


My husband worked as a builder. [ was a professional dancer. Financially
we were sufficiently strong — we were not starving. But we lived a very expensive
lifestyle. We loved to travel, and each summer we went out of Lithuania in our
car. That was very unusual [the family had special permission to travel]. It took
large sums of money, and we saved all year. I, as a dancer, traveled a lot with my
dance company. I saw that many other Lithuanian people were not able to travel.

My husband is a quiet person. His hobbies are traveling and tourism. He
was, I think, also satisfied in our previous apartment. Our family has good, strong
relations — no quarrels. We keep our old traditions and ways of thinking. Every
year we wait for our journey, and every time we borrow money (half the sum we
need) from friends, and go to Europe. After our holidays are over we again start
to save money instead of buying things.

L.G: Why did you move from an apartment to a house?

H.: My husband decided to buy some land out of town (it was cheap),
and to build a house. He was keen on it as a professional builder. He wanted to
make a better life for us. I was against moving from our good apartment. I
imagined problems looking after a house, and I didn’t want the trouble of moving
things from one place to the other. But my husband was very keen, and he
persuaded us.

So moving to the house was a natural process, without a high-spirited
mood or dreams. We felt a good feeling for our father because of his good heart
and the big job he did for us. And he felt very important, very happy, doing the
best for his family.

LG Do you work now?

H.: I’ve already been on a pension for one year—after twenty years’
experience as a professional dancer. [She is about 40.]

L.G: You don 't need to have a job?

H: Well, I’ll work if financial problems arise. My husband’s salary

is enough to live on. I’m rather happy, staying at home, spending time working
in our house, having my leisure time filled with hobbies. Our family has a dog, I
have to take care of it. He’s our second “child.” Also, I feel that I can open
myself doing housework: creating and decorating the interior to my taste. I like
nice surroundings. It takes about five to six hours a day to clean the house. But I
don’t find it boring or heavy — I was a dancer, so physical duties are useful and
pleasant for me.

L.G: What social group can you identify yourself with? Did it change
after moving?
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H.: I don’t know. I don’t distribute people to any group. For me, all
people are equal, whether they are ministers or simply workers. I'm a _cultural
worker, and my husband is a builder — but we find common spheres of interest.
We are simply a family, simply people.

L.G: How have your relations with friends changed? Are they totally
new?

H.: My friends, our family friends, are totally stable. Some new friends
have appeared. They are our new neighbors. All of them are from the same
building company with which my husband works. They have become good friends
because of our location nearby.

L.G: Do you feel envy from society, relatives, and friends?

H.: No, I don’t. We had problems with the racket [the mafia], but
they made a mistake — our family isn’t rich. We are not involved in business. As
for our relatives, they are happy for us. We gave our three-room-apartment as a
gift to my husband’s sister’s family. And we don’t regret that. So we have felt no
envy really.

L.G: Did your way of relating with neighbors change?

H.: Yes. Our relations with our new neighbors are closer (even though
they are physically further away) than they were with our neighbors in the
apartments. We communicate with each other about the problems we have keeping
our street clean. Our families respect each other, and we are friends.

L.G: Who built your house, and how long did it take?

H.: The process took about two years before we moved, so it is already
about four years since we started building. My husband built our house himself
with the help of his friends. The building materials were relatively cheap at that
time, especially for builders — because they had some privileges in buying them.
So it wasn’t difficult to build our “castle.” I helped only a little, in arranging our
house on the inside. Everything else was done by our father.

L.G: Did you sacrifice anything in order to get this home?

H.: No, I think no. It was only during the difficult period of the
blockade on Lithuania [when Russia stopped the supply of oil and other important
materials to Lithuania] that we had difficulty in buying goods we needed for our
house. Then we sacrificed some things I had got from abroad: TV, video player,
tape recorder. These are expensive here and there are few of them, so we sold
ours. But spiritually we made no sacrifices. Even my husband, I think, in building
this house did not sacrifice his leisure time — he did it with pleasure.

L.G: Do you feel you have a more satisfactory way of life, living in a
new home?
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H.: Well, I enjoy living in an individual house, my house. I have no
complaints about my living conditions. Of course our house isn’t perfect. It still
needs some things. But, in a word, 1 can say that I feel very good living here. I
have more space, more privacy, more independence (though these are only
feelings, for, as I have said, I had no complaints about our apartment). Here, I
feel like a bird in its own nest. I like to have space around our house, and to have
order in it. It is the face of the family. Well, it’s better for my self-satisfaction, to
live in a house and not in an apartment . . . because now I wouldn’t like to go
back and live in an apartment. [Her mother and daughter nod their heads in
agreement.] But we are not tied to our house stupidly. We go to outside activities,
we attend cultural events.

