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Abstract 
 

Why do some communities take up arms against an occupying power while 
others submit without significant resistance?  This paper explores this question 
with an empirical examination of Soviet provinces occupied by Nazi Germany 
and then re-occupied by the Soviet Union during the Second World War.  It 
finds that whether populations took up arms against the Germans, against the 
Soviets, or resisted neither occupation was determined by a combination of 
favorable terrain and how the population was taught to identify when education 
was initially established in their province—when they acquired their national 
identity.  This aspect of the prior culture of the province provides a better 
predictor of instances of armed uprising than conventional explanations such as 
supply, distance from the front, ethnic homogeneity, duration of occupation, and 
treatment by the occupation regime.    

 

 

 

Why do some communities take up arms against an occupying power while others 

submit without significant resistance?  It is a question of long-standing interest, 

and several different accounts have circulated among scholars and in the policy 

world.  Perhaps the most prevalent set of explanations, and the one which informs 

US counter-insurgency doctrine under General Petraeus, points to the duration, 

strategy and behavior of the occupying power.1  According to this view, if the 

                                                
1 For a review see Nabulsi 1999, chap. 2.  See Hechter, Matesan, and Hale 2009.  United States 
Department of the Army 2007. 
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occupation authorities provide services (public goods) and security, and if they 

refrain from excessive or indiscriminate violence, then occupation creates a 

stable, predictable order and wins the “hearts and minds” (or least the acceptance) 

of the subject population.  Others have suggested that the propensity of a 

population to rebel against foreign occupation depends largely on the relative 

balance of traditional military capabilities on the ground, i.e. whether potential 

rebels in a given region can expect to have supply, manpower, and favorable 

terrain.2   A burgeoning literature points to the importance of dense, well-

organized networks and prior social ties, such as the patronage networks of a 

former ruling party, kinship and clan ties, or dense and overlapping bonds among 

local villagers.3 Such networks reportedly give certain societies the resources, 

organizational structure, and motivation to engage in the clandestine activity and 

self-sacrifice needed to resist a superior occupying force.  To the extent that the 

occupation disenfranchises the pre-existing elite, such as former Baath party 

members or Tribal leaders, they can be expected to mobilize their networks to 

foment insurgency.4   

What is missing from these accounts is an appreciation of the role that the 

prior culture, ideology and identity of occupied populations plays in explaining 

where resistance will occur.  Many of these works even directly deny that the 

identity or cultural attributes of the population play any role at all.  Fearon and 

Laitin suggest that their extensive analysis of insurgency using cross-national 

statistical studies points to the fact that “ethnic antagonisms, nationalist 

sentiments, and grievances” do not play any role in explaining incidences of 

insurgent violence.5  James Scott also cautions not to be misled by rebellions that 

                                                
2 Fearon and Laitin 2003; Davies 2000, Ch. 3. 
3 Scott 1990, Opp 1993, Gould 1995, Peterson 2001, Peterson 2002, McAdam 1982, Barkley and 
Van Rossem 1997, Useem 1980. 
4 Hechter, Matesan and Hale 2009. 
5 Fearon and Laitin 2003.  
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appear to be based on class, ethnicity or nationalism, pointing out that 

“ideological principles are often replaced by an identification (positive or 

negative) with concrete social groups and by political reasoning from the 

immediate experience of family, job, and friends”.6   In a similar vein, recent 

work by Stathis Kalyvas contends that ideological master frames are typically 

grafted on to violent movements that have a more localized and more personal 

etiology.7  

Yet it is unwise to discard the idea that certain historical or cultural 

traditions may play a role in determining whether populations view an alien 

military force as a welcome liberator or an occupier to be resisted.8  Martial 

traditions, the prior cultivation of patriotism or nationalism among the population, 

or cultural or religious differences between the occupier and the occupied may 

make some societies more likely to view an occupying force as illegitimate.9   

Observing contemporary US counterinsurgency efforts in Iraq and Afghanistan, it 

seems both reasonable and timely to raise the question of whether prior identities 

and ideological attachments of the population make some “hearts and minds” 

harder to win over than others.   

To gain some traction on this question, this paper makes a historical turn 

and examines responses to occupation during the Second World War.  

Specifically, it examines responses in 46 Soviet provinces (oblasts) to what can be 

thought of as two distinctive occupations:  1) The German occupation of Soviet 

territory beginning in 1941, and 2) the Soviet re-occupation of that territory 

beginning in 1943.  Because a relatively large number of provinces were occupied 

and We can draw on more than half a century of work by historians on the 

                                                
6 Scott 1979, 98. 
7 Kalyvas 2006, 44-48. 
8 A rich account of the role of historical and cultural tradition in the formation of a nationalist 
resistance movement can be found in Cronin 1980. 
9 Wood 2003. 
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German documents.  Interwar census data is available (with some difficult) on all 

of the provinces in the region.  We now also have access to Soviet archives, 

giving us new information about both “red” partisans and the counter-insurgency 

efforts against those who resisted Soviet rule.  With such rich and multifaceted 

sources of data, we can gain a much more complete understanding of the how 

different attributes of the occupied populations might have fueled insurgency than 

by looking at most other cases. Moreover, given that the analysis of the Soviet 

resistance to German occupation played a critical role in the development of US 

thinking on counterinsurgency and was the basis for some of the earliest studies, it 

seems useful to revisit the original case with fresh data and new methods.10 
To briefly preview the argument, I find that the prior culture and loyalties 

of occupied populations are quite important in determining predictable patterns of 

resistance to occupation.  In keeping with a broader argument about how schools 

shape national identity and loyalties of the population that I have developed in 

other work, I find that the content of initial schooling in a province determined 

whether the population would take up arms wherever terrain was amenable.11 In 

territories initially schooled with a Russophile curriculum or where the Soviets 

had been the first to introduce schools and instilled Soviet patriotism, populations 

were remarkably loyal to the USSR.  Where populations had been schooled to 

identify nationally prior to their incorporation into the Soviet Union, they 

identified with anti-Russian and anti-Soviet national myths, formed national 

insurgencies, and engaged in protracted resistance to Soviet occupation long after 

the end of the war.  This finding holds regardless of how ethnically homogenous 

                                                
10 Edgar M. Howell, The Soviet Partisan Movement 1941-1944 (Washington DC: United States 
Department of the Army Pamphlet No. 20-244, 1956), p. 138. John F. Armstrong and Kurt Dewitt. 
1964. “Organization and Control of the Partisan Movement” in Soviet Partisans in World War II, 
ed John F. Armstrong.  Madison: University of Wisconsin Press. Alexander Dallin. German Rule 
In Russia, 1941-1945: A Study of Occupation Policies. 2nd ed. London: Macmillan, 1981. 
11 See Darden and Grzymala-Busse 2006, Keith A. Darden, Resisting Occupation: Mass Schooling 
and the Creation of Durable National Loyalties, unpublished book manuscript, 2009. 
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or urbanized the province was, whether it had spent the interwar period outside 

the USSR, whether it had been previously subject to Soviet occupation, or how 

the occupying forces behaved towards the population.   

To make this case, Section I presents the provinces included in the study 

and maps out precisely which ones engaged in armed resistance to German, and 

then Soviet occupation. Section II presents evidence showing that other factors 

such as urbanization levels, overall education levels, the duration of the 

occupation, and ethnic homogeneity do not help us account for which populations 

would take up armed resistance, nor against whom.  Section III then presents the 

argument linking pre-existing national loyalties to armed insurgency and provides 

the data on how each of these provinces were initially schooled and how they 

were taught to identify.  It then demonstrates that we can predict which provinces 

would resist the Germans, which the Soviets, and which would not resist at all 

based on a combination of prior schooling and terrain.  Section IV provides some 

additional observations regarding participation in the Soviet underground that 

corroborate the claims, and Section V concludes. 

