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ABSTRACT
This article1����������	
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of the article presents the ways the informants talked of the period 1970s-1980s, i.e. when they came 
to Lithuania, to the construction site of Visaginas (Sniechkus) and the nuclear power plant. The second 
part of the article discusses how the informants described their and the community’s social, economic 
situation in the post-Soviet period. The author discusses why the informants tend to construct the Soviet 
and post-Soviet periods in particular ways and provides parallels with other anthropological works. The 
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2000-2004. 
KEY WORDS: socio-cultural anthropology, memory, decline, uncertainty, identity, ethnic groups, Igna-
lina nuclear power plant.
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Introduction

The construction works of the Ignalina nuclear power plant were started in the 1970s. Accord-
ing to historians, the decision to build a nuclear power plant in the northeast Lithuania was made 
by central authorities of the Soviet Union. As people still remember, construction workers and en-
gineers from different places of the Soviet Union came to this site, which was called vsesojuznaja 
�%��
�&��"�������"�&���	���"� (vanguard construction works by the Comsomol). A substantial 
number of the original construction workers stayed in Lithuania and settled in the neighbouring 
town, housing plant employees a few kilometres from the nuclear power plant. In the Soviet period, 

1 This paper is a slightly revised version of a chapter of the author’s doctoral dissertation, which was defended and 
published at the Department of Social Anthropology, Lund University in 2005 (see Sliavaite, Kristina (2005) '����(���
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Monographs in Social Anthropology 16. Lund University). By “nuclear power plant community” the author refers to the 
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plant and the nearby town of Visaginas are seen as one interdependent unit and is so treated in this paper. 
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this town of plant employees and their families was called Sniechkus. In the post-Soviet period it 
���������������������#�����������	���
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of inhabitants are Russians by nationality2. �	�����������������
�
����������	��{*&H����	�����������-
tor of the Ignalina nuclear power plant ceased operation on the 31st of December 2004. The second 
reactor was decommissioned at the end of 20093. 

Algirdas Kavaliauskas notes that the specialization of Visaginas was initially planned as electri-
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��}���������4. In 1999, the 
nuclear power plant employed 5,108 persons5. Ninety-nine (or even more) percent of plant employees 
reside in Visaginas6. According to monitor data of 20027, 86 percent of the companies in Visaginas 
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plant, argued that they are economically and socially dependent on the functioning of the plant. The 
Ignalina nuclear power plant is thus an important guarantor of the economic and social welfare of the 
local population. At present there are new discussions and projects to build a new, modern nuclear 
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considered as a kind of guarantee of energy independence of these countries9. 

Anthropologist Kajsa Ekholm Friedman argued for the importance of studying societies in 
decline or in social crisis10��Z������	�������
����������������
��?������GHHH��
��	����������
of 2004, it was evident that the plant, built during the Soviet period would be closed. At that time, 
however, there were no real projects of construction of a new modern plant in the place of closed 
one as there are now. This paper aims at analysing how informants, inhabitants of Visaginas, con-
struct their past and present. How do they construct their lives in Soviet Lithuania? How are post-
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argues that our experiences of the present are shaped by the model of the past we construct, and, 
vice versa11. I do not consider my informants’ narratives as “objective” historical accounts. As ar-
gued by Elizabeth Tonkin, people’s recollections are shaped by their particular life histories and the 
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5 Ibid, p. 248.
6 KAVALIAUSKAS, A. (…), 2003, p. 314.
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Security and Labour of the Republic of Lithuania monitored the social and economic situation in the region of the 
Ignalina nuclear power plant, which includes Zarasai and Ignalina regions and the municipality of Visaginas. See: 
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context of the interview12. What is important is that these narratives of the past are closely linked 
with the informant’s identity13 and, therefore, examination of my informants’ representations of the 
past also entails an examination of their group identity. 

�	������������
���	�������������������	��������	����
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�����������	�������<
!������
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I will analyse how informants were talking of the period 1970s-1980s (mainly of the years 1975-
1988), i.e. when they came to Lithuania, to the construction of Visaginas (Sniechkus) and the plant. 
I will present how informants conceptualized their motivations to come to Lithuania, the ways 
they depicted construction work of the plant and the town, how they perceive themselves and their 
colleagues back then. In the second part of the paper, I will sum up the main themes informants 
touched on when describing their and the community’s social, economic situation in the post-So-
viet period. In the concluding part of the paper, I will discuss some parallels between the situation 
of people in Visaginas and the Copperbelt mineworkers in Zambia, studied by James Ferguson14. 