L.G: What are the advantages and disadvantages of life in a house?

H. The advantages could be: the silence and quietness of this district
where we live, in our street; more space outside; the forest nearby; good
transportation; good neighbors; and the house is our own property. The
disadvantages could be: too much silence around where we live; too much space
in the house — I mean unused space, the third floor. We pay for it, but we do not
use it. It’s not a problem to pay for it, but simply we have nothing to do in it.

L.G: Have relations in the family changed?

H.: Actually no, but factually yes. The house strengthened and united
our family. But from another point of view we were disunited — because now
everybody has their own room. So we meet each other more rarely, we
communicate less, and we do not see each other as often and immediately as in
our apartment where we did not have as many rooms and floors as we do now.
My daughter [who is eighteen, and is a student at the university, studying German]
has the strongest feelings about this.

Daughter: Yes, I feel a lack of being together with the family. Now I’'m
alone in my room for long periods. I have a room on the second floor, and my
mother and grandmother are usually on the first floor, where the kitchen is. I
don’t hear my mother, or my beloved dog. I miss our old apartment — it was
good to live there!

L.G. Do you not feel comfortable in your new house?

D.: Well, I have no complaints. It is simply that I miss my childhood
street and places where I spent my time with my best friends. Now they are far
away from me.

LG Is it a problem to pay taxes for the house and to pay for heating,
electricity, water, and so on — because these cost more than they would in an
apartment?
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H. No, it’s comparatively cheap— I mean compared to prices abroad.
I know that abroad it’s different: it’s expensive to keep a house. Only rich people,
older people, can have houses. In Lithuania, a lot of people could have houses if
they wanted them — that’s my opinion. But they simply don’t have the courage,
they don’t know how to get a private house, or how to build it. But if they want,
financial problems can be overcome. If you want, you can earn enough money, if
you have the desire and some brains.

In the future, I think that prices for having a house will rise, but I hope
we’ll be able to pay for it. If not, I’Il start to work. I’m not lazy. I’m still young.

L.G: What value does your house have for you? What does it mean for
you?

H.: The house is a good thing. It’s comfortable, stable, and the roof
of life. It is pleasant to live in it. But there are higher things in life — spiritual
things.

L.Gs3 Have your dreams changed since moving from the apartment?

H.: No, I think no. This moving wasn’t an event in our lives. Of course
it was . . . but not such as to influence the stable spiritual state of our family. Our
house isn’t a “temple” — it’s a thing that we value. We are a cultural family. I am
a cultural worker. | have dreams that are higher than material things, and that are
not changeable.

Our family is very romantic. We are crazy about traveling and about
steeping ourselves in cultural life and events. We like to visit friends from abroad
and to invite them here with us. We always spend a lot of our money on traveling.
We were not, and we are not, rich people. It’s our lifestyle and I like it. Money
isn’t a stable thing — there are better things in life. Money only helps to reach
them. Before we moved here, I liked to spend my time reading, knitting, and
listening to music — the same things I do now.

L.G: How do you imagine a happy family?

H.: Well, first of all, there must be harmony between the wife and
husband, agreement in most spheres of life, and tolerance. Everybody has to
have their own independence, and not to decrease the independence and freedom
of others.

L.Ge But if a family has financial problems, how can it be harmonious?

H.: I agree with you, it’s another case. If you cannot purchase what
you want for your dinner, you will not think about travels abroad. But on the
other hand, everybody has a possibility to build their life in the best way.
Everybody can earn enough money. We don’t lack money. I think that if we
lacked money, we would not have the desires we do have.

L.G: Can you say that you earned your living conditions on your own?
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H.: Yes, I think so. Because we are not businessmen, we dop’t steal,
we don’t “use” our parents. We simply have had good jobs and a good image of
life.

L.G: Can you say that your life is in harmony? Are you a lucky person
and family? o . _
H. Well, I'd dare to say that we live in harmony. I enjoy our life. We

have no deep troubles, those we have are little— they only make our life stronger.
We have not had tragic events in our lives, no critical situations. I’d say that our
family is lucky. I am not making this up — my mother and daughter can confirm
it. [They confirm it smiling, with very warm expressions on their faces.]