 

I. Occupation and Resistance on the Western Territories of the USSR, 1941-

1953 

The first step is simply to map out the region to identify which provinces were 

occupied, who occupied them and for how long, and how the population 

responded.  I proceed chronologically, with the German invasion of the USSR, 

the outer limits of which determine the provinces under study.  I then identify the 

areas where Soviet partisan activity exceeded a threshold of 1500 combatants—

i.e. where there were sizable movements that controlled territory.   I then examine 

the Soviet re-occupation and the emergence of anti-Soviet groups of equal scale 

(1500+ combatants).   
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Period 1: Provincial Sites of Resistance to German Occupation 

The German invasion of the Soviet Union began on June 22, 1941 and the 

Wehrmacht moved swiftly across Soviet territory.  By December 5, 1941, German 

forces occupied the entire Western expanse of the USSR, including the entire 

territories of the Lithuanian, Latvian, Estonian, Moldovan, Belorussian, and 

Karelo-Finnish SSRs, the Ukrainian SSR with the exception of Voroshilovgrad 

(Luhansk) province, and most of the territory of the Russian Federation to the 

west of a line stretching from Leningrad to Moscow to Kharkov, including all of 

the Crimean, Belgorod, Kursk, Orel, Kaluga, Smolensk, Pskov provinces, and the 

western portions of the Kalinin (Tver), Tula, Novgorod, Leningrad, and Moscow 

provinces.  In the summer of 1942, the Germans were driven out of Moscow and 

most of the Kalinin and Tula regions, but they extended their territory to include 

the remainder of Ukraine and the Southern reaches of Russia up to the Volga 

(Stalingrad), including the provinces of Rostov, Krasnodar, Ordzhonikidze 

(Stavropol), Voronezh, and the North Caucasus to the West of the Chechen town 

of Mozdok.   

The period of German occupation ranged from less than a month for areas 

around Moscow to more than three and a half years in Latvia’s Kurland pocket, 

where German troops held their positions until February 1945.  For Belarus, the 

Baltic States, and most of Ukraine, the German occupation was more than two 

and a half years in duration.  In this period of time, the strategies that local 

populations adopted towards the occupation varied, and they varied both across 

occupied regions and over time. With the exception of Moscow, Tula, and the 

areas of the North Caucasus that were occupied for too brief a period of time (less 

than 100 days), these occupied provinces constitute our universe of cases (for a 

complete list, see Table 1). 
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Table 1 here 

 

Organized armed resistance to German occupation appeared immediately 

and in several provinces it soon exceeded a threshold of 1500 combatants, with 

areas entirely under the control of the partisans.  By Communist Party decree, 

local party and NKVD officials were ordered to remain in their administrative 

districts and to create partisan bands (at the raion, or county, level) in each of the 

German-occupied territories.12  In its early phase, the partisan movement was 

quite small, but the scale of the anti-German insurgency increased rapidly in size 

within the first year. The size of the movement grew from approximately 30,000 

men on January 1, 1942, to 150,000 by summer of 1942, to 200,000 by summer 

1943.  By the summer of 1944, in Belarus alone there were 143,000 Soviet 

partisan fighters organized into 150 brigades.13  During this time, the personnel in 

the movement shifted from an early phase in which the combatants were primarily 

Communist Party and NKVD officers, to units organized around Soviet factory 

collectives and Red Army soldiers who had escaped the Germans, and finally to a 

largely peasant non-Party force that received communications and supplies 

dropped by air from a central command in Moscow.  Turnover from sickness and 

death meant that about 500,000 served in the anti-German partisan movement 

before the movement ended abruptly as the Soviets completed their 

reincorporation of Soviet territory at the end of 1944.14   

                                                
12 Hill 40. In June 29, 1941 the central apparatus called on Party and Soviet organizations in the 
prefrontal districts to ‘establish partisan detachments and diversion groups for the struggle against 
units of the enemy army.”  July 18, 1941 decree “concerning the organization of the struggle in the 
rear of the German forces” called on party and Soviet organizations from republic to raion level to 
organize fledgling partisan movement. For further info see also Armstrong and DeWitt, esp. 81-
83: “the partisan units…were used in the administrative divisions from which they were 
recruited.”  
13 Leonid D. Grenkevich, The Soviet Partisan Movement, 1914-1944: A Critical Historiographical 
Analysis (Portland, OR and London: Taylor and Francis, 1999), p. 257. 
14 Earl Ziemke, “Composition and Morale of the Partisan Movement,” in John A. Armstrong, ed., 
Soviet Partisans in World War II (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1964), p  151. 
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Although it was clearly a broad movement, large-scale armed resistance to 

German occupation (>1500 combatants plus territorial control) was limited to 18 

of the 46 occupied provinces (see Figure #1 below).  Moreover, the sites of 

insurgency did not change much during the war.15  As shown in the map, there is 

a clear spatial distribution of partisan or insurgent activity on the German-

occupied territory of the USSR that is relatively constant across much of the 

period of occupation.  There was virtually no popular armed resistance to German 

occupation in the Lithuanian, Latvian, and Estonian SSRs.  Resistance in the 

Ukrainian SSR was primarily limited to the provinces of Zhitomyr, Kiev, 

Chernigov, and Sumy, although large bands of anti-German partisans operated in 

the formerly Polish province of Volyn later in the war (1943).  The Belorussian 

SSR had the highest concentration of partisan bands, with an active anti-German 

insurgency that controlled territories in Vitebsk, Minsk, Polesie, Gomel and 

Mogilev provinces as well as the formerly Polish provinces of Vilejka, 

Baranovichi, and Brest (Polesk).  Resistance in the RSFSR was largest in 

Leningrad province, Kalinin, Smolensk, and Orel, with additional partisan-

controlled regions in the Crimea, Karelia, and Krasnodar at different points in the 

war.16   

Figure 1 here 

 

Because the official Soviet insurgency strategy was applied uniformly 

across all provinces – local authorities were each commanded to organize 

resistance in the territories under their responsibility – we can reasonably assume 

that the success or failure of these efforts was due primarily to differences in 
                                                
15 As I discuss below, I am discounting the period just prior to the arrival of Soviet troops, which 
saw a rapid increase in the size of the partisan movement in most provinces. 
16 Other Russian provinces (such as Moscow), saw partisan resistance as well, but the period of 
occupation was so short, and the front lines so close, that I assume a different causal logic is likely 
to be at work here.  These are not included in the analysis for this reason, although the outcome in 
these cases is consistent with and in support of the findings of this chapter.  
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local, provincial-level factors.  To the extent that an elite effort to organize an 

insurgency might be considered a necessary condition for the development of an 

insurgency, this condition was constant across the entire region.   

 

Period 2: Provincial Sites of Armed Resistance to Soviet Re-Occupation 

Following the German surrender at Stalingrad, on February 2, 1943 and especially 

after the decisive battle of Kursk in July 1943, Soviet forces steadily re-occupied 

all formerly Soviet territories.  A major Soviet offensive of August and September 

of 1943 recaptured most of occupied Russian territory and most of Ukraine east of 

the Dnepr.  By December 23, 1943, Soviet forces had secured a position on the 

Western side of the Dnepr around Kiev and regained the eastern portions of 

Gomel, Mogilev, and Vitebsk provinces of Belarus.  By early autumn of 1944, 

Soviet troops had re-occupied all but a few hold-out regions on the former 

territory of the USSR.   

As Soviet forces began to assert control over their former domains, the 

anti-German insurgent armies either disbanded voluntarily, moved further to the 

West to remain in the German rear areas, or were incorporated into the Red 

Army.17  As the Germans retreated, however, new armed bands of local 

insurgents emerged in several provinces to resist reoccupation by the USSR and 

to sabotage efforts to re-establish Soviet authority.  Like the Soviets, the German 

army and intelligence services tried to foment and support insurgent groups in the 

Soviet rear areas in preparation for their retreat.  But again, like the Soviets, these 

efforts met with the essential local support in some regions but not others.  There 

were four groups, all explicitly nationalist in orientation, which mobilized 

substantial armed resistance: The Ukrainian Insurgent Army, the “Forest 

                                                
17 Edgar M. Howell, The Soviet Partisan Movement 1941-1944 (Washington DC: United States 
Department of the Army Pamphlet No. 20-244, 1956), p. 138. 
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Brothers” in Estonia and Latvia, and the Lithuanian Partisans.  Their areas of 

operation are shown below (Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2 here 

 

Of the insurgent armies that resisted Soviet rule, the largest was the 

Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA).  Between 1944 and 1952, the UPA fought a 

war against the Soviet army and interior units (NKVD and MVD) that mobilized 

over 100,000 combatants. Territorially, the UPA’s primary sphere of activity was 

limited to six provinces, and the main strength of the insurgency lay in the four 

provinces that had been part of Austrian Galicia prior to 1914 (Stanislavov, 

Ternopil, Drogobych, and Lviv) and also in the Volhynian province of Rivne.18  A 

handful of smaller units were also in the Soviet province of Volyn.  There was 

virtually no UPA activity in any of the provinces that had been under Soviet 

control prior to 1939, nor in two out of the eight provinces (Transcarpathia and 

Chernivtsy) acquired by the Soviet Union as a result of the war. 

