the German occupiers” ( predatel’stvo i posobnichestvo nemetskim 

okkupantam ). The numbers, however, are incomplete, as the figures for 1944 

are unknown. Assuming that these were as high as those for 1945, one would 

arrive at 308,000 individuals who, charged with treason, were specifically 

accused of  “treason and aiding and abetting the German occupiers.” The 

total number of  prosecuted individuals was probably higher by at least a 

few tens of  thousands, given that the Red Army began to reconquer parts of  

Soviet territory as early as late 1941.  33   

 Unfortunately, the available statistics are incomplete; due to restricted 

archival access, they have to remain estimates. Still, these numbers provide 

a sense of  the scale of  the Soviet politics of  retribution and allow for cross-

regional comparisons. Conviction rates in the Soviet Union were higher 

than in other European countries, and the Soviet judiciary overwhelmingly 

upheld these convictions, which further distinguishes the Soviet case f rom 

most countries that participated in the war.  34   The majority of  Soviet citizens 

who were charged with treason were convicted in secret, in quick trials that 

lacked fundamental standards of  rule-of-law-based legal systems such as an 

independent judiciary, independent defense attorneys, and the assumption 

of  “innocent until proven guilty” that form the precondition for any trial to 

be considered as impartial as possible. Although a variety of  different actors 

(state security officers, military prosecutors, judges, and party-state leaders) 

were involved in the punitive process, the general course was always set by 

the leading Bolsheviks in Moscow, and as such was to be applied uniformly 

across the western regions of  the Soviet Union. 
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 The Soviet punishment of  suspected wartime traitors was swift, 

harsh, and sweeping. At the same time—and contrary to official wartime 

proclamations—punitive practices were not static but rather varied over 

time, alternating throughout the postwar years between more lenient and 

stricter, less active and more expansive phases. The historical literature 

remains divided on how to explain these shifts. One argument is that the 

returning Soviet authorities considered those accused of  having served the 

Germans not as by-products of  the war but as eternal enemies that war and 

occupation had helped to uncover. The passing of  time had no effect on 

the state’s punishment policies.  35   In contrast, others have argued that the 

Soviet regime did not always live up to the harsh image that it projected. For 

pragmatic reasons, mostly resulting f rom a lack of  qualified personnel, the 

authorities were willing to make compromises.  36   As this book shows, while 

both positions raise crucial points, f raming the issue solely as one of  ideol-

ogy versus pragmatism does not fully capture the nature of  Moscow’s poli-

tics of  retribution—and the kind of  Soviet state that emerged after the war. 

 The prosecution of  Soviet citizens accused of  wartime treason began in 

late 1941, after the Red Army, in its first counteroffensive, regained territories 

in western Russia. In this early reconquest phase, punishment was particu-

larly strict and indiscriminate, and the death sentence common. Soon, how-

ever, the Politburo grew alarmed by military tribunal reports that stressed 

the state security organs’s improper qualification of  crimes. Aiming to clarify 

the legal basis of  punishment, several political and judicial central bodies in 

Moscow issued a series of  instructions in 1943 that introduced a legal distinc-

tion between traitors and accomplices, specified the corresponding acts, and 

set different sentences ranging from imprisonment to the death penalty. The 

real turning point in the state’s politics of  retribution, however, occurred 

during the first half  of  1944. By the late spring, the Red Army had pushed 

the Germans f rom western Russia, eastern and central Ukraine, including 

Kiev, and parts of  eastern Belarus around Gomel’. During the first months of  

1944, a noticeable change took place: overall, punishment became less strict. 

As reports by NKVD military tribunals operating in eastern Belarus show, 

during the first post-occupation weeks and months, the death penalty was 

less common than one might have expected.  37   The ratio of  death penalty to 

prison sentence dropped further in the next two years. A similar trend—that 

labor camp sentences were much more common than the death penalty—

was also observed in Ukraine between 1943 and 1945.  38   

 The moderation of  punitive practices should not be mistaken for 

an increase in due process of  law: the Soviet legal system remained illib-

eral. Rather, shifting political circumstances led to a recalibration of  state 
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priorities. As the Red Army was reconquering more and more territory f rom 