It is not surprising that the way people construct their past (and particularly Soviet past) is a 
popular object of investigation among social scientists15. A number of studies revealed that certain 
groups of population in different countries express nostalgia for the Soviet past or for some of its 
elements16. Oral history is an important source of investigation for historians: Algirdas Kavaliaus-
kas, in his study of history of Visaginas and Ignalina nuclear power plant, uses people’s biographi-
cal memories, and many of them provide information on severe conditions during construction and 
the hard work building the town and the plant17. 
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in Lithuania, as well as some city dwellers, construct past and present, argues that the post-Soviet 
period is often perceived by her informants as social and individual regression, a decline, while 
the late Soviet period is linked with welfare18. Referring to the post-Soviet period, people in the 
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ment, poverty, begging children, alcoholism, crime, other negative social phenomena, while late 
Soviet period was related with progress and social and economic security19��X�������������>�
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17 See: KAVALIAUSKAS, A. (…), 2003.
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argues that the ways her informants constructed the Soviet past and talked of the post-Soviet period 
are shaped by changes in their social status, present social marginalization and argues that there is 
a dialectical relationship between past and present20��?��
������
�X�������������>��¡�	�����
-
ries are comments on the post-socialist changes and personal experiences of post-socialism”21. The 
�������
�����������
��<
!��������
��+<
!�������������!������������������������>����������
examples they were giving to the researcher to ground their arguments, were in many aspects very 
similar to the ways people in Visaginas were telling me their narratives. 

6�	�������
�
�
�����X��������������������������6�
�5��������	�����������
���
�������-
views with Visaginas inhabitants, argue that the period in the past is considered by their informants 
as the best period in the history of Visaginas22, while the decision to decommission the Ignalina nu-
clear power plant is perceived as one of “critical moments”23 and is related to the rise of a number 
of unwelcome social phenomena in the town as well as loss of former social security24. Kasatkina 
����6�
�5�����������	����	�����!����
������������	�����GHH{+GHHG����
����������	���Q�������
in Lithuania tend to assess their personal social status as getting worse during last decade25. Kasat-
��������6�
�5������������	�������������
���
�����������
�����
���������������	�����
���������
of Russians (from national majority in the Soviet Union to minority in post-Soviet Lithuania), 
sense of social insecurity26 and social marginalization27. 
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interpretations of why my informants constructed Soviet and post-Soviet periods in the ways they 
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of the plant. The main body of data was collected between August 2000 and December 2002. In 
2003, and at the beginning of 2004, some additional data was collected28. Altogether, during doc-
�
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material. Here I analyze only interviews with informants who lived a substantial part of their lives 
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were in their forties. However, the majority of them were in their 50s and 60s, and, most of them 
came to Lithuania to construct Visaginas and the Ignalina nuclear power plant. Most of the in-
terviews were audio-taped. The majority of my informants were Russians by nationality and the 
majority of interviews were conducted in the Russian language. The informants I refer to in this 
paper were of different educational backgrounds, different professions, many of them were already 
��������Z������	�������
������
���U��
��������
���
���	���
����XP\�������!
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rich empirical data. In order to protect the identity of informants, I do not use in paper real names 
or family names of my informants.
20 Ibid, p. 64–66.
21 Ibid, p. 83.
22� �?<?��UX?�� X������� �� 6�\X�U�?<��������� ���	����� �	
�
�I� )��+�I� �%�+	�$�&�!� "�
	�"�	��� ��� ��)�� Vilnius: 

Eugrimas, 2003, p. 183.
23 Ibid, p. 185.
24 Ibid, p. 186.
25 Ibid, p. 224–225.
26 Ibid, p. 113–115.
27 Ibid, p. 136.
28 For more, see: SLIAVAITE, Kristina. '����(��
�����	�����)�	�*���+!�-�$���.��
)����	�
�$�	/��
%�0����/��
���

��	���
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�1�$����(�2���(�
	�.����
�	/. Lund: Lund Monographs in Social Anthropology, No. 16, 2005.
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I. Constructing the Soviet period  
 
Motivations of (im)migration to Lithuania

?���������!���������	�������������	���¢���
����
������
��
�	���������
���	��<
!�����
��
to the construction site in northeast Lithuania as a result of a lack of local specialists and for politi-
cal reasons attributed to the central authorities in Moscow29. The people involved in the con-
struction works of the plant and the town were mainly those who moved from other parts 
of the Soviet Union30. According to Algirdas Kavaliauskas, part of the immigrants were so 
called “children of -��%����”31, i.e. those who were under the rule of a special ministry, 
worked in the secret nuclear and other industry sectors of the economy and were directed 
to the construction works in Lithuania32. Kavaliauskas names different people’s motiva-
tions of coming to the construction site in Lithuania33.

Based on my interview data, it is possible to name a few main factors behind (im)mi-
gration to the construction site in north-eastern Lithuania. One group of informants said 
�	��� �	��������
���������������� �	���������
��-��%����34. Some informants said that 
they were sent to the construction site after graduating from institutions of professional 
or higher education. A few informants said that their main motivation to come to the con-
struction site in Lithuania was their personal will to serve the motherland (Soviet Union). 
Important were also social-economic factors: people were willing to come to Lithuania or 
other Soviet republics of (��>�	�"� (Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia) due to relatively high 
living standards there in comparison with some other regions of the former Soviet Union. 
However, all these factors should be perceived as interrelated. This can be seen with some 
examples from informants own recollections. 