Outside of Ukraine, the only other sites of protracted anti-Soviet 

insurgency were in the three Baltic states.  Generous estimates by Misiunas and 

Taagepera (1983, 84), place the various insurgent armies at 100,000 for Lithuania, 

40,000 for Latvia, and 30,000 for Estonia.19  Soviet sources place the combined 

                                                
18 The UPA’s own records of the insurgency (the 50+ volume “Chronicle of the UPA”) make clear 
that the largest concentration of forces was in this historical region of Galicia.  Approximately 
ninety percent of the insurgent attacks took place in the Galician oblasts (Stanslavov, Drogobych, 
Ternopil, and Lviv): Armstrong 1963, 296. 
19 It is common in the literature (R.J. Misiunas, R. Taagepera and G von Rauch, The Baltic States: 
Years of  Dependence, 1940-1980 (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press,1983), p. 84; 
Roger D. Peterson. Resistance and Rebellion: Lessons from Eastern Europe (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2001), p. 207; A. Anusauskas, The Anti-Soviet Resistance in the 
Baltic States, 4th ed. (Vilnius: The Genocide and Resistance Research Center of Lithuania, 2002), 
p. 66-68) to remark on the relative strength of the various movements based on these figures, but 
the relative size of each insurgent movement conforms roughly to the differences in the size of the 
titular populations of these countries.  The pre-war Estonian, Latvian, and Lithuanian (titular) 
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forces of the Baltic insurgents at approximately 80,000 combatants, but again, we 

are less concerned with knowing precisely how many there were (so long as the 

number clearly exceeds 1500) than in knowing where they were located.  In 

contrast to the UPA, the Baltic insurgent groups were highly decentralized.  Not 

only were the units broken down along ethnic lines, such that the Estonians, 

Latvians, and Lithuanians each had their own units, but each ethnic group had 

multiple partisan factions under separate command.  Their areas of operation are 

shown in Figure 2. 

 

II. Possible Explanations 

 One can think of many reasons why the populations in some areas would 

have taken up armed resistance against either the Soviets or the Germans.  The 

provinces experienced very different relationships with the USSR prior to the 

German occupation.  Fifteen of the provinces were annexed by the USSR only in 

1939 and spent a mere two years under Soviet rule before the German occupation.  

Particularly given that those two years involved a violent disruption of the 

existing society, we might expect them to be less inclined to resist German 

occupation and more inclined to resist the return of the Soviets. This argument 

gains credence from the fact that resistance to Soviet occupation only occurred in 

those areas that were annexed by the Soviet Union between 1939 and 1941 and 

the anti-Soviet insurgent groups all pointed to the brutality of the years between 

’39 and ’41 in their propaganda and recruitment materials.   In a sense, the cause 

of the anti-Soviet insurgency might just be a durable effect of an earlier violent 

occupation. 

                                                
populations were approximately 992,000, 1.47 million, and 2 million respectively: Georg von 
Rauch, The Baltic States: The Years of Independence: Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, 1917-1940 
(London, UK: Hurst and Company, 1974), p. 82-86.  Moreover, the margin of error in these 
aggregate estimates is likely to be extremely high and heavily dependent on what different authors 
consider to be a “partisan”.  My analysis does not rely on the scale of the movements. 
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 Yet not all regions that were occupied by the USSR between 1939 and 

1941 took up arms against the Soviets, even where terrain would have permitted it 

and all were treated with equal brutality.20  The areas of Poland that were annexed 

to the Belarussian SSR in 1939 saw no large-scale armed resistance to Soviet 

occupation, despite the fact that the terrain was highly amenable to this type of 

insurgency and the Germans made efforts to create bands of Belarussian 

nationalist insurgents to fight in the Soviet rear following their retreat.  Also, in 

Volyn province, where there was an initial UPA presence, the insurgency was 

uprooted fairly rapidly after the Soviet advance.  It certainly did not enjoy the 

deep and durable support that the UPA found in the areas that were once part of 

Austrian Galicia.  Chernivtsy, which the Soviets annexed from Romania in 1940, 

also saw no major resistance to Soviet reoccupation in 1944. In fact, of the fifteen 

provinces that were annexed by the Soviets between 1939 and 1941, only eight 

resisted Soviet occupation.  Five were sites of Soviet partisan activity and two did 

not have any insurgent activity at all. 

Another possibility is that it is the level of “modernization”, measured by 

differences in levels of industrialization, urbanization, transportation and 

education that accounts for the different ways that Soviet provinces responded to 

occupation.21  According to Deutsch, Gellner and related theorists like Benedict 

Anderson, as modernization increases, so does social communication and with it, 

general feelings of commonality and group loyalty, and also the capacity to 

engage in organizational activity around common interests.  On this way of 

thinking, one would expect that more urban, industrialized, and literate 

populations would have a stronger sense of national community and perhaps be 
                                                
20 Jan Gross, Revolution from Abroad: The Soviet Conquest of Poland’s Western Ukraine and 
Western Belorussia. Expanded Edition. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002. On the other 
hand, due to collectivization Soviet rule was particularly violent in the 1930s. We might imagine, 
conversely, that the longer you were under Soviet rule the more keen you might be avoid being 
subject to it ever again. 
21 Deutsch 1961. 
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better able to organize resistance to occupation, although perhaps not taking the 

form of distinctive armed units.  Moreover, given that we know urbanization to be 

very highly correlated with industrialization (the rural population is almost 

entirely engaged in agriculture and forestry in this region during this period), as 

well as the density of transportation and communication networks, it makes sense 

to use the percentage of the population living in cities as a general proxy for 

modernization levels. 

Conversely, according to Fearon and Laitin and others, urbanization also 

increases the capacity of the state (and thereby the occupier) as urban populations 

are easier to monitor, control, and contain than rural communities that can melt 

away into surrounding forests where they hold a strong informational advantage 

in asymmetrical warfare. Urbanization, on this way of thinking, makes a society 

more legible, governable, and enhances the capacity of the state or the 

administrative apparatus of the occupier. If Laitin and others are correct that 

urbanization and other components of modernization enhance the capacity of the 

occupying army to repress any efforts to organize an insurgency, higher levels of 

urbanization and denser transportation and communication networks should be 

associated with lower levels of insurgency.   

Yet if we divide the provinces into those who fought the Germans and 

those who did not, and those did or did not fight the Soviets, we can see that in 

neither case is there much difference in the urbanization levels of the two groups 

based on population averages. (See Table 2, 3).22   

 

Tables 2 and 3 here 

 

                                                
22 Nor do we find a statistically significant relationship between urbanization and armed resistance 
using multinomial logit with a variety of specifications. 
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Similarly, one might argue that education enhances the organizational 

capacity of a society—both through increased communication and the group ties 

forged in schools—and makes it more able to engage in armed resistance.  

Education levels (as opposed to content) can perhaps serve as a proxy for the 

density of certain types of local and elite networks.  Yet there appears to be no 

difference in the average education levels of provinces where insurgencies 

developed in response to Russian or German occupation and those where there 

were no insurgencies.23  With the exception of Volyn, Brest, Rivne, Moldova and 

Izmail (Bessarabia), education levels in all of these provinces were quite high and 

school enrollments were well above 80% by the onset of the war.  It is likely that 

organizational skills, school fraternities, Komsomol organizations, and other 

school-related ties played a very important role in the organization of the 

insurgency,24 but they do not explain its presence or absence.25  For that, we must 

turn to the initial content of the education that shaped the networks, rather than 

the level of education more generally.  As shown in Tables 2 and 3, overall 

education levels do not differentiate provinces that resisted from provinces that 

did not in either the German or the Soviet occupation. 