L.G: Did you feel chaos in Lithuania after the Soviets fell?

H.: No, not so much. We took part in our national revival. But we
weren’t affected too much by the inflation crisis. My husband is a good worker
with a stable job and salary. I can only feel pity thinking about poor families,
starving ones, thinking about young families.

L.G: Do you feel an improvement in Lithuania, or the opposite —
deterioration?
H: Of course, like everyone else, I feel an improvement. People

started to open their minds, their worldview. They started to travel more and to
read and see more broadly. They are going further than their own back yard.
They have started to feel more responsibility and to make higher requirements
of themselves and others — it is raising the civilized and cultured way of living.

L.G: How do you see your future?

H.: My future? Our future? Good. I’ll have more free time for myself,
for learning interesting things — for instance about geography and cultural life.
I hope to travel more, to develop myself, to enrich my daughter’s experience.

L.G: So you are an optimist?

H.: Truly! Only optimistic, I never think about bad things. If they
happen — it’s only occasional, incidental, not the rule.

L.G: What, from your point of view, can human beings not attain in
this world?

H.: Perfection. Nobody can be perfect — such is human nature. But

we were born to seek perfection, and we will do it our whole lives. We can treat
each other well and be educated, polite, intelligent, and friendly.

L.G: Is it worth it, to live on this earth?

H.: Without a doubt! Surely!
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The Situation of Old Age Pensioners

The family interviewed by Lina is one of the lucky ones. The mother’s
occupation as a dancer allowed to her to travel and make foreign friends. In turn,
this facilitated the family in traveling, and in acquiring foreign goods. Such
opportunities were not available to many Lithuanian families during the Soviet

eriod.

P Moreover, whereas many people who were financially comfortable during
the Soviet period now find themselves in dire straits,’ especially those in state-
funded positions, her husband’s occupation as a builder is easily transferable to
the rapidly developing and more lucrative private sector. Extensive renovations
and construction are being undertaken by private businesses, including banks,
shops, restaurants, and hotels. Construction is also being undertaken by the state
itself, including improvements to airport buildings, roads, and so on.

Realistically, in the Lithuanian context, the possibility that the man of the
family acquired at least some of his construction materials through “gray” legal
means should not be dismissed. For example, another student, Giedré
university educated and an engineer. He spent a year and a half in prison “for
trying to bribe a customs official to smuggle some cheap building materials from
Byelorussia.” When Giedré talked to him five months after he had got out of
prison, the only work he could find was selling in the market, and apparently in
a not very profitable way.'’ “He told me he’s working in the market six days a
week. He’s selling margarine, vegetable oil, and other products which he buys
from wholesalers. He doesn’t feel comfortable doing this kind of work, but he
must do something to make a living . . . When I asked what he thinks about the
future, he said he didn’t have much hope.”

This man’s dismal situation clearly contrasts with that of the husband of the
woman interviewed by Lina. Determining why one failed, and the other coped
well during the transition period is, unfortunately, beyond the scope of this modest
project.

The situation of the grandmother of the family interviewed by Lina is also
of interest with respect to the more general issue of living conditions in
contemporary Lithuania. The grandmother is clearly in a good situation. She
lives harmoniously with her daughter and her family in a pleasant home, and
without financial worries. Many other pensioners are not so fortunate. Indeed, if
one considers the various social groups in Lithuania, pensioners are probably
among those who have suffered most and benefited least from the changing
circumstances of the transition period. Sadly, this seems to be true in post-Soviet
countries more generally.
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At first glance, many pensioners may appear to be not so badly (?ff because
their housing is relatively secure. Privatization of property in Lithuania 1pvolved
issuing vouchers with which tenants could privatize the accommodation they
occupied. In this way, many pensioners have come to own their apartments.
Their problem is not paying the rent, but paying for utilities, food, medicine, and
other basic needs. Put simply, since the transition, pensions have not been
sufficient to cover everyday necessities. Remarks by Valters Nollendorfs (1993,
2) with respect to pensioners in Latvia fully apply in Lithuania (as in Estonia
also): “The pensioners are receiving starvation monthly pensions . . . There is no
doubt that a pensioner cannot survive on a pension alone.”