Irina is a Russian woman over 60 years old, who came from Russia in 1970s when her 
husband was sent to work in Lithuania by the Ministry of -��%����. They both occupied 
high positions as engineers and kept in close contact with regional Comsomol leaders in 
Lithuania. She remembers the way her family immigrated to Lithuania as following:

My husband came there in 1974. He got a directive [napravlenie] from Sverdlovsk. There 
[in Sverdlovsk], in fact, the construction works were coming to an end. And he went to Moscow to 
obtain a directive. It was suggested that he goes to a place near Moscow or here, in Lithuania, to the 
construction works of the biggest nuclear power plant in the world. This promised good prospects 
and he decided to choose Lithuania. […] And in December I decided to come there, to look around. 
¥�¦�����������!���������	�����������������������	���������§�U������	�����'�
	�P
����	�����
�����§

Irina’s husband was employed at the construction project in Sverdlovsk. The works were be-
ing completed there and the authorities in Moscow offered him a job in Lithuania, or he could join 
some construction project near Moscow. He chose Lithuania, since he considered this an opportu-
29 KAVALIAUSKAS, A. (…) 1999, p. 61–62.
30 Ibid.
31 KAVALIAUSKAS, A. (…) 2003, p. 44.
32 Ibid, p. 43–48.
33 Ibid, p. 46–48.
34 More on this ministry and its role see: KAVALIAUSKAS, A. (…) 2003.
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nity that could open new possibilities: the Ignalina nuclear power plant was considered a site of key 
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some exceptionally beautiful place where you can see green meadows even in December. Later in 
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/). She presents local people as open, friendly and tells that life there was calm. 

The construction of the Ignalina nuclear power plant was highly ideologized in Soviet times. 
As informants remember, the construction of the plant was presented in the mass media as very 
useful for the country, as the construction of the largest nuclear power plant in the world, and as 
an example of the greatness of the peaceful use of nuclear power. The construction works were 
presented as an outcome of great friendship among the Soviet nations. According to Kavaliauskas, 
the construction works of the Ignalina nuclear power plant were often compared by people with 
other famous building works like the Bajkal Amur railway (BAM) in the former Soviet Union35. 
Therefore, it is not surprising that a few informants argued that their main motivation to 
come to the site was their devotion to the country (the Soviet Union). 

Aleksandr is a healthy and very active pensioner in his 80s. Aleksandr shows piles of 
photos he made since his arrival to Lithuania. Aleksandr said that this construction site was 
announced as �����&�K
�&���%��
�&��"�������"�&���	���"� (vanguard construction works 
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heard about it on the radio and was inspired to join it. He was in his 60s then and lived far 
away, in Siberia. According to Aleksandr:

You see, information was spread by TV and radio that a nuclear power plant was going to 
be built there and those who were keen to devote their labour for the motherland, those were eager 
to come there. So they knew that the nuclear power plant was going to be built. I was working in 
Siberia, in T [name of the town], and I also heard about it. And if they start the construction of the 
nuclear power plant that means that it will be interesting to see the start of the works. That’s why 
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Aleksandr indicated that his obligations and love for the motherland (the Soviet Union) and 
interest “to see the start of the works” were the main reasons why he left Siberia and moved to 
the construction site of the nuclear power plant and the town in Lithuania. From my point of view, 
Aleksandr repeats the ideological statements of Soviet times when a person’s life was considered 
successful if it was perceived as useful for the country (the Soviet Union). Some other informants 
��
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���������������;nagrozdenija) that had to prove the importance of their work at the con-
struction site. Once I witnessed a scene where an old woman brought a small statue of Lenin to one 
of the local non-governmental organizations. She asked them to accept it as charity. She believed 
that somebody could want it and she did not have children to leave her property. The statue of 
Lenin was still of deep value to her.

On the other hand, many informants recalled that the image of Lithuania and other Baltic re-
publics ((��>�	�"�) as an economically and socially relatively well developed region of the Soviet 
Union, was important in shaping their motivations to come to this construction site. Tamara, a Rus-
sian woman in her 40s, recalls that in her childhood she collected chocolate boxes with pictures of 

35 Ibid, p. 47.
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different places in the Baltic republics, and from an early age, she dreamt of moving to the Baltic 
���
���<	����������(��>�	�"� as an economically and culturally developed region of the Soviet 
Union. According to many informants, they were eager to settle down in any republic of (��>�	�"�. 
The opportunity to come to the north-eastern part of Lithuania, to the construction works, was the 
opportunity they had been looking for. 