Nor does it appear to be the case that the greater ethnic homogeneity in a 

region makes the population more likely to resist occupation.  According to one 

argument, if feelings of loyalty flow from linguistic or other objective 

commonalities rather than the imagined ties cultivated in schools, we would 

expect more homogeneous regions to be more successful in achieving the 

solidarity required of the local community to make insurgency successful.  Such 
                                                
23 Once again, educational levels are not found to be significant using multinomial logit regression 
with a variety of different specifications. 
24 Roger D. Peterson, Resistance and Rebellion: Lessons from Eastern Europe (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2001). 
25 This is not to suggest that the network ties and skills developed in the schools are unimportant, 
but only that they do not appear to distinguish one territory from another.  While it is true that in 
Lithuania there were nationalist fraternities in Lithuanian schools and Communist Youth 
Organizations (Komsomol) in Soviet schools, there were strong network ties in both places. 
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“primordial” bonds of attachment could work in the same way theorized for 

nationalism generated through schools, but simply provide an alternative 

mechanism for national loyalty.  According to this way of thinking, what makes 

for nationalist insurgency is ethnic homogeneity.   

 In this respect, the relative size of the dominant (titular) ethnic group 

would be expected to be associated with higher levels of insurgency (both anti-

Soviet and anti-German).  We find, however, that this is not the case.  If anything, 

we find that less homogenous populations were more likely to resist Soviet 

occupation—the opposite of the predicted result.  Ethnic homogeneity was not a 

precondition of the development of an insurgency, as the UPA developed in areas 

that had sizable Polish minorities and ethnically homogenous Ukrainian provinces 

resisted German occupation fiercely.  Having a higher percentage of Ukrainians 

did not make it more likely that the province would support a Ukrainian national 

insurgency. 

A final factor to consider is the duration of the occupation.  One might 

imagine that the areas that were under German occupation for a longer period of 

time might have developed a larger cohort of local collaborators.26  Given that 

these members of society would be killed or imprisoned by Soviet forces, one 

might expect them to mount resistance rather than face what were certain to be 

serious consequences for themselves and their families.  To the extent that a new 

order took root under German occupation, we would expect those “roots” to resist 

Soviet rule. 

 In fact, we do see that, on average, provinces that resisted Soviet re-

occupation had been subject to German occupation for more than 300 days longer 

than those that did not take up arms against the Soviets (Table 3).  In part, this is 

due to the fact that the areas under German occupation the longest were the areas 

                                                
26 Hechter 2009 
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furthest to the West (since the front moved from West to East and then back 

again).  But it was also in these areas that there was a greater likelihood that the 

population had been educated in national schools and other factors that might 

have led to the development of the insurgency.   In fact, when we compare 

provinces at the same longitude, such as Baranavichi and Lvov, for example, we 

find that even though provinces were subject to German occupation for 

approximately the same period of time and that both had terrain amenable to 

partisan warfare, they respond quite differently to the two occupations.  

Inhabitants of Lvov mounted resistance to Soviet, but not German occupation 

whereas Baranavichi became a hotbed of resistance to German occupation that 

subsided entirely when the Soviet’s retook the province.  This lends credence to 

the interpretation that it is more likely that geography determines the duration of 

German occupation, and that some other factors causing the insurgency are 

partially correlated with geography. 

 

III. Nationalism, Schooling, and Insurgency 

What role did the prior national attachments of the population play in 

determining which occupation would face armed resistance?  Although the 

development of nationalism is a multi-faceted process, for the sake of parsimony I 

limit my focus to a single mechanism for nationalizing a population.27 I suggest 

that nationalism is introduced primarily through education. To be more precise, I 

suggest that during the initial spread of mass schooling, political socialization 

through school curricula instills an enduring nationalism/patriotism within local 

communities.  The “national content” of education critical to this analysis consists 

primarily of what Rogers Smith has appropriately labeled a “constitutive story,” 

which is primarily conveyed through the teaching of national history, which 
                                                
27 For the full argument see Darden 2009.  For extensions, Darden and Grzymala-Busse 2006. 
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occupied a significant portion of the school curriculum even at the onset of mass 

schooling. Once nationalism is in place, its content is preserved in families and 

communities and is highly resistant to change.  Hence, if we know the content of 

the curriculum at the time that mass schooling was first introduced, we can have a 

strong sense of the content of the nationalism and the political loyalties and 

enmities that exist within a given population.  

Why would these popular attitudes influence the likelihood of insurgency?  

Nationalism can be expected to impact the prospects of insurgency in three ways. 

The predominant feature of “nationalized” populations is that they are not 

indifferent to those who hold political authority and will reject the authority of 

those perceived to be alien.28  Because “nationalized” communities are loyal to 

the state with which they identify, we would expect them to resist alien rule and to 

rally to those who appear to support their cause. Furthermore, Nationalism 

facilitates violent insurgency by reducing the moral or psychological costs of 

killing and increases an individual’s willingness to engage in self-sacrifice, even 

death.  As a strong identification with a collective entity that is more important 

than any individual member, nationalism induces a different type of rational 

calculus: one that justifies self-sacrifice and stigmatizes selfish material motives if 

they come at the expense of national goals.29 Those who identify strongly with a 

collective entity and for whom an abstract, non-material goal like “national 

liberation” is a central motivation are likely to be more willing to engage in the 

                                                
28 Nationalism is an amalgam of three beliefs about what constitutes legitimate political rule.  
First, it is a belief in the nation, an imagined impersonal community defined by its common 
history and perceived distinctiveness.  Second, it is a belief that one can only be legitimately ruled 
by one’s own kind, by a co-national; legitimate authority only accrues to members of the same 
imagined community.  Third, it is a belief that the nation as a whole has an inherent right to 
exercise sovereignty over a specific territory, and that this claim to sovereignty is based on a belief 
in the common origins and distinctiveness of the territory’s perceived historical inhabitants.  
29 Identification with the imagined community of the nation changes the meaning of death for the 
individual soldier; the death of the soldier is intimately connected to the continued life of the 
community and the nation. Thus, death is not to be feared, but instead is even to be embraced. 
(Gray 1959). 
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hardship, deprivation, and high risk of violent death that insurgency entails – both 

for the fighters themselves and the people who feed, shelter, and protect them.   

Finally, if it is a belief shared within a community, nationalism is not only 

a source of individual motivation, but acts effectively as a favorable 

environmental condition.  Because insurgents rely on local, usually rural, 

communities for the fighters, supplies, and information that they need to survive, 

the political attitudes and loyalties of the local population are critical.30   The main 

strategic advantage of an insurgency that allows it to hold out against the better-

armed forces of the state is that the state lacks information about who the 

insurgents are, where they are hiding, whom they gain their supplies from, and 

how to navigate the local terrain.  All of this information is in the hands of the 

locals as well as the insurgents, and virtually all of the locals must choose not to 

provide the state with this information if the insurgency is to be successful.  If 

there are local informants, insurgents and their families are typically located by 

occupying forces and easily killed or dispersed.  Hence, for the insurgent, the 

community loyalties are a feature of their environment that likely has the greatest 

impact on their survivability.  Nationalism provides the basis for sacrifice and 

loyalty among complete strangers.  This impersonal loyalty, a willingness to aid 

strangers in a common cause, can be as vital to the success of an insurgency as 

favorable terrain. 