the Germans, retribution evolved into a process in which different objec-

tives and interests had to be weighed against each other: reclaiming author-

ity by way of  punishment yet portraying the Soviet state as a liberator and 

guarantor of  justice, while facing a shortage of  experienced personnel. A 

similar mechanism informed the proceedings of  Soviet citizens accused of  

wartime treason that the authorities decided to open to the public. At the 

trials that took place while the International Military Tribunal (IMT) con-

vened in Nuremberg f rom 1945 to 1946, the Soviet state took great care 

to draw a discursive connection between the respective local treason trials 

(or what today would be called collaboration trials), its ongoing domestic 

trials of  Axis soldiers for war crimes, and the Soviet Union’s participation 

at Nuremberg. At the same time, the authorities were determined to keep 

public media references about the involvement of  Soviet citizens with the 

Germans to an absolute minimum in the first ten to fifteen years after the 

war. After Stalin’s death, as part of  limited de-Stalinization efforts, the Soviet 

state moderated its punitive policies and in 1955 issued a partial amnesty. 

In the 1960s, domestic and international changes spurred a second wave of  

public trials. Because a statute of  limitations did not exist for treason, the 

prosecution of  Soviet citizens accused of  wartime collaboration continued 

until the late 1980s. 

 This balancing act, however, was not f ree of  tensions and contradictions. 

The Soviet leaders were determined to punish local participation in Ger-

man atrocities. Military tribunals sentenced numerous individuals who, usu-

ally in their capacity as local policemen, had abused, killed, or helped to 

kill Jewish and non-Jewish Soviet citizens during the war. Yet at its core, the 

search for those deemed traitors was about defining political loyalty. Cor-

respondingly, despite the relative moderation of  punishment that began in 

1944, the Soviet leadership continued to regard the war as a test that revealed 

people’s true loyalties—and thus showed no understanding for the moral 

gray zones of  occupation. In their rulings, the military tribunals did not take 

external pressures or constraints into account as mitigating factors. “Choice-

less choices”—that some individuals in occupied territory were forced to 

choose between two options that had an equally destructive effect on their 

communities—did not exist for the Soviet authorities. All the while, they 

were willing to accommodate their own pragmatic wartime choices—and 

did not hold everyone accused of  treason accountable by the same standard. 

During the war, Moscow actively encouraged Soviet citizens who served in 

the German-organized police forces to join the Soviet partisans. This was a 

deliberate policy, promoted by none other than Panteleimon Ponomarenko 
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and approved by Stalin. “Traitors-turned-partisans” were later also the only 

group in whose cases Soviet military courts systematically allowed for miti-

gating circumstances, thus lowering their sentences significantly. 

 Such contradictory practices resulted f rom tensions between ideologi-

cal imperatives and pragmatic concerns, but they also resulted f rom ten-

sions within ideology. On one hand, the state maintained that the civilian 

population in occupied territory, with the exception of  a few people who 

were deemed traitors, had fully supported the Soviet partisans. In the offi-

cial Soviet narrative of  the war as an “all people’s war” ( vsenarodnaia voina ), 

Belarus occupied a special place as the center of  the “all people’s partisan 

war” ( vsenarodnaia partizanskaia voina ) against the Germans.  39   On the other 

hand, Ponomarenko and other high-ranking Bolsheviks believed that the war 

had helped to uncover mass enemies in hiding, eternal enemies who had 

gone into hiding in the interwar years yet had resurfaced and joined the Ger-

mans in 1941. Ultimately, the authorities—from party leaders to low-level 

officials, state security officers to members of  the judiciary—were unable 

to establish a consensus on just what exactly “working for the Germans” 

( rabotali u nemtsev ), as internal state documents put it, had entailed. While 

the case of  policemen and village heads seemed easy to judge, more confu-

sion continued to exist with regard to teachers, agricultural specialists, or 

office clerks who had worked in the German-overseen administration. Given 

the dire lack of  cadres, the Soviet state continued to employ many of  them. 

Still, the authorities’ suspicion, palpable in the denial of  higher education 

or professional advancement, did not diminish over the years. Indeed, any-

one who had lived under Nazi rule could be suspect—as best expressed in 

one line on the bibliographical questionnaires that Soviet citizens had to fill 

out before beginning a new job or entering university: “Did you live in occu-

pied territory?” The Soviet state that emerged from the Second World War, 

then, was able to quickly reassert its authority in the formerly German-

occupied territories—yet at the same time ambivalent about its politics of  

retribution. 