Angela is a Russian woman in her 40s. Her family includes her husband and two children: a 
teenager daughter and an adult son. They moved from Russia to a small town of Lithuania in 1980s, 
seeking economic and social security. Angela remembers the realization of her wish to move to 
(��>�	�"� as follows:

When I was still studying at school, I went to (��>�	�"��[the Baltic States]. And already 
in school I wished to move to (��>�	�"����	��}���	���	�������
����¢����������
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to change it. […] You know, now it is funny even to remember, but when I came to Lithuania and 
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saying that in those times the life was bad, but in Russia it was really bad. I was so used to buying 
everything in big quantities and there [in Lithuania] when I came in I started to take everything in 
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Angela said that since her school years she wished to move to and live permanently in any 
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Lithuania: relatively good supply in the shops, relatively high economic development. (��>�	�"��
was equated by Angela with better economic and a social condition of living, and this was her 
main motive to (im)migrate to Lithuania. These motivations were mentioned by other informants 
as well. So the reasons given by my informants for (im)migrating to Lithuania in order to work 
on the construction of the plant ranged from devotion to the motherland (the Soviet Union) to the 
search of a higher quality of life36. 

“Life was burning there”: narratives of rapid development of Visaginas in the Soviet period

The narratives about construction works of Visaginas and the plant, told by different informants 
with slight differences in details, is reminiscent of some legends. According to informants, it was 
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construction works of Visaginas and the plant in the early 1980s. He remembers the construction 
works of the town and plant as follows:

The years up to 1991 were the best years of my life and these were also the best years 
for Visaginas. Visaginas was a closed town, therefore not everybody could move there. I do not 
mean that the inhabitants were somehow special people, but that people who came there were rec-
ommended by the Comsomol, for example. Therefore a criminal could not live there. […] Here, 
in Visaginas, we had a period of highly developed socialism, a stage that everybody wanted to 
��	�!��'�	�������	����§�?����	���
��
�
�������
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36 For comparison, see: KAVALIAUSKAS, A. (…) 2003.
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being done. […] I had to start my service in the army and was sent to Lithuania, to Dukstas. I was 
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and everybody was living in those temporary barracks, all builders. We called Dukstas Shanghai 
back then [laughs]. [When I came] I wanted to see the town and was told just to stop any car on 
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kind of camaraderie [�>�$
��	]. I went to Visaginas and here everything was built anew, the houses 
were white, there was a forest, I liked it very much. We were enthusiastic, it was the birth of a new 
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BAM [Baikal-Amur railway][…] All people were together. Even the second secretary of the Com-
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During interview informants often criticized such realities of the Soviet system as economic 
shortages. However, Yuri said:

… here, in Visaginas, we had a period of highly developed socialism, a stage that every-
body wanted to achieve.

Yuri and many other informants mostly depicted their struggle to construct the town of Visa-
ginas and the plant with enthusiasm, devotion, and motivation. These years were characterized as 
“the birth of a new place”, the start of something wonderful. In informants’ eyes, it was a move-
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and of course the largest nuclear power plant in the world. The progress in individual lives was seen 
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were giving birth to children. 

Irina, a Russian woman over 60 years old, depicted the past as one of constant and rapid growth: 
houses, shops, hospitals were going up. She argues that this was partly due to the special status 
of the construction site: as it was in Europe and the largest such plant in the world, the attention it 
received also ensured that supplies were abundant and delivered on time:

The second house was going up … and then the third house. Houses built of bricks were 
going up. So the houses were being built simultaneously [with the nuclear power plant]. The Min-
istry of Sredmash paid special attention to these construction works. First of all, it was the biggest 
nuclear power plant in the world. The town is in Europe. We had ideal supplies due to all the atten-
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If there is some need, we had just to call and everything we needed was sent. However, there were 
demands as well. We did not know the word “no.” We did not know the phrase “did not do it in 
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time.” We had to do everything in time, and with the highest quality of work. Everything was built 
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Many informants perceived their work at the construction site as of highest importance for the 
development of the motherland (the Soviet Union) and as an important stage in their personal lives 
and careers. Valia is a Russian woman over 60 years old. She lives alone, her husband died some 
years ago. She retired a few years ago. Valia depicts her career during the Soviet period as one of 
rapid upward mobility and perceives herself as devoted to the needs of the collective. Valia said:

I have to tell, maybe it is because I was young, when I started to work in our construc-
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on us, there were mice, the house was just temporary, and so the wind was blowing through the 
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needed something more [more important work]. […] [here] you go to work and know that people 
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However, she argues that every day she was going to the work site “as to a festival.” Valia said: 

G���! You know, Kristina, you cannot imagine this. When the time came to complete this 
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There was water, puddles everywhere around, we were going by bus, excavations everywhere. 
Sometimes you missed your bus and went [to the constructions site] by railway. You have gumboots 
and go on foot [to your work place] [laughs]. Once my acquaintance got stuck in a puddle. They 
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G���! No, absolutely no. Every day we were going to work as to a festival.
 

