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Thomas A.  Mlchalskl

THE   NAHONAI   CONSCIOUSNESS  AMONG
LITHUANIAN   EMIGRAr\rrs  To  THE   UNITED   STATES

AT  "E   ENDING   OF`  THE   l9TH  AND   EARLY  20-Ill
CENTURY

The  rise  of  ethnic  and  national  consciousness  among
Lithuanian  emigrants  to  the  United  States  has  been  the
subject  of some  study  and  speculation  among  homeland
and  overseas  scholars  for  several  generations].  Most  of
the   studies  have   reflected   a  chronological.   political  or
economic  approach  to history.  Very little  has been written
about  the  transformation  Of~ psychological  state  of mind
of  individual  Lithuanian  emigrants  to  America   and   of
the  group   as  a  whole.  The  reasons   are  rna.ny.   not   a
least  of  which  ls.   it  ls  hazardous  for  the  historian  to
generalize   and   describe   such   a   transformation   of   a
psychological   state   of   mind   of   either   individuals   or
groupings.  To  ascertain how each  individual person tried
to   accomodate  his  or  her  traditional  culture  with  his
new  one  while  his  or her  old culture  and  understanding
were  ln flux,  it`  ls  necessary to  ascertain  the  newcomer's
lndivldual  and  group  consciousness  upon  arrival.  Just
what   was   his   or  her   ethnic   and   national   awareness.
if  any.  on  arrival  in  America?  To  what  extend  did  the
individual  emigrant  consider  him  or  herself  to  be  part
of the "Lithuanian nation"? What was their underst.anding
of  the   concept   "Lithuanian   nation"?

According  to  some  scholars.  an  lndivldual's  ethnic  or
national  awareness  can  be  lllumlnated  by  divldlng  the
general  feelings  of  ethnicity  and  nationalism  into  three
subsidlarlty  categories2.  An  elaboration  of  these\  subdl-
vlsions   ls   necessary   in   order   to   clarify   the   entire
nationalization process  of which  "ethnlckation"  or  ethnic
consciousness  mahing.  the  subject  here.  is  only  a  part.

The   first   level   of   evolution   of  nationalism   can   be
described    as   a   form   of   ethnic   naivete3.    The   over-
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was   much   less   evident   among   the   early   Lithuanian
mass  emigration  mentioned  above  could  be  determined
cultural   or   polycentric   nationalism.. This   feeling   was
evident   among   some   of   the   more   formally   educated,
such   as   the   clergy   and   few   lay   intellectuals   among
emigrants.   It   was   they   who   not   only   carried   on   but
propagated tradlonal customs  and mother tongue:  among
the  general  emigrant  populace  who  were  simply  "ethnic".
Yet,  their nation was but one among many.  Their ethnicity
was   not   entirely   ethno-centric.   It   was   not   aggressive.
nor  was  it  messianic.  It  differed  substantially  from  the
later   political   nationalism  which   sought   to   and   even-
tually   did   go   further   advocating   the   establishment   of
a  sovereign.  ethno-centric.  national  state.  While  in  this
stage  of development.  Lithuanians could  refer to themselves
as   lingulstlcally   Lithuanian   yet   also   Poles,   Americans
and  even  ln  a  sense  Russian  or Prussian based  on  their
former  citizenship  without  contradictation6.  At  this  stage
they  did  not  yet  fall  into  the  later  category  of  a  "tikras
lietuvis"  which  combined  all  of the  above  characteristics
of  language.   nationality.   religion.   culture   and   citizen-
ship,   leaving   little   room   for   hyphernation.