 

Data 

To what extent can the national content of prior schooling predict where 

insurgencies appeared, and against whom?  To simplify matters for the purposes 

of predicting the loyalties relevant to this question, we can identify two basic 

types of “constitutive stories” instilled in the population on what became Soviet 

occupied territory in the Second World War: a National (anti-Soviet), and Russo-
                                                
30 Tse-Tung 1961, Richardson 2006, Weinstein 2007. 
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Soviet. 31  In the regions where schooling and mass literacy were first established 

by the Russian Empire or the USSR, constitutive stories were instilled in the 

population which stressed the historical roots of unity among Soviet (Russian) 

peoples and mutual aid against common enemies outside of the Union (See 

Figures 3 and 4, and Table 4).  In the Baltic Republics and the Ukrainian 

provinces of Lviv, Ternopil, Stanislavov, and Drogobych, the populations were 

already fully socialized into nationalist ideas with anti-Russian orientation prior to 

the outbreak of World War II.  In provinces that had only partial or heterogenous 

schooling, we would not expect the loyalties of the population to either promote 

or preclude the success of any particular insurgency.  We would expect provinces 

schooled to be loyal to the Russian or Soviet state to exhibit efforts to defend the 

Soviet homeland from German occupation, and areas that were given national 

schooling and taught to view Russia and the USSR as a threat to their sovereignty 

would be expected to mount resistance to Soviet re-occupation, conditions 

permitting.  They would be expected to view the Germans as liberators and the 

Soviets as occupiers.  

 

H1: If the Russians/Soviets first brought schooling (literacy) to a majority of the 
population, we would expect those populations to resist German occupation.  
They should also not engage in resistance to Soviet re-occupation.   
 
H2: Where populations were given national schooling prior to Soviet 
incorporation, they should resist Soviet occupation.  They should not resist 
German Occupation. 
 

By the outbreak of the war, all but five provinces had literacy rates 

exceeding 70%, so in theory the national loyalties of these populations should 

have been firmly established.  To determine which provinces fall into these 

categories, we need to know two things:  when they were schooled and how they 
                                                
31 For a detailed discussion of the timing and content of schooling in these provinces, see Darden 
2009, Chapter 5. 
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were taught to identify.  The exceptional diversity in the timing and content of the 

first schooling efforts across the provinces in this area is shown in Tables 4 and 5.   

 

Tables 4 and 5 here 

 
 Just looking at sample means and simple correlations, to what extent does 

initial schooling appear to predict how populations respond to occupation?  The 

results are mixed.  Clearly schooling is an important factor in determining which 

type of armed resistance movement appeared on a given territory.  According to 

the simple province classifications in Table 6, populations with Russo-Soviet 

schooling did not resist the Soviets and populations with national schooling did 

not resist the Germans.  However, we still see a large number of provinces with 

Russo-Soviet schooling where there was only a minor partisan presence during 

the war.  In other words, the prediction that provinces schooled to be loyal to the 

USSR would take up arms against the Germans does not appear to hold.   

Table 7 shows essentially the same finding.  Those provinces which had 

achieved high levels of literacy through Russian or Soviet schools accepted Soviet 

occupation. However, there is no substantive difference between those provinces 

in the levels of Russo-Soviet schooling between provinces that resisted German 

occupation and those that did not mount any sizable resistance at all during or 

after the war.  Having had a high level of literacy in national schools appears to 

have the predicted association.  All of them engaged in resistance, and all of them 

only engaged in resistance against Soviet rule.  In sum, we find that schooling 

appears to be important, but schooling alone clearly does not fully explain the 

presence of an insurgency, since many areas that had Russo-Soviet schooling did 

not take arms against the German occupation in sufficient enough numbers to 

warrant classification as an insurgency.  We need to look to an additional factor to 

achieve a more complete explanation. 
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Tables 6 and 7 here 

 

Terrain 

To explain why some areas that had pro-Soviet loyalties did not mount an 

insurgency against the Germans we need to incorporate one of the classic 

conditions supporting an insurgency identified both in case studies and in 

statistical work:  the favorability of the terrain.  Of the twenty provinces that had 

no insurgency of significant scale under either German or Soviet occupation, all 

but two of them lie in the woodless plains of the Pontic steppe, which spans the 

area from the foothills of the Carpathian mountains in the West to the Don river in 

the East.  Aside from some relatively limited forested marshland areas in the 

Dniepr bend, where approximately 2,000 Soviet partisans were active for four 

months before being crushed by comprehensive German anti-partisan operations 

in the first week of January in 1942, none of this terrain was suitable for 

concealing or protecting an insurgent force of any size (See Figure 7).32    

Moreover, with the exception of Chernivtsy and Zakarpatska provinces, 

which lie in the wooded Carpathian Mountains of Western Ukraine, every 

province that had large marshland areas, dense forests, or mountainous terrain 

was a site of insurgency at some point during the German or Soviet occupations.33  

In the 1940s, virtually all of Russia to the North of Orel/Briansk and the entire 

territory of Belarus was marked by large pockets of dense forest and marshland.  

This area was bounded in the south by the densely-wooded Pripet marshes, which 

stretched to the West and North from Kiev, covering the provinces of Zhitomyr, 

                                                
32 For a case-study of the partisans of the Dnepr Bend, which attributes their failure to the fact to 
the dry terrain of the steppe, see Armstrong (1964).   “As a result, the possible shelter for partisan 
groups operating there is severely limited.” (Armstrong 1964, 633). 
33 Note that neither Zakarpatska nor Chernivtsy were occupied by the Germans.  The occupation 
administration in Zakarpatstka was Hungarian, in Chernivtsy it was Romanian. 
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Rivne, and Volyn as well as the southern provinces of Belarus.  All of these areas 

were hotbeds of partisan activity.  Similarly, the “black forest” (Chornyi Lis) of 

the Eastern slope of the Carpathian mountains and wooded swamps of Volyn 

were the primary strongholds of the UPA.  And the dense forests and marshes of 

Latvia and Estonia provided refuge for the (aptly named) “Forest Brothers”.34  As 

shown in Table 4, only in Lithuania did one see insurgencies develop in territories 

where the geography was not particularly favorable for concealing partisan forces.  

There were relatively dense forests surrounding the interwar capital city of 

Kaunas, but Lithuanian partisans extended to areas of the country where cover 

was quite limited.  In part, this was because the favorability of the local networks 

allowed the partisans to hide in barns and other rural structures without being 

informed upon, at least until the Soviets collectivized agriculture and the 

insurgency was effectively wiped out.35   

In general, however, the combination of schooled loyalties and terrain 

explains the both the presence and the type of insurgency in each province 

remarkably well.  As shown in Table 8, a combination of terrain (opportunity) and 

schooling (motivation) explain when and where insurgencies appeared almost 

perfectly.   

 

Table 8 here 

 

As shown in Table 8, schooling appears to clearly differentiate the provinces that 

fought the German occupation from the provinces that fought against the Soviets.  

                                                
34 An Estonian writing in 1941 noted that “these days bogs and forests are more populated than 
farms and fields.  As the saying goes, the forests and bogs are our territory while the fields and 
farms are occupied by the enemy.” Tiit Noormets, “The Summer War: the 1941 Armed Resistance 
in Estonia.” In Arvydas Anusauskas ed. The Anti-Soviet Resistance in the Baltic States (Vilnius: 
Akreta, 2002), p. 192 
 
35 Peterson 2001. 
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Whereas favorable terrain appears to be a necessary condition for the presence of 

a large insurgency in this context, it is the type and intensity of nationalist 

sentiment in a province that appears to determine whether, and with whom, the 

population chooses to fight (see Figure 8).   

 

Figure 8 here 

 

 These findings in no way take away the significance of prior schooling 

and the loyalties of the population, since favorable geography alone was plainly 

not sufficient to generate insurgency.  Under the Soviet occupation, vast areas of 

the country that were proven to be highly hospitable environments for partisan 

activity under German occupation showed no signs of insurgent activity.  

Similarly, the wooded mountains of the Carpathians saw virtually no partisan 

activity under German occupation, but were a site of protracted resistance to 

Soviet occupation long after the close of World War II.  If opportunity alone 

drove the decision to take up arms, we would certainly expect to find that areas 

where the terrain favored insurgency would prove to be hotbeds of insurgents of 

both types.   