During one of our meetings Irina showed me some private photo albums of her family. In one of 
the photo albums were selected only photos of the town and the plant, photos of different buildings 
and how they were changing in years. Small notes, references to the years or poetry were written 
below some photos. In this way she had wished to show the history of the town, to document the 
way it was changing, growing and to be able to return any moment to the past. Irina also read me a 
poem written to her husband by some friends of her family. It was written in the Soviet times and 
emphasizes the importance of the work her husband had done and was doing. The main motive of 
the poem was that the construction works carried out by a man is also a monument for him, these 
constructions were seen as making him immortal: the poem states that he is a man who worked 
much during his life, he is a man who overcame all hindrances and built farms, roads, and the plant, 
his work is seen everywhere. 

The informants usually described themselves as devoted to the country (the Soviet Union), 
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	�K�����(enthusiasm)�8�were commonly used when referring 
to those times in the past and those people (including oneself). The prevailing image of one’s self 
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was that of heroes who worked hard and who built the biggest nuclear power plant in the world. 
The people who (im)migrated to Lithuania during the initial phase of the construction works from 
distant places of the Soviet Union were described as capable of withstanding hard work and over-
coming severe hardships: they left big cities with modern conveniences and came to a place in 
Lithuania covered by forests and marshes. 

Anthropologist Vieda Skultans, in her analysis of Latvian narratives, argued that: 

… narrators attempt to compensate for biographical disruption by restoring unity and 
coherence to narrated lives. The breakdown of the everyday structures of living creates a need to 
reconstitute meaning in story telling37. 

According to Skultans, in the Latvian case “the concept of destiny” was often employed by her 
informants who experienced exile and other forcible disruptions of their lives38. Contrary to this, 
in the narratives of majority of my informants, who can be treated as representatives of the 
Soviet colonial power, one would hardly hear any reference to destiny. In their memories 
of Soviet times the narrators presented themselves as the masters of their own life course. 

Alternative voices: “everything was destroyed”

Contrary to the discussed constructions of the past presented by the majority of the informants 
who lived substantial part of their lives under Soviet system, some informants constructed the 
past of the town differently. A version of the history of the town and the plant told by a Lithuanian 
informant, a participant at the construction works, stands in many aspects at variance with the nar-
ratives I heard from the majority of the informants, Soviet period (im)migrants. Jonas, a 72 years 
old Lithuanian man, who was one of the few local people involved in the construction works from 
the very beginning, describes the construction works as follows:

L�
��! … you see, everything was destroyed. The roads were made and small rivers died. 
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��-�! Did you have to plant a new forest afterwards?
L�
��! We had just to cut it. We were cutting and that’s all.
��-�! There were people of different nationalities? What language did you speak?
L�
��! Of course Russian. It happened that you meet a Lithuanian and speak in Russian, 

only later you start to understand that he is also a Lithuanian. […] They [the Russians] were telling 
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37 SKULTANS, Vieda. �������	���
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�+��	�-����	���	���� London and New York: 
Routledge, 1998, p. 26.

38 Ibid, p. 47–66.
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An informant describes how the construction works of the plant and the settlement destroyed 
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victory of human intelligence and industry over the nature, nor as a sign of modernization but, rath-
er, as an action against nature. During interview Jonas described the construction works as being 
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incomparably better than the wage he was receiving in the collective farm where he was previously 
employed. The construction workers were not perceived as heroes by Jonas, but as ordinary human 
beings, with ordinary human failings. Besides, Jonas emphasized, that they came from other parts 
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of a “real owner”. 

II. Narratives of decline in the post-Soviet period 
 
“Everything falls apart”

One evening during the winter, I was walking home in Visaginas together with a Russian wom-
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For many of my informants, this “bad fate” is equated with the post-Soviet social and economic 
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The post-Soviet period was often related by my informants with a general economic and social 
decline39���	�������
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buildings that were started at the end of the Soviet period in the late 1980s, but never 
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cline that occurred during the post-Soviet period. Walking with Valia through the streets 
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construction workers who came at the very start of the construction works and can tell in 
detail the history of almost any building. She can tell which brigade was working there, 
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complete a building in time, and more. Valia emphasized the growth and development of 
the town which, according to her, was characteristic of the Soviet period. Not completed 
houses, empty buildings with broken windows served for her as symbols of the post-Soviet 
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her eyes with tears. 

Describing their experience at the initial phase of the construction works the informants 
used such words as “nacialos razvaracivatsia” (started to go on), “vsio nacinalos” (eve-
rything started), etc. Contrary to this, referring to the post-Soviet changes some informants 
used such words as “russitsia” (collapsing, falling apart)40. 

Yuri is a successful businessman in his 40s. He moved to Visaginas in 1980s. Yuri argued: 
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40 Compare with: RIES, N. (…) 1997.