 Searching for Truth, Guilt, and Justice 

 For private individuals, the moment of  return was first and foremost about 

the much hoped-for reunion with family members. Returning home, how-

ever, also led to encounters with former neighbors and friends, fellow villag-

ers, and colleagues. These encounters not only threw into sharp relief  that 

some, in particular Jews, had lost more than others during the war. They 

also, and inevitably, raised questions about people’s wartime behavior. 
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 One would probably assume that in a secret police state like Stalin’s Soviet 

Union, where fear of  informers was widespread and people were highly cau-

tious about what they said in public, individuals would shy away altogether 

f rom talking about the war in ways that might deviate f rom the official line. 

That, however, was not the case. When Vasil’ Bykaŭ returned to his village 

Bychki in northeastern Belarus after the war, fellow villagers came over at 

night and recounted how much they had had to suffer during the war: “From 

the Germans, f rom the partisans, f rom the  narodniki  [people associated with 

the administration] .  .  . Among others also f rom some people who came 

from the same villages, in particular f rom those who up to the war had 

been Soviet activists and during the war tried hard to serve the Germans.”  40   

As neighbors and acquaintances met in social settings, they did talk f rankly 

about the war, including sensitive topics such as violence committed by 

Soviet partisans. Yet if  people spoke about taking furniture f rom Jew-

ish apartments, stealing food from villagers, or serving in the German-

organized police forces, they usually always referred to  other  locals as having 

done such things, not themselves—and it needed a lot of  personal determi-

nation and insistence to overcome people’s reluctance to respond to uncom-

fortable questions, in particular ones that might have brought to light their 

own entanglement in wrongdoing or crimes. 

 When individuals found out or surmised that members of  their prewar 

social communities had become complicit or entangled in Nazi crimes, or that 

their neighbors had taken advantage of  other people’s plight, they responded 

in different ways. Some sought comfort in the social relations that had sur-

vived, the f riendships and solidarities that had not been destroyed by what 

people had done or not done during the war. Often, people cut all ties with 

those whom they suspected of  wrongdoing, as Ol’ga Bembel’-Dedok did 

with her nephew Igor’, a former Red Army soldier who had fallen into cap-

tivity and subsequently worked as a translator for the Germans.  41   Yet others 

like Litman Mor, a Holocaust survivor and former Soviet partisan, decided 

to altogether sever the bond to their local community, whether this entailed 

leaving one’s hometown, region, or Belarus—or, if  possible, even the Soviet 

Union itself. On his return home to David-Gorodok in 1944, Mor discov-

ered that some of  the town’s inhabitants had participated in the murder and 

expropriation of  his family. All social ties that he had once held to non-Jewish 

acquaintances shattered. As he explained: “My hatred of  the Germans was 

common, not aimed at a specific German. But my hatred of  the locals, who 

murdered my family, was personal.”  42   Hoping against hope that some mem-

bers of  his extended family might have survived, Mor returned once more to 

David-Gorodok in early 1945: “This time, I walked around like in a cemetery. 
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I was completely indifferent. .  .  . I only knew—I will never return here.”  43   

Under the conditions of  the Polish-Soviet population exchange, he was able 

to leave the Soviet Union and subsequently settled in Palestine. 

 As varied as people’s responses to the ghosts of  war were, one sentiment 

was widely shared by inhabitants of  Belarus: the urge to seek justice and 

retribution—that is, punishment that people believed to be morally right. 

In its most extreme form, retribution meant revenge violence, such as beat-

ing up a fellow villager accused of  having worked for the Germans. Yet indi-

viduals also pursued many other, less physical means of  retribution. Some 

did so privately—for example, by confronting neighbors directly, demanding 

the restitution of  property that these had acquired during the war. Many 

more, though, found themselves brought into contact with the Soviet state. 