Stalin, who apparently also believed that suitable terrain was sufficient to 

sustain the insurgency, inadvertently tested this hypothesis directly.  In May of 

1943, Stalin dispatched his top Ukrainian partisan commander, Sidor Kovpak, to 

take up a position in the Carpathian mountains in Galicia with a force of 3,500 

men.36  Prior to this point, Kovpak’s regiment had successfully completed a 

similar expedition, traveling across the northern areas of occupied Ukraine from 

Briansk to Pinsk, adding approximately 1,500 new recruits in the process.  Upon 

reaching Galicia, however, where the geography was arguably more favorable to 

                                                
36 John A. Armstrong , Ukrainian Nationalism, 1939-1945 (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1955), pp.151-153; Armstrong 1964, 745. 
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the insurgents, Kovpak’s forces were quickly wiped out.  They found themselves 

under constant harassment by the German forces.  The cause of their difficulties 

appears to have been the active resistance of the population, which not only 

informed the German authorities of the arrival of the Soviet forces, but armed 

themselves and assisted in the battles against the Soviet partisan units.  According 

to Armstrong, the red partisans “melted away in the unfavorable environment” 

and “a decisive factor in the rapid destruction of the band was the hostile attitude 

of the Galician population.”37  Favorable terrain was extremely important, but 

whether the population made use of that terrain to shield themselves against the 

superior forces of an occupier depended on the loyalties of the population.   

 

IV. The Soviet Underground 

Because of the separate Soviet and German occupations, we can have a clear 

sense of what occurs when the terrain is ideal, but the loyalties of the population 

towards the occupier and towards the insurgents vary.  We observe the similar 

counterfactual with respect to terrain, i.e. what would have happened in the 

Soviet-Russian schooled areas of Southern and Eastern Ukraine if the terrain had 

been more suited to an armed insurgency. We can, however, look at difference is 

levels of support for forms of resistance that were not as dependent on terrain.  

Specifically, we can look at the size of the Soviet underground movement in the 

Ukrainian SSR.  For the Soviet underground, unlike the partisan movement, 

terrain played no role.  Because the members of the underground lived a 

clandestine existence and did not engage in open warfare against the Germans in 

organized units, they did not require any specific terrain.  For this reason, we 

would expect to see strong underground movements formed in all Soviet-schooled 

provinces, regardless of terrain.  

                                                
37 Armstrong, 1955, p. 153. 



Resisting Occupation 25 

And this is precisely what we find.  We have reliable oblast-level data on 

the size of the Soviet underground only for Ukraine, but as shown in Table 9 there 

were large Soviet underground organizations in all of the occupied Soviet-

schooled provinces (and very small ones in the areas with national schooling).38 

 

Table 9 here 

 

The average size of the underground in provinces that were Soviet schooled and 

which had an anti-German insurgency was 2001 members.  The average size of 

the underground in provinces where terrain was not amenable, and there was no 

anti-German insurgency was 1600 members.  The average population of the 

provinces with the insurgency is slightly higher (2,185,875 versus 1,965,218) 

because it includes Kiev, but controlling for population we find that the difference 

is between 95 members out of 10,000 population compared with 82 members per 

10,000 population in the areas with no insurgency.  In comparison, the average 

size of the Soviet underground in provinces that did not receive Soviet schooling 

was a paltry 38 members in total.  The Soviets made almost no inroads into these 

areas.  Although in principle we cannot know for certain that the absence of an 

anti-German insurgency in the Pontic steppe of Ukraine, for example, was due not 

to the absence of loyalty to the USSR among the population but to the openness 

of the terrain, the fact that we see such a similarly-sized Soviet underground 

movement in all Soviet-schooled territories suggests that it is the lack of 

opportunity rather than the lack of loyalty that explains the “failure” of Soviet-

schooled populations to mount a successful insurgency to the German occupation.  

 

                                                
38 N.V. Starozhilov. Partizanskie Soedineniia Ukrainy v Velikoi Otechestvennoi Voine (Kiev: 
Vishcha Shkola, 1983). p. 21. 
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Additional Observations 

Regarding the variation across provinces in the response to German and 

Soviet occupation, several additional observations regarding the behavior of the 

populations under occupation are noteworthy.  First, with the exception of the 

province of Volyn, no provinces were sites of both anti-Soviet and anti-German 

insurgency, either simultaneously or at different points during the war.  From this, 

it is reasonable to conclude that the compatibility of the identity of the forces 

occupying the territory and the identity of the population clearly mattered; 

populations that resisted one occupier were willing to accept – or even to 

welcome – the other.  Only in Volyn, where Soviet partisans and the AK fought 

battles in the woods and marshlands against the Ukrainian nationalist partisans of 

the UPA, does it appear that the political loyalties of the local population were 

either weak, ambiguous, or multiple.  In support of this view of Volyn’s 

distinctiveness, one may also note that the levels of violence committed by the 

insurgent groups on one another and on the civilian population were the highest in 

Volyn.  This would be expected in a province where the loyalties of the civilian 

population were uncertain, multiple elite groups were present to contest them, and 

peasants could be manipulated through violence. 

Second, the resistance to occupation, be it German or Soviet, was 

expressed as patriotic resistance against alien invasion.  The armed groups who 

resisted Soviet occupation explicitly espoused nationalist ideologies.  They 

articulated independent statehood as a primary goal and were often formed by 

pre-existing underground nationalist movements.  The soldiers wore national 

symbols and often drew their nommes de guerre from national myths or important 

national historical figures.  They sang nationalist songs, published nationalist 

pamphlets and propaganda, often received instruction in national history, 

literature and culture in the bunkers and encampments, and referred to the 

occupiers as racially or nationally alien.   
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By their own accounts, these groups were motivated by extreme 

nationalism.  The stated war aim of the UPA, for example, was to build an 

ethnically homogenous Ukrainian state or to be killed in the process.  This goal 

was expressed in popular UPA slogans (e.g. "Long live an independent Ukraine 

without Jews, Poles and Germans.  The Poles beyond the Sian, Germans to 

Berlin, Jews on meat hooks!"39, and in the regular manifestos, declarations, and 

platforms published by UPA underground presses.40   We can also see efforts to 

realize this goal in carefully planned UPA actions.  Beginning in March of 1943, 

prior to taking on the Soviets, UPA units mounted a concerted effort to annihilate 

the Polish populations of Volhynia and, later, Galicia, culminating in the attacks 

of July 11 and 12 in which an estimated 12,000 Polish civilians were killed.41    

This willingness to kill was almost equally matched by a willingness to die, 

particularly after the end of the Second World War when the insurgents’ prospects 

of survival grew remote.  In their popular songs, UPA soldiers sing of departing 

on missions from which they know they will not return, of saying goodbye to 

those that they love knowing that they will never see them again, of exploding 

their bunkers at the point of discovery so that they can take the enemy with them 

– of the glory and sadness of dying for an independent Ukraine. 

The armed groups who resisted German occupation adopted the language 

and themes of Soviet and Russian patriotism.  These partisans drew on Soviet as 

well as traditional Russian ideology and symbols, sang patriotic songs, had units 

with names like “1st Stalin brigade” or were named after factory collectives, but 

the dominant theme was defense of the motherland (rodina) – which referred to 

                                                
39 Report no. 126 of the Chief of the Security Police and Security Service, dated October 29, 1941 
citing a letter to the Gestapo in Lviv, signed by the OUN. Litopys UPA 1991, 21, #49. 
40 Yuri Boshyk, Ukraine During World War II: History and Its Aftermath. A Symposium. 
Edmonton: Canadian Institute of Ukrainian Studies, 1986), pp. 186-201. 
41 Snyder 2003, 217-221; K.C. Berkhoff, Harvest of Despair: Life and Death in Ukraine Under 
Nazi Rule (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press 2004), p. 291; Piotrowski 1998, 245, 381; 
Armstrong 1955, 151-155. 
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the Soviet Union as a whole.42  The Germans were typically referred to as 

zakhvatchiki (“invaders”), “Germans”, or “Fascists”.  Writing of the effectiveness 

of the propaganda and psychological tactics of the Soviet Partisans during the 

war, scholars noted that while “the effectiveness of such tactics in the Baltic area 

and the Ukraine cannot be adequately assessed.  Elsewhere, the Russian national 

theme along with the all-Russian (or all-Soviet) one was, however, a clear 

success; it made converts and antagonized none of the possible supporters of the 

partisan movement.”43  And while one certainly cannot conflate such evidence 

with the intentions or motivations of the fighters, the symbolic content and stated 

purposes of the groups should not be ignored.  Such symbolic matters are too 

important to morale and recruitment to be treated as trivial when examining an 

insurgent army. 