63

SOCIAL MEMORY, IDENTITY AND NARRATIVES OF DECLINE IN A LITHUANIAN NUCLEAR PLANT COMMUNITY

Earlier the paths in the forest for the running were lighted, and now they are dark. Every-
thing falls apart [russitsia]. �
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Yuri compares the Soviet and the post-Soviet period. He describes the body of town in the 
post-Soviet period as falling apart (russitsia). In his eyes, the problems are related not just with 
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not take care of Visaginas as much as did pervostroiteli ;�	��������������=�

The informants also described what they referred to as the “moral degeneration” of the popu-
lation in the post-Soviet period41. They cited such phenomena as drug addiction and alcoholism, 
increase in abandoned children, and the rise of crime. I argue that this is partly related with the 
changes in what is now publicly visible and what was hidden (but still present) during Soviet times: 
some negative phenomena were not visible publicly in the Soviet period and therefore perceived 
by some informants as absent then. Socially dysfunctional families, abandoned children, violence 
in families, begging children were cited by older informants as the main signs of economic decline 
and moral degeneration in the post-Soviet period. These phenomena were believed as being absent 
in the Soviet period.

Unemployment and poverty

Soviet authorities claimed that there was no unemployment in Soviet society. Therefore unem-
ployment is commonly related with the post-Soviet period. In 2001, 2,472 unemployed persons 
were formally registered in Visaginas and this constituted 15 percent of the local labour force42. 
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tory which produced construction materials was closed due to the cessation of construction of the 
third reactor of the plant. 

Unemployment was perceived as a mark of the post-Soviet period by the majority of the in-
formants and it was associated with the general economic decline43. The plant decommissioning 
was perceived as making the situation unpredictable and much worse. Unemployment and 
low incomes were related to poverty. Low incomes were described by many informants as 
characteristic of the majority of Visaginas’ inhabitants, who are not employed at the plant. 
Svetlana, a Russian woman in her late 60s, moved to Visaginas from Russia in the 1990s. 
Her daughter had earlier settled in Visaginas, and Svetlana wished to live closer to her 
daughter and grandchildren. They all belong to the most disadvantaged social group: her 
daughter has been unemployed for a considerable period of time, as well as the daughter’s 
husband. Svetlana and her husband are pensioners. Svetlana compared the present eco-
nomic situation of her family to that after the Second World War. According to her, the life 
they are condemned to lead is unbearable: 

We came to settle together with our daughter two years ago [in 1998] from Kuban. […] 
�������	���������	������{*&z�'��	���������!���������	�����	���	������
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2001. Vilnius: Lietuvos statistikos departamentas, 2003, p. 43.
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right. She was working at some normal state-owned sewing factory. The factory was closed around 
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different services and three hundred is left for us. Sometimes we would have just enough to buy a 
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people were friendly, there were things to buy in the public shops […] All those at the top of power 
[���@��"�] are responsible for this. […] During the war we were eating grass and now we almost 
have to eat the grass again. […] If you collect mushrooms, you need also butter, potatoes, if you do 
not have this, you will not be able to eat those mushrooms.

Svetlana complains of social and economic situation of her family. According to Svetlana, her 
daughter does not have a job. Svetlana and her husband get small pensions that they share with 
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bread. According to her, all those at the top of the power (���@��"�) are responsible for Svetlana’s 
and her family present social, economic situation. Later during the interview, Svetlana argues that 
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Union: 

Now everyone thinks just about oneself. Of course, it was much better before [in the Sovi-
et Union]. When [the Soviet Union ] started to break up, people started to think just of one-selves... 
Lithuania was in the Soviet Union, why did it break up? Who have built this town? Lithuanians 
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republics, we were helping each other … we had everything then…if we get together again, then 
we could start live again.

Vitalii is a Russian man over 60 years old. He is one of those who came at the very start of 
construction works of the plant and the town. He is retired and receives a small pension from the 
state. When we met in summer of 2000, he was anxious to make sure that the repairs to his car, 
damaged in an accident, were paid for by the young man responsible for the accident. Vitalii trusted 
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accident happened. However, the young guy just disappeared for a couple of days. Vitalii relates 
this event to the moral degeneration of the population, particularly the youth, in the post-Soviet 
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post-Soviet period as one of decline. According to him, during Soviet times everybody had a job. 
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unemployed at any moment. In his eyes, the downward mobility of his children is proof of a gen-
eral societal decline. According to Vitalii, his daughter was the chief dispatcher earlier. Now, in the 
post-Soviet period, after the bankruptcy of the institution where she had been employed, she has 
become a washing lady at a school. His grandson returned from service in the Lithuanian army, but 
he is also unemployed. Vitalii argues that during Soviet times it was inconceivable that a man could 
�
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��-�! Did everybody have a job [in the Soviet time]?
G�	���!���������
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town does not have one [a future]. Maybe I am wrong. But I think that according to how everything 
goes around me. I do not see any indication that something good is going to happen. I do not see 
anything. I have children, grandchildren. […] My daughter is a washing lady at school. And she 
worked as a chief dispatcher at the base [>�K�] before the base collapsed [razvalilas]. Everything 
closed down thereafter and she also had to go back to school. My grandson served in the army, he 
������������	�������
��'��
��	�������������	
������
���

A number of informants perceived the post-Soviet period as the period when they and their 
families have to refuse many things they could previously afford. Angela is a Russian woman in 
her 40s. Her family consists of her, her husband and their two children. They moved from Russia 
to a small Lithuanian town in the 1980s. Later they moved to Visaginas to live with their fellow 
Russians. Her family lives on the salary of her husband, who expressed his satisfaction that he is 
employed at a company that is not going to be affected by the plant closure and so he is sure of 
his future employment. Angela said that during Soviet times they could afford such “luxuries” as, 
for example, a summer rest near the Baltic sea. She complains that now this is impossible for their 
family has to survive on the wages of her husband. Angela said:
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to have a rest somewhere is a luxury. You can live without it. But when you think that your child is 
a gifted pupil and that before could get her a good education and now you cannot give it to her, that 
you do not have money for it, this is what I am most upset about.

Angela argues that she can survive without a summer vacation near the sea, but she is most anx-
ious about whether they will be able to pay for her daughter’s studies at university for she perceives 
this as her chance for the future. 

Alternative voices

The majority of my informants of older generation in Visaginas constructed the post-Soviet 
period as a decline44. However, contrary to the narratives depicting the post-Soviet period 
as a decline or a rupture of development, some informants presented different attitudes on 
socio-economic changes in the post-Soviet period, to the future of the town and its popula-
tion. They saw development instead of decline, freedom and the right to choose instead of 
narrowed possibilities. 

One such informant is the already quoted Jonas, a Lithuanian man in his early 70s. Jonas does 
not agree with the opinion that the economy is declining in the post-Soviet period. To Jonas the so-
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decline of Lithuania’s economy, but is a result of individual failings:
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You see, people are talking that there were collective farms, people had jobs [and now the 
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There is no work just if you are a drunkard or an idler.

Later in the interview, Jonas describes his economic situation in the post-Soviet period as good. 
According to Jonas, in the Soviet period one could get some goods just by >�	��i.e. exploiting per-
sonal social relations. He interprets this as a form of humiliation and an injury to human dignity. 
Jonas relates the post-Soviet period with development: the shops are full of goods, he does not need 
anyone’s protections to get some stuff to buy, his pension is enough for the things he needs. Jonas 
argues that for him it is the most important that Lithuania regained its independence: in his eyes, 
political changes related with the independence of Lithuania are more important than some social 
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current situation is that of a decline. He believes that the most important priority is to change local 
people’s way of thinking about their present and future situation. Boris said:
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document about resign] since you will be dismissed anyway. I understood that there will be 14,000, 
20,000, 35,000 such people like me […] I started a new business. […] The most important thing is 
�
��������
����������������
���	������!���������	�����������
����
������
����¥�¦��	�����
����
���������¥�¦�U��	����	�����
��������������������'��	�����
�����������������������������

Boris is one of those “optimists” who managed to adapt to the social, economic transforma-
�
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��	��
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and post-Soviet periods.

Discussion

This paper aims at investigating how informants in Visaginas, who had lived a substantial part 
of their lives under the Soviet regime, construct their past and present and what these constructs re-
!����
���	�������������	����	�
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������������	�����	
����GHHH+GHHM�����
have seen that the narratives of the majority of the informants contained common selected themes: 
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ing conditions, and the industriousness of the people45. According to informants, as a result of 
their hard work and devotion, this area of Lithuania was modernized: the roads, town and 
the nuclear power plant were built. In this way informants construct themselves and others 
��������������
���
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����������
��	��
�����������

We have seen that informants have different versions of the Soviet and the post-Soviet periods. 
Two main versions can be discerned. One of them, constructed by the majority of the older genera-
tion informants in Visaginas, depicts the late Soviet period as one of rapid development, moderni-
zation, and the upward mobility of individuals. The post-Soviet period is constructed as a rupture 

45 See, also, for example, people’s memories in: KAVALIAUSKAS, A. (…) 2003.
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of this path and related to economic and social decline. The alternative version, suggested by a 
few informants, relates the post-Soviet period, with its economic development and opening of new 
possibilities to individuals, and restoration of independence of Lithuania, with freedom. Different 
segments of the Visaginas population therefore have different memories of the past: the realities of 
the past and the present, as well as future aspirations, constructed by them diverge in many ways. 
However, the majority of informants of the older generation idealized the social, and economic 
situation in the late Soviet period and related post-Soviet period with a social and economic de-
cline. In this context, it is important to note that, according to the researcher A. Kavaliauskas, in 
1998, living standards of part of Visaginas inhabitants (mostly plant employees) were considerably 
higher in comparison with surrounding areas46. A number of studies47 revealed that certain groups 
of the population, in different countries of post-Soviet space, express nostalgia for Soviet past or 
for some of its elements. Different researchers give various explanations of this phenomenon. 