In their efforts to determine what Soviet citizens had done under Nazi rule, 

the authorities relied heavily on local information, on an assortment of  

names, clues, and stories. Some of  these were supplied unwillingly, as when 

torture during interrogations made people provide or fabricate incriminating 

material about f riends or neighbors, or when people were blackmailed into 

becoming informers. Others agreed to become informers for the state secu-

rity organs because they saw this as a chance to punish locals they believed 

guilty of  crimes committed in the name of  German power. While some 

consented to pass on information to the state after they were approached by 

its representatives, many more acted on their own initiative and wrote letters 

to the central authorities. Testifying to the state—whether to the members 

of  the Extraordinary State Commission (Chrezvychainaia gosudarstvennaia 

komissiia, ChGK) or, if  possible, as a witness at a public trial—was another 

means through which individuals could seek retribution. In doing so, some 

people found that their individual notions of  what constituted morally right 

punishment overlapped or were congruent with those of  the regime. When 

the authorities acted on their tip and arrested a neighbor they believed to 

have committed crimes in the name of  German power, even someone who 

otherwise was not sympathetic to Soviet rule could see the state as a guar-

antor of  justice. The same could apply to individuals who served as wit-

nesses in court. The widespread desire for punishment made it possible for 

some inhabitants of  postwar Belarus to find moral justice ( spraviadlivasts’  in 

Belarusian , spravedlivost’  in Russian) within a state whose legal system was, 

and remained, profoundly illiberal. 

 At the same time, interaction with the authorities carried its own risk. Peo-

ple who engaged with the state could, of  course, do so only on the terms set 

by the authorities.  44   There were boundaries to what could be said and done, 

and investigations could backfire on those who initially set them in motion. 
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Nowhere did this become more visible than in the ubiquitous property con-

f licts. What belonged to whom was an immensely contentious question in 

the immediate postwar years, a deeply personal and at the same time highly 

political question. The death and displacement of  hundreds of  thousands of  

people—in particular, the region’s Jews—and the destruction of  houses as a 

result of  military operations or German punitive actions meant that a lot of  

property—be it apartments, furniture, or clothes—had passed through many 

different hands during the war. Just how did you manage to move into a new 

apartment during the war—because the Germans had burned down your 

house as punishment for ties to the partisans, or because the partisans had 

burned down your house as punishment for ties to the Germans? Or because 

a bomb had destroyed your house and you simply needed a new place to stay? 

 These questions inevitably arose when trying to solve the ubiquitous 

property conf licts, which is why we can read them as one of  the ways in 

which people in Belarus grappled with the ghosts of  war. Sorting them out 

was an inherently difficult task, both practically as well as morally. Red Army 

soldiers, Holocaust survivors, or former partisans often turned to the state, 

asking the authorities to settle the question of  ownership or occupancy 

rights in their favor. In doing so, they had no choice but to work with Soviet 

normative categories, with the authorities’ notions of  right and wrong war-

time behavior. In consequence, it was, of  course, impossible to seek justice 

for wartime wrongdoing believed to have been committed in the name of  

the Soviet state. A peasant could not complain to Minsk, for instance, that 

Soviet partisans had stolen his cow during the war. The partisans were unam-

biguous heroes, people’s avengers, and defenders of  the socialist mother-

land. According to the official narrative of  Belarus as the republic where the 

“all people’s partisan war” had taken place, the local population in both the 

republic’s eastern and western part had, with the exception of  a few trai-

tors, stood firmly behind Soviet power. In this respect, narrating the years 

of  war and occupation was also about the creation of  a new linear story 

of  Soviet Belarusian statehood—one that firmly united eastern and west-

ern Belarus under the banner of  the “Partisan Republic,” as the postwar 

republic came to be known. After Stalin’s death in 1953, the general Soviet 

war narrative and its specific Belarusian version became more inclusive, and 

within limits, some of  its aspects could be contested. Still, because of  the 

centrality of  the “all people’s partisan war” to postwar Soviet Belarusian 

statehood, there was no space to acknowledge that the relationship between 

Soviet partisans and civilians in German-occupied territory had been frag-

ile, unequal, f raught with conf lict, and at times antagonistic.  45   This book 

thus joins studies that have investigated the intricate processes of  social and 
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individual remembering, forgetting, and silencing, and that have demon-

strated the complex and dynamic interplay within and between official and 

private memories—yet that have also shown the limits of  individual agency 

in the face of  state power.  46   The exclusively positive depiction of  the partisan-

civilian relationship was, and remains to this day, nonnegotiable in Belarus 

(and for that matter, in Russia, too). Violence committed by Soviet partisans 

against civilians continues to be a political taboo; challenging it comes with 

high professional and social costs.  47   Privately, individuals in postwar Belarus 

tried to make sense of  the discrepancy between official and private mem-

ory by distinguishing between “real partisans” (who could be honored) and 

“bandits,” thereby attempting to rationalize the abuse they had encountered 

from the latter—yet this reframing of  their wartime experiences could pub-

licly only be articulated at the cost of  exclusion from the larger political 

community. 