Third, the populations of the various provinces behaved very differently 

during the transition period, i.e. as the front approached a province and power 

shifted from one occupation to another.  In most provinces, the impending arrival 

of Soviet troops led to a rapid increase in the number of Soviet partisans.  As 

Weiner details, the Soviets considered “passivity” under occupation a criminal 

offense and promised to prosecute “collaborators”.  One of the few categories of 

people who were officially given immunity from such prosecution was Soviet 

partisans and their families.44  As a result, there were tremendous incentives for 

the locals to send a family member to join partisan bands as the Red Army 

approached.  Even in many provinces, like Weiner’s Vinnitsia, that had only 

minimal partisan activity throughout much of the German occupation, thousands 

swarmed into the partisan units in the days or weeks before the arrival of Soviet 

                                                
42 Berkhoff  2004, 206-209. 
43 Dallin, Mavrogoradato, Moll, 268. 
44 Amir Weiner, Making Sense of War: The Second World War and the Fate of the Bolshevik 
Revolution (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001), p. 161; Hill 2002, 50. 
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troops.45  Yet, despite the same set of formal incentives, the populations of the 

Baltic republics and the Western Ukrainian provinces noted above did not flock to 

join Soviet partisan bands.  Rather, those who took any action fled to the forests 

with the arrival of the Soviets and either avoided conscription or engaged in 

armed resistance to Soviet occupation.  The arrival of Soviet troops brought the 

immediate end to the insurgency in provinces where there had been anti-German 

resistance and marked the beginning of the insurgency in the provinces where we 

see anti-Soviet resistance.    

 

 

V. Conclusions 

In summary, an examination of the Soviet provinces subject to both German and 

Soviet occupation during and after World War II suggests that prior nationalist 

and/or patriotic sentiments among the population significantly influence how a 

population is likely to respond to occupation.  There is a strong interaction 

between schooling, nationalism, and terrain that appears to generate insurgency in 

these cases.  

In those territories with national, non-Russian and non-Soviet schooling 

prior to the Soviet occupation, we find initial collaboration with the Germans for 

“liberating” these territories from Soviet control and the development of long-

lasting and effective resistance to Soviet rule as the Red Army took back control 

of these borderlands.  In cases where schooling was carried out under Soviet or 

Russian tutelage, provinces mounted resistance to German rule.  If terrain 

permitted, the population gathered in the forests and swamps to form large 

insurgent forces that engaged in battle with the invading Germans.  If terrain was 
                                                
45 It is for this reason that I exclude this period from my assessment of whether provinces crossed 
the threshold of 1500 insurgents.  Note that all partisans then either demobilized, joined the Red 
Army upon the arrival of Soviet troops, or, in rare cases, continued to engage in sabotage behind 
German lines.  The insurgency ended. 
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unsuitable to the concealment of a large partisan force, a significant portion of the 

population still engaged in underground activities and acts of terror.  In areas 

schooled by Imperial Russia or the USSR, the population showed its loyalty both 

by rising up against the German forces and by standing down or joining Soviet 

forces as the front passed to the West. 

Because these provinces differ in so many other ways, we cannot say with 

absolute confidence that the difference between the provinces was attributable 

primarily to the way that the population was schooled to identify.  Yet we have 

also looked at how the provinces measure up on a broader range of variables:  

How long the province was under German occupation, the percentages of the 

population that is non-Russian, non-titular, levels of urbanization, etc.  None of 

these variables show a statistically significant relationship with the insurgency 

when initial schooling and terrain are included as a variable. These findings 

suggest that how a population was initially schooled to identify is profoundly 

durable, consequential, and shapes their sense of legitimate rule.  Even prior to 

foreign occupation, the “hearts and minds” of the population have been made up 

in ways that profoundly shape and limit the options for an occupying power.  
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Table 1: 

Soviet Provinces Occupied by Nazi Germany/Axis (1941 Boundaries) 

Republic: Province Capital City 
Days 

Occupied 
RSFSR Kalinin Kalinin (Tver) 63 
RSFSR Kabardino-Balkar Nalchik 68 
RSFSR Kalmyk Elista 141 
RSFSR Ordzhonikidze Voroshilovsk (Stavropol) 169 
RSFSR Krasnodar Krasnodar (Kuban) 184 
RSFSR Voronezh Voronezh 203 
Ukraine Voroshilovgrad Voroshilovgrad (Luhansk) 212 
RSFSR Rostov Rostov-on-Don 451 
RSFSR Kursk Kursk 461 
Ukraine Stalino Stalino (Donetsk) 657 
Ukraine Sumy Sumi 661 
RSFSR Orlov Orel 667 
Ukraine Khar'kov Kharkov 667 
Ukraine Chernigov Chernigov 711 
Ukraine Poltava Poltava 735 
Ukraine Saporozhie Zaporozhie 740 
Ukraine Kiev Kiev 778 
Ukraine Dnepropetrovsk Dnepropetrovsk 799 
RSFSR Smolensk Smolensk 801 
RSFSR Crimea Simferopol 824 
Belarus Gomel' Gomel' 829 
RSFSR Leningrad oblast Leningrad 871 
Ukraine Odessa Odessa 876 
Ukraine Kirovograd Kirvograd 887 
Ukraine Zhitomir Zhitomir 905 
Ukraine Rivne Rivne 949 
Ukraine Volyn Lutsk 952 
Ukraine Nikolaev Nikolaev (Mikolaiv) 954 
Ukraine Vinnitsa Vinnitsa 973 
Ukraine Kamenets-Podolsky Kamenets-Podolsk 990 
RSFSR Karelian Petrozavodsk 1000 
Ukraine Ternopil Ternopil 1017 
Belarus Mogilev Mogilev 1068 
Belarus Vitebsk Vitebsk 1081 
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Belarus Polesie* Mozyr 1087 
Lithuania Lithuania Vilnius (Kaunas) 1090 
Belarus Brest (Polesk) Pinsk 1094 
Belarus Minsk Minsk 1103 
Belarus Vilejka Vilejka 1103 
Belarus Baranavichi (Nowogrodek) Baranavichi 1109 
Estonia Estonia Talinn 1121 
Ukraine Stanislavov Stanislaviv 1121 
Belarus Belastok (Bialystok) Belastok 1122 
Ukraine Lviv Lviv 1123 
Latvia Latvia Riga 1302 
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Table 2:  

Summary Statistics (Population means) for Responses to German Occupation  

 

 Anti-German Insurgency No Anti-German Insurgency 

Days Under German 

Occupation 

803 845 

Population 1,988,845 1,938,309 

% Urban 29 26 

% Titular Ethnicity 68 75 

Literacy in 1939 80 76 

 

 

Table 3: 

Summary Statistics (Population means) for Responses to Soviet Re-Occupation 

 

 Anti-Soviet Insurgency No Anti-Soviet Insurgency 

Days Under German 

Occupation 

1089 756 

Population 1,752,727 2,018,962 

% Urban 23 29 

% Titular Ethnicity 60 74 

Literacy in 1939 73 79 
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Table 4: 
Literacy Rates and Expected Loyalties of Provinces with Initial Schooling in Russian Imperial or 

Soviet schools 
 

Regions 
(with literacy rates in 

1917/1939) 

Mandatory 
Schooling or 

literacy campaign 
Initiated by 

Crossed 50% 
literacy 

threshold 

Constitutive 
Story 

Identities/ 
Loyalty 

St. Petersburg region (not 
city) (69.2/84.8), Belastok 
(69.0), Crimea (64.6/89.8), 
Zaporozhe (62.6/90.3), 
Donetsk (60.6/88.1)), 
Mikolaev (58.6/88), Kalinin 
(Tver) (55.9/80.4),  
Rostov (55.9/85.1),  
Odessa (55.9/88.3),  
Karelian (53.8/85), 
Dnepropetrovsk (53.5/88.5), 
Kharkiv (51.2/87.3), Gomel 
(51.0/80.9), Vitebsk 
(50.8/80.3), Minsk 
(50.7/81.1) 