Nor was the situation going to improve in the near future. In 1996 Jolanta
Paluckiené observed that since 1990 “pensions have been losing their value.
Whatever position pensioners had earlier occupied on the labour market, no
[matter] how many years they had spent in employment, they were poor.
Pensioners who had to live on their pension alone, faced the nightmare of
permanent impoverishment . . . Statistical data show that pensioners are unable
to subsist from their pensions” (371, 372).

The difficult financial situation of pensioners is exacerbated by inflation
and currency transitions that have greatly diminished the value of their savings."
Linas Turauskas discusses this situation in a narrative titled “Diminishing Social
Security”:

A few words: during my usual “journey” from Kaunas to Vilnius, I
heard two rural women talking about their savings. One said that she had 50,000
rubles in 1989, so now she has just 500 litas. She doesn’t know what to do, she
is not politicized, she doesn’t support the left or the right. . . .

Well, 1 thought — 50,000 rubles. You could have built a perfectly
good house, or bought two of the best Soviet cars (other kinds weren’t available).
But what can be done with 500 litas?

There was much more security during the Soviet regime. People were
more equal to one another when you compared them by standards of living.
They were happy, or at least most of them were not dissatisfied. And now that
ground which is called “social security” is broken.

I fell asleep thinking about that, and | was awakened by a shabbily
dressed old man who showed me his pensioner’s certificate and asked for some
money. I gave some change to him. These divisions — I can’t stand them.

The reader might ask: if pensioners cannot live on a pension alone, and if
many of them do not have substantial savings, how do they survive? One way, as
we have seen, is that their families provide for them. Many pensioners also
supplement their resources in various ways. For example, and like much of the
population, they pick mushrooms in the autumn and cuitivate garden plots in the
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suburbs, growing fruit and vegetables that can be preserved for the winter. Some
pensioners sell their produce, especially flowers, on the streets. And some also
find other items to sell, including clothes they have knitted and personal
belongings.

Pensioners also take jobs. As of 1995 it was estimated that 15 percent of
pensioners were “economically active” (Paluckieng 1996, 371). When informal
and seasonal work such as babysitting are factored in, the percentage of pensioners
working is far higher. Perhaps it should be mentioned that, at that time, with the
retirement age set at fifty-five for women and sixty for men, pensioners accounted
for over a quarter of Lithuania’s population. Plans were in place to increase the
retirement age by four months annually, until it reached sixty for women, and
sixty-five for men (373, 372)."

Many pensioners, however, are unemployed and lack resources other than
their pension. For example, they may not have any family left, or only
unsupportive family members. Sadly, it appears that some family members are
abusive to the older generation in various ways — including trying to take their
apartments from them.'* Some pensioners do not have access to garden plots, or,
if they do, lack the strength to tend them.

Taken together with the inadequacy of their pensions, it is not surprising
that the phenomenon of older people begging has emerged. One sees pensioners
sitting or kneeling on the ground outside shops, often with their hands deferentially
outstretched. One also hears stories about pensioners taking drastic action to try
and meet their basic needs. For example, several doctors who work in mental
health told me about old people trying to get themselves signed into mental
hospitals, not because they were mentally ill, but because that was the only way
they could think of getting regular meals.

So the reality is that many pensioners in Lithuania live in conditions of
severe economic deprivation. Although some pensioners in western countries
also have deplorably low incomes, the scale of deprivation appears to be harsher
in the Baltics.

How are old people viewed by other Lithuanians, and especially by the
student contributors to this research? This is a difficult question to answer. The
students freely chose their topics and, with the exception of an excellent interview
with an old age pensioner by Tadas Leoneikas, which follows below, the topic of
old people rarely arose in their work.'* The one exception to this was when the
students were writing about transportation, and especially their experiences on
buses. It seems that students most regularly encounter old people on buses.
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Universally — and understandably, given the uncomfortable and extremely
overcrowded conditions on the buses—taking the bus was described as an
unpleasant experience. And, within this context, old people §eemed to be seen as
a particular nuisance. The following narrative by Reda Staraitg, titled “The Perils
of Buses,” is typical of the way the students mention elderly men and women:

Thank God that I live near the Department of Sociology, the place
where I have lectures, as I can reach the university on foot very successfully. It
takes only fifteen minutes for me if I walk straight through a small forest.