 Those who felt that Soviet power had done them an injustice—either 

during the war at the hands of  the partisans or after the war at the hands 

of  Soviet officials—therefore resorted to particular strategies in order to be 

able to mobilize the state on their behalf: they wrote letters to party leaders 

in which they accused others of  being German accomplices. While their 

efforts often turned out to be unsuccessful, the authorities usually ben-

efited f rom them: on a more abstract level, complaint letters to the regime 

acknowledged that the Soviet state alone had the means to settle the con-

f licts brought forward by the authors. The importance that this affirmation 

of  Soviet state authority had should not be underestimated, in particular 

considering how rapidly institutions in the western Soviet regions had col-

lapsed in the summer of  1941. In that sense, and regardless of  the author’s 

intentions, each letter to the state contributed to the rebuilding of  Soviet 

power in the aftermath of  Nazi occupation. Unintentionally, “confronting 

the past” had a regime-stabilizing effect, not leading to the creation of  more 

liberal, open public spheres but instead strengthening the mechanisms of  

power in an authoritarian regime like the Soviet Union. 

 The search for truth, guilt, and justice in the aftermath of  Nazi occu-

pation, then, was a multidimensional process located at myriad levels of  

state and society, one that was about defining political loyalty but also about 

establishing crimes; about finding moral justice in its different forms and 

meanings but also about revenge; one of  tremendous personal grief, trauma, 

and enduring silences but also about the rebuilding of  lives, belonging, and 

defining one’s place in the postwar community of  resisters. Yet precisely 

because confronting the ghosts of  war was such a highly individualized and 

multidimensional process—contingent on a multitude of  interacting factors, 
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circumstances, and personal experiences—it is difficult to identify a clear 

contrast between western and eastern Belarus, between the new, formerly 

Polish and the old Soviet part of  the republic. As several scholars have shown, 

the Sovietization of  the regions that were annexed in 1939 and 1940 could be 

thoroughly carried out only after 1944. In consequence, differences between 

old and new Soviet regions manifested themselves in state policies and prac-

tices.  48   One might assume that these were also ref lected in the personal ways 

in which inhabitants of  Belarus responded to the aftermath of  Nazi occupa-

tion: for example, that people from eastern Belarus were more likely to turn to 

the state than inhabitants of  western Belarus or more likely to agree with the 

authorities’ categories of  right and wrong wartime behavior—and thus more 

likely to find moral justice through the Soviet state. Given the lack of  com-

prehensive empirical data, this is, of  course, impossible to rule out entirely. 

Still, I could not detect any obvious east/west differences in the available 

source material. What is noteworthy here is not the existence but rather the 

absence of  a pattern that one would have expected to see. 

 If  there was a line dividing the population not just in Belarus but in the 

Soviet Union at large, however, then it ran between those who had lived 

under German rule and those who had not. After the war, many civilians 

who returned from the Soviet rear or f ront shared with the authorities their 

distrust toward those who had lived in occupied territory. Like elsewhere in 

Europe, women faced a gendered stigma and were accused of  “horizontal 

collaboration.” The mistrust extended to those who had been taken to Ger-

many as forced laborers and to Red Army soldiers who had survived German 

captivity. Even former Soviet partisans were not always exempt, depending 

on when and under what circumstances they had joined the movement.  49   

Although people’s prejudices toward those who had lived under Nazi rule 

did not always have to be articulated fully, biases nevertheless lingered on 

for decades after the war, with the potential to appear at any moment, often 

during small, everyday social conf licts. Social interactions and encounters, 

both in public and in private, therefore also showed that for many people, 

actual, alleged, or surmised wartime behavior and postwar belonging were 

intertwined issues—whether that meant belonging to a family, a local com-

munity, or the Soviet nation. 