 
 
 

Russian  
Empire 

 
 
 

1890-1917 

 
 
 

Russophile 
Imperial 

 
 

 
 

Russian 
Identity and 

Loyalty 

Kiev (49.6/85.6), Chernigov 
(49.3/83.1), Krasnodar 
(48.7/83.7), Poltava 
(48.5/85.8), Sumy (47.8/84), 
Smolensk (47.6/78.3), 
Kirovograd (46.8/84.6), 
Voroshilovgrad (46.2/85.2), 
Mogilev (46.2/77.6), Orlov 
(43.9/78.7), Kamenets-
Podolsky (43.1/79.2), Kursk 
(42.7/79.8), Zhitomir 
(42.2/80), Ordzhonikidze 
(42.1/81), Vinnitsa 
(40.9/80.1), Voronezh 
(39.8/78.8), Tiraspol’ 
(Moldovan ASSR) 
(39.4/81.2), Polesie 
(37/71.7), Kalmyk 
(18.3/70.8), Kabardino-
Balkar (15.6/74.8) 

 
 
 
 

Initiated by Russian 
Empire, Completed 

by USSR 

 
 
 
 
 

1917-1939 

 
 
 

Soviet 
nationalities/ 

Fraternal 
 
 

 
 

Ethnic 
identity 

(Belorussian, 
Ukrainian, 

etc.)  
with Soviet 

Loyalty 
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Table 5: 

Schooling and Loyalties in Territories Annexed by the USSR in 1939 

 
Regions Mandatory Schooling or 

Literacy Campaign Initiated 
by 

Crossed 50% literacy 
threshold 

Constitutive Story Predicted 
Loyalty 

Estonia (1) 
and 

Latvia (2) 

Literacy: Sweden, 17th Century 
(Lutheran Church) 

 
National Schooling: Baltic 

German Nobility 

Prior to 1888 National (Culturally 
focused, influenced 
heavily by German 

Romanticism) 
 

Anti-Soviet 
 

Lithuania (3) Catholic Church 1880s-1890s National/Catholic 
 
 

Anti-Soviet 
 

Lviv (10), 
Drohobych (12), 

Ternopil (11), 
Stanislaviv (13) 

Austria (Habsburg Empire) 1910 Ukrainian National 
 

 

Anti-Soviet  
 

Vilejka (4), 
Baranavichi (5) 

Russian Empire, completed in 
Interwar Poland 

1920s Russian Imperial 
(Polish National, 
White Russian/ 

Russian)) 

Soviet 
 

Belastok (6) Russian Empire Before 1917 Polish National Soviet 
 

Transcarpathia 
(14) 

Czechoslovakia 1930s Russophile (Rusyn) Soviet 
 

Brest (7), Volyn 
(8) 

Multiple Efforts (Russia, Poland, 
USSR post-1945) 

1940s Mixed (Russophile, 
Polish) 

n.a. 

Bukovina portion: Austria 
(Habsburg) 

 

1920s 
 

Mixed (Russophile) n.a. Chernivtsy (15) 

Bessarabian portion: USSR Post-war Romanian n.a. 
Rivne (9) Russian Empire: Pre-1917 

Poland: 1920-1939 
Post-war Mixed (Ukrainian, 

Polish, Russophile) 
n.a. 

West of Dniester: Romania, 
USSR 

Post-war Romanian  n.a. Moldova (16) 
 

East of Dniester: USSR 1930s Soviet 
Ukrainian/Moldovan 

Soviet 
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Table 6. Summary Statistics (Means), Including Schooling Treatment 

 Anti-German 
Insurgency 

Anti-Soviet 
Insurgency 

No Insurgency 

Days Under German 
Occupation 

803 1089 668 

Population 1,988,845 1,752,727 2,046,624 
% Urban 29 23 31 
% Titular Ethnicity 68 60 73 
Literacy in 1939 80 73 81 
Literacy in Russian/Soviet 
schools 

 
75 

 
8 

 
82 

Literacy in National 
Schools 

3 65 0 

 

Table 7. Schooling and Partisan Presence (Provinces) 
 Anti-Soviet Partisan Soviet Partisan Minor Partisan Presence 

(<2000 partisans) 
Russo-
Soviet 
Schooling 

 Vitebsk, Gomel, Minsk, 
Mogilev, Crimea, 
Zhitomyr, Kiev, 
Chernihiv, Sumy, 
Bryansk, Smolensk, 
Kalinin, Leningrad, Brest 

Transdniester, Vinnitsa, 
Dnipropetrovsk, Donetsk, 
Zaporozhe, Kirovograd, 
Voroshilovgrad, 
Mykolaev, Poltava, 
Kharkiv, Kherson, 
Kamenets-Podolsk, 
Cherkassy, Kursk, 
Belgorod, Rostov, 
Krasnodar, Voronezh 

National 
Schooling 

Drohobych (UPA), Lviv 
(UPA), Stanislaviv 
(UPA), Ternopil (UPA), 
Estonia (FB), Latvia 
(FB), Lithuania (LP), 
Rivne (UPA) 

  

 



Resisting Occupation 37 

 

Table 8: 

 Schooling, Terrain, and Partisan Activity: Predicted Outcomes and Percentage of Cases 

Accurately Predicted 

 
 Favorable Terrain Unfavorable Terrain 

Russophile 
Schooling 

 
ANTI-GERMAN INSURGENCY 

 
13/13  

 

 
NO INSURGENCY 

 
11/11 

National Schooling  
ANTI-SOVIET INSURGENCY 

 
6/6 

 
 

 
NO INSURGENCY 

 
10/11 

 

 

Table 9:  
Average Provincial Membership in the Soviet Underground in Ukrainian SSR, Conditioned on 

Terrain and Prior Schooling of the Population 
 

 Favorable Terrain Unfavorable Terrain 
 
Russophile 
Schooling 

 
HIGH RESISTANCE 

2001 members 
(95 per 10,000 inhabitants) 

 

 
HIGH RESISTANCE 

1600 members 
(82 per 10,000 inhabitants) 

 
National Schooling 

 
NO RESISTANCE 

38 members 
 

 
NO RESISTANCE 

0 members 
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FIGURES 
 
 
 

Figure 1: Provinces with Anti-German Partisan Forces Exceeding 1500 Combatants, 1941-1944 
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Figure 2: Provinces with Anti-Soviet Partisans Exceeding 1500 Combatants, 1944-1953 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 

Note: Volyn (lightly shaded) had a relatively large UPA insurgent force 
prior to the Soviet occupation.  This force did not engage in combat 
operations with the Germans.  Following the Soviet occupation, the force 
diminished relatively quickly, unlike the UPA forces in the neighboring 
provinces. 
 
 



Resisting Occupation 40 

 



Resisting Occupation 41 

 
 

Figure 3:  

Provinces with Russian Imperial Schooling, Literacy Above 40% in 1917 
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Figure 4:  
Provinces Crossing 50% Literacy Threshold under Russian Imperial and Soviet Schooling 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Note: “Russian Imperial” provinces are those provinces which achieved mass literacy 
(50+%) while in the Russian Empire and had Russian curricular content.  “Soviet” 
provinces are those provinces which achieved mass literacy (50+%) while under Soviet 
control.  The western-most province with Imperial schooling, Belastok, was more than 
65% Polish in 1917 and had earlier schooling in Polish. 
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Figure 5: 
 Provinces that Attained Literacy Rates Above 50% with National Schooling 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Notes: Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Lviv, Drohobych, Ternopil, Stanislaviv 
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Figure 6:  

Provinces Annexed by the USSR in 1939-1940 
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Figure 7: 
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Figure 8: Map Showing Terrain, National Initial School Content, and Areas of Partisan Activity 

 
 

 