1 prefer going on foot for two reasons. First, every morning I have the
chance to breathe in clear air, to enjoy the wonderful landscape, and to wake
up once and for all. The second, and most important reason, is that I avoid
taking the bus. This is the greatest advantage of my neighborhood near the
university, because this “procedure” of going by bus or trolley-bus at peak
hours is unbearable. Then a bus often becomes a place of real struggle for
existence.

You have a good chance to observe many especially dramatic situations
at a bus stop where the bus begins its route. A huge crowd of tired people wait
for an empty bus secretly hoping to get a seat. As soon as the bus comes all
potential passengers become an assault group and a real rush begins. This is
the moment when, as a rule, rather elderly men and women with several big
bags in their hands suddenly gain a particular power and strength and
demonstrate it [emphasis added].

Sometimes fighting people near the doors of a bus make a crush there,
and no one can get into the bus. Finally, the strongest and most powerful
passengers take seats. But there are not enough seats for all of them. The show
goes on. These passengers start pretending that they are the most tired and
unhappy people in the world. They are deadly unfortunate and angry. At that
time [ wouldn’t wish you to find yourself near such people. You simply do not
have any right to sit and are guilty for just standing nearby. I don’t even want to
tell about what happens should you casually take a seat. Then it is advisable to
give up your place if you want to avoid real trouble.

You can feel this same atmosphere in aimost every bus in the morning
when people are leaving their homes and in the evening when they are coming
back and the buses are most crowded.

Pensioners appear to be equally offended by the behavior of young people.
Sometimes their hostility to the youth is very clearly declared, as in the following
narrative by Audra Dargytg, entitled “Old Ladies on the Bus™:

[ went to my classes and saw a typical situation on the trolley-bus. It
was, as usual, full. A lot of people tried to get out of it, and the last one was an
old lady. She was a very slow person. And one young guy at the front of those
getting on said loudly: “If you are so old and slow don’t go on buses!” The old
lady shouted back at him: “OK, who will collect my pension in that case?”
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Now I understood that all younger passengers would suffer. 1 was
right. All the middle-aged and old ladies started to grumble and later shouted
at us: “You can’t imagine that you will become old too, and that you’ll be in
the same situations — when your children will tell you that you are useless . .
. and you will have to stay at home without leaving it at all”. . . and so on and
so forth.

After that, as usual, neighboring couples of old ladies (who were
strangers to each other) started to talk about their “bad” young relatives, their

homes, their incomes. . . . And their conversation flowed further and'further
away from the starting point of their talk to the political and economic situation
in Lithuania.

While the students were obviously irritated by their encounters with old people
on the buses, they are also aware of, and sympathetic about, the difficult
socioeconomic situation of pensioners. Linas Turauskas is another student who
grumbled about elderly women on Vilnius trolley-buses; but he also, as recounted
above, was moved to give some money to an elderly man after hearing two
women discussing the withering away of their savings. Aida Baibokaitg, in
discussing the rising price of medicine, notes the problems this poses for older
people: “The situation for pensioners is especially difficult — their subsidies are
so small that they cannot be ill, even though they will get a rebate.”

Even in the course of discussing the situation on buses, students sometimes
point to admirable behavior on the part of old people. One example of this is
Rita biliukaité’s discussion of “4 Drunk Man” and an old woman’s efforts to
help him:

A drunk man got into a trolley-bus. There were few people in it. He
slowly reached a seat. The man was especially sociable as only a drunk can be.
In a polite and friendly way he offered the seat beside him to everyone who
came near him. But his offer did not tempt anyone; people quickly stepped
aside. He lost the hope of having someone to talk to and concentrated his
attention on something invisible in front of him.

Suddenly he lost his balance and fell off the seat. Falling, he struck
his head. People looked at him indifferently. The idea of helping him did not
rush into their thoughts. Unexpectedly an old woman came up and began to
lift him [emphasis added]. Her toil attracted attention but no one hurried to
help her.

She was not strong enough to lift the tall and somewhat fat man. So
she asked the nearest man to help. The man replied, “He is drunk.” The old
woman retorted, “It is not important if he is drunk or not. He is human.” It is
difficult to say if this argument persuaded him, but he stood to help seat the
drunk man. When he was lifting the “guzzler” it seemed as if he was holding
something dirty and unpleasant in his arms. His motions were rough. He threw
the drunk man on the seat rather than seating him. Afterwards, this reluctant
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