 Private and Public Lives 

  Ghosts of  War  is based on a broad range of  archival sources f rom sixteen 

archives in Belarus, Russia, Germany, Israel, Poland, Ukraine, and the United 

States. A large part consists of  Soviet state documents that were for internal 
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use only (such as Communist Party reports, reports f rom the people’s com-

missariats/ministries, cadre statistics, or procuracy reports) and Soviet state 

documents like newspapers and speeches that were produced for the pub-

lic. Unlike in neighboring Ukraine or Lithuania, the archives of  the Soviet 

state security organs in Belarus are closed to researchers (as are the central 

archives of  the Soviet state security organs in Moscow). However, reports 

f rom the state security organs, including on the work of  the NKVD/MVD 

military tribunals, are available through the archives of  the Communist Party 

of  Belarus (although much material remains classified, too). Other archival 

sources include reports f rom the Nazi occupation regime and court files 

f rom postwar Germany. Together, these documents attest to regime policies 

and practices and the ways in which they changed over time. 

 As an exploration of  both private and public lives, with its equal emphasis 

on state and nonstate actors, the book also draws on published and unpub-

lished personal and autobiographical material written or recorded in Rus-

sian, German, Polish, English, and Belarusian. This includes memoirs and 

shorter recollections, interview transcripts, and Jewish memorial books, as 

well as diaries, complaint letters to the Soviet authorities, and oral history 

interviews that I conducted in Belarus, Israel, and Germany. With the excep-

tion of  complaint letters that people sent to the Soviet authorities and the 

interviews conducted by the Commission on the History of  the Great Patri-

otic War, an oral history project run by Isaak Mints of  the USSR Academy of  

Sciences, most personal and autobiographical material was created decades 

after the war.  50   The delay may be attributed to personal considerations, such 

as the need for temporal distance or an urge only later in life to pass on mem-

ories to a younger generation. Audience reception probably also mattered. In 

the United States, it took at least twenty years for a larger public to become 

interested in personal Holocaust histories; in Europe, it took even longer.  51   

Until the onset of  perestroika in the Soviet Union, state censorship prevented 

the publication of  memoirs, including on the Holocaust, that offered an 

alternative to highly state-regulated ways of  narrating the war. Finally, the 

civilian side of  war and the experiences of  “ordinary people” only began to 

attract public and scholarly interest relatively recently, whether in the East or 

the West. This, in turn, is both ref lected in and has shaped the ways in which 

the memoir literature on the Second World War has developed over time. 

 Knowing, as cognitive psychology and neuroscience studies have shown, 

that every act of  remembering entails the reconfiguration of  what is being 

remembered, some historians might caution against using such temporally 

removed sources as memoirs and strongly favor more immediate ones.  52   

However, I do not entirely share these reservations. At the time of  its creation, 
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interpretations of  events are always (and unavoidably so) already being writ-

ten into a source. While authors of  personal or autobiographical sources 

necessarily position themselves in relation to the larger political and social 

force field surrounding them, so, too, do the authors of  state documents: for 

example, reports written by local officials or state security officers to Minsk 

or Moscow. This book draws on a wide range of  different sources, of  which 

each comes with its own specific set of  methodological problems. At their 

core, however, the analytical challenge remains the same for all sources: to 

reconstruct how humans experienced and interpreted an event, to understand 

who speaks, from what position, and in relation to whom and what, and to 

identify the limits of  what could have been said—and what was left unsaid. 

In what follows, I therefore juxtapose different sources relating to one par-

ticular process or phenomenon. At times, however, this is not possible, and 

all I can work with is one source, even just a fragment pertaining to a sin-

gle event. The reason for that lies in an imbalance in the source base, and 

more specifically, within the available personal and autobiographical mate-

rial. While members of  all social strata wrote complaint letters to the state, 

urban residents overall left more detailed written traces than rural residents, 

and men more than women. Memoirs by Holocaust survivors—in particular. 

those from western Belarus who left the Soviet Union immediately after the 

war and later settled in the United States or Israel—are also more numerous 

than memoirs by other population groups. To compensate for this, I drew as 

much as possible on complaint letters and conducted oral history interviews 

myself. Although the imbalance is impossible to even out entirely, the avail-

able primary source material can nevertheless provide evidence of  similarities 

and differences in human perception and behavior, reveal discrepancies and 

concurrences between institutional and personal responses to the aftermath 

of  Nazi occupation, and, if  interpreted cautiously, provide a sense of  scale. 