Alexei Yurchak aims at reconstructing people’s everyday lives in late Soviet period and criti-
cizes the assumptions that Soviet citizens were passive recipients of Communist ideology and 
values and perceives people as active agents who supplied their own meanings (that not necessar-
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���������������
��������������������<
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period48. However, I would argue that for many of my informants, who had lived most of their lives 
under the Soviet regime, the construction works of Visaginas, the development of town, the growth 
of its population, and the construction of the nuclear power plant symbolize the realization of the 
Soviet project of development, industrialization and urbanization. Many informants constructed 
themselves as part of this project, as both its implementers and its bearers. 

Anthropologist James Ferguson argues that “the myth of modernization was never only an 
academic myth”49, that for common people it “gives form to an understanding of the world”50 and 
that its failure does have important consequences on people’s lives51. Ferguson studies what hap-
pens when “the myth of modernization”52 fails and how people in Copperbelt, Zambia experience 
decline53. Ferguson argues that “Zambia’s recent crisis is not only an economic crisis but a crisis of 
meaning, in which the way that people are able to understand their experience and to imbue it with 
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that rock their lives”54. 

Like the Copperbelt in Zambia, Visaginas was once in a process of development when suddenly 
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and ideologies of modernization, development, industrialization, and the “building of Communist 
society” on people’s lives and the consequences of the devaluation of such ideologies. 

46 KAVALIAUSKAS, A. (…) 1999, p. 261.
47� <�����
���������]���QZ?�6��Z��;�=�{***���UZ����6��Z��;�=�GHH&���6��������X��;�=�GHHM���6��������
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48 See: YURCHAK, A. (…) 2006.
49� ��QP�<\X�����;�=�{***�����{M�
50 Ibid, p. 14.
51 Ibid, p. 14. 
52 Ibid, p. 14.
53 Ibid.
54 Ibid, p. 14.
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As the interview data reveal, for some of the informants of the older generation the ideas of 
progress, development, growth, devoting oneself to the needs of the motherland (the Soviet Union) 
and the collective, were integral elements of their worldview and supplied their lives with meaning 
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product of their own hands, the plant, is to be closed, the growth of the town where they have lived 
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understand the present social situation of working class55 in Eastern and Central Europe it is neces-
sary to take into account the changes in ideology on the working class56. According to Kideckel, 
“the meaning of the workers’ lives and concerns are dismissed and the very category ‘worker’ or 
‘industrial worker’ is made almost invisible in public discourse”57.

The world is changing fast and people in Visaginas are trying to explain it. They cannot control 
the present anymore. But at least, in their personal narratives, they can control the past. The inform-
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modern living standard was achieved. The coherence of the state (Soviet Union) policy in support-
ing the project of modernization and the special attention that was paid to its carriers is frequently 
invoked by these older generation informants. The fact that in independent Lithuania the “carriers 
of civilization” are not as valued as they were under the Soviet system, that the meaning of their 
work is questioned or devalued by the very decommissioning of the Ignalina nuclear power plant, 
compels some informants to construct the present as a period of decline. Therefore, to a certain 
degree the “modernization myth”58���������������������
����������	�������
������
����
���	���
�-
ernization project and its carriers is seen as resulting in a decline. 

To understand these attitudes from a different perspective it is worth mentioning the results 
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6�	�������GHH{�'�GHHG59. The researchers asked their respondents to assess the change in their 
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est share of Lithuanians thinks their personal situation has improved. Russians have the opposite 
opinion. This opinion among Russians is noticeable in all of the towns and allows us to conclude 
that social status and the issue of recognition rather than formal political rights is a barrier to the 
successful adaptation of the Russians. […] The prevailing sense of social insecurity may be one of 
the basic indicators of the stumbling integration of minorities”60. 

Feelings of unpredictability and uncertainty pervaded people’s lives in Visaginas during the 
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technicians, i.e. high level educated professionals.

56 See: KIDECKEL, David A. The Unmaking of an East-Central European Working Class. In: Chris M. Hann (ed.). 
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57 KIDECKEL, D. (…) 2002, p. 122.
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town or even the country to settle in a new place, your children would have no opportunity to get 
a proper education due to minimized economic possibilities. It was evident that there are a number 
of social, economic problems people in Visaginas were confronting and coping with62 and this con-
tributed to their negative evaluations of the post-Soviet situation as a decline. 
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SOCIAL MEMORY, IDENTITY AND NARRATIVES OF DECLINE IN A LITHUANIAN NUCLEAR PLANT COMMUNITY
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