 Ghosts of War 

 The first chapter introduces the tumultuous early twentieth-century history 

of  the region that came to form post-1945 Soviet Belarus. It does so through 

the lives of  some of  its inhabitants f rom different religious, ethnic, and social 

backgrounds who, alongside others, will appear repeatedly throughout the 

book. Since individual choices under Nazi rule can only be fully understood 

if  the prewar Soviet years are adequately explored, the chapter traces how 

larger political shifts and ruptures—in particular, the different ways in which 

Soviet power came to eastern and western Belarus—transformed personal 

lives and interethnic relations before 1941. 
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 The second chapter examines the heart of  darkness, the years of  war and 

occupation. It focuses on three developments: the transition from Soviet to 

German rule in the summer of  1941, the murder of  Belarus’s Jewish com-

munity, and the growth of  the partisan movement. Taken together, these 

three developments reveal particularly well individual preferences and moti-

vations, local dynamics of  violence, and the multicausal situational factors 

that increasingly accounted for the choices that individuals made and the 

choices that they were forced to make under Nazi rule. 

 The third chapter looks at the moment of  return in 1944 and the worlds 

destroyed, worlds in f lux, and worlds apart that it revealed. It examines the 

first encounters between those who had lived in occupied territory and 

those who had experienced the war elsewhere, and assesses how the return-

ing Soviet authorities destroyed any resistance, real and imagined. It also 

explores the state’s investigatory process and details the different strategies 

and sources that the Soviet state security organs drew on, including the help 

of  partisan units, informer networks, captured German documents, witness 

statements collected by the Extraordinary State Commission (ChGK), and 

prewar surveillance and policing tools. 

 The fourth chapter traces the evolution of  Soviet punishment of  those 

deemed wartime traitors f rom the first reconquest phase to the early 1960s, 

when a second wave of  trials took place. Analyzing secret and public pros-

ecutions, the chapter shows that punitive practices were not static but rather 

varied over time, alternating between more lenient and stricter, less active 

and more expansive phases in response to shifting domestic and international 

constellations. At the same time, the state’s politics of  retribution remained 

both ideologically inf lected and profoundly conf licted, attesting to the pow-

erful yet ambivalent nature of  the postwar Soviet state. 

 The fifth chapter shifts the focus f rom the state to the perspective of  

individual lives and local communities. It reveals the destructive impact that 

people’s wartime choices had on personal ties and solidarities in a region that 

had already experienced much destruction of  its social fabric under Soviet 

rule. The chapter analyzes how individuals sought accountability or revenge 

with the help of  the postwar Soviet state, through nonstate channels, or by 

a combination of  the two, and assesses the different meanings that justice, 

truth, and guilt held for people. 

 The sixth chapter reconstructs how different actors shaped the official 

image of  Belarus as the “Partisan Republic,” outlining its evolution from 

the war years into the first postwar decades. As acts of  public remembrance 

contributed to public silencing and forgetting, party leaders increasingly eth-

nicized the war narrative in terms of  both heroes and victims (with Jewish 



26    I N T R O D U C T I O N

and Polish inhabitants of  Belarus subsequently excluded from the narrative). 

By presenting the Soviet partisan movement in Belarus as a mostly male, eth-

nic Belarusian or at best an East Slavic undertaking, the authorities also mar-

ginalized the contribution of  female partisans, who had, after all, constituted 

16 percent of  the movement’s forces in Belarus.  53   At the same time, even 

many ethnic Belarusians found that their actual experiences with the par-

tisans were not ref lected in the state’s narrative. The chapter identifies the 

many discrepancies that existed between official image and personal expe-

riences and reveals the mechanisms of  inclusion and exclusion that were 

underlying the memory-making process—but it also shows how individuals 

at once accommodated, contested, and reshaped official war memory. 

 The afterword locates the Soviet Union within the global moment of  

post–Second World War justice, a moment that saw hundreds of  thousands 

of  individuals prosecuted for their wartime activities in almost all former 

belligerent countries, that led to the emergence of  international criminal law, 

and that witnessed public and official discourses on collaboration transcend 

national boundaries. Tracing their different postwar trajectories both within 

and outside Belarus, the book ends with the lives of  Ol’ga Bembel’-Dedok, 

Chasia Bornstein-Bielicka, Zofia Brzozowska, Vasil’ Bykaŭ, Vladimir Khar-

tanovich, Litman Mor, Lev Ovsishcher, and Zinaida Suvorova. For these 

eight individuals, as for countless others, the war never became history but 

remained ever present. 
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