The   third   stage   of   the   development   of   Lithuanian
nationalism   ln   America   was   most   advanced   national
group  sentiment.  that  of the  "tikras  lietuvis"  mentioned
above.  This fonn  of nationalism was  exclusive  and  ethno-
centric.  It  eliminated those who were not   Roman  Catholic.
Lithuanian-speaking  people.  Jews  and  those  Lithuanians
who   identified   culturally   with   the   Poles.   as   well   as
Byelorussian-speaking Lithuanians   or simply the  "tutejszy"
were   no   longer   considered   Lithuanians.   even   though
such  people  being  in  their  own  stage  of naivete  referred
to themselves in some way  as being  "Lltwinie"  or "Litvaks"7.
People with  such feelings were fare among   the overhelming
population  of  Lithuanian  emigrants  to  America   at   the
turn   of  the  `century.   Those  felt   this  way  were   a   tiny
minority.  an  elite,  primarily  refugee  intellectuals  and  a
handful  of  priests  and  certainly  not  all  of  the  priests.
Not  a  few  of the  early  Lithuanian  emigrant  priests  were
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and   religious  domination  and   an  allen  control   of  the
economy.  even  on  the  local  level.  The  last  tsar.  Nicholas
11  was  considered  by  many  Lithuanians  as  a  benevolent
ruler  given  the  circumstances.  What  most  Lithuanians
resented  most  about  Russian  rule  at  the  time  was  the
draft  and  alcohol  producing  monopolies  licensed  by  the
state.  There  were   past  grievances  galore   such   as  the
abolition   of  prlntlng   in   the   Lithuanian   language   and
tsarist  pressures  against  the  Catholic  church]°.  Yet  the
Roman  Catholic  church  grew stronger under jersecutlon
and  Lithuanian  books  were  replaced  by  Polish  language
Catholic  texts  which  were  legal  and  generally  accepted
by the populace without much consternation]].  In America,
their primary point  of reference  was  the  parish  to which
they   belonged   in  America.

The  sources  of ethnic  and  national  arrival  among  the
early  Llthuanlan  emigrants  were  internal  and  external.
Of   primary   importance   was   the   life   of   their   parish
around  which  they  centered  all  ofgr  their  lives  with  the
exception  of  their  workday.  In  the  Aquerlcan  workplace
they worked  hand-ln-hand with members  of other ethnic
lmmlgrant groups  particularly the Poles.  other Slavs.  the
Germans  and  the  Irish.  They  quickly  learned  that  they
were   a   dlstlnct   group.   They   certainly   were   not   Poles
even  though   many   of  them  were   familiar  with   Polish
to  some   degree  as  a  second  language.   Politically  they
may  have  become  Americans  from  the  point  of  view  of
cltlzenship  but  culturally  they  remaind  Lithuanians.  at
least  that  is  true  of  the  first  generation  of  emigrants.
The  contacts  ln  parish  and  workplace  with  Poles  from
Poznan.  Krakow  and Warsaw as well  as  the  Carpathlans
made   lt  clear  to  most  Llthuarnans  that  they  were   in
no  way  Polish.   now  that   they  were   ln  America.   This
feeling  was  quickly  reinforced  by  their  membership  ln
mked  Llthuanlan-Polish  or Polish-Lithuanian  or  Irish  or
German   parishes.   The   inter-ethnic   conflicts   ln   those
areas  contributed  to  their  Llthuanlan  consciousness.  In
Llthuanla  proper.  Poles  and  things  Polish were  generally
associated  with   an  upper  class  elite   and   the   clerical
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merican-Polish    community.  Polish  historians  consider
len  as  PolesL5.  Yet.  it  is  estimated  that  about   I/Lo  Or
lore  of the  Polish-American  commuriity  is  of Lithuanian
ngln.  The  percentages  vary by  location  and  community
nd  may be  adjusted  anwrap  or  downwards  accordingly.
s  national   distinctions   in  the   United   States   became
lore   defined.   the   "lenkberniszki"   disappeared   in   the
merlcan Polish commuulty and were lost to the Lithuarrian
ommunity  forever.

A   second   group   which   may  be   called   the   interna-
lonalists,  saw  themselves  primarily  from  a  class  rather
lan a national or ethrric perspective. They saw themselves
s members  of the  Socialist  or Communist  internationale.
hey  first   of  all   sought   class  solidarity  with   workers
f  other   kindred   ethnic   immigrants   in  America.   They
rere  either  indifferent  or  inimical  to  organized  religion.
artlcularly  the  Catholic  church.  Members  of this  group
entered their lives around citizens clubs and organtoations
t odds with the  local  Lithuanian Roman  Catholic  parish.
hey saw themselves as progressives and in many instances
hey  were.  They  formed  an  essentially  counter-cultural
iovement.  often in conflict with  their more  ethno-centric
lthuanlan  brethern.  They  have  been  well  studied  and
Jell  researched  by  homeland  Lithuanian  marxist-leninist
uthors.  but  have  often  been  given  importance  in  the
lthuanlan emigrant communfty beyond their actual influence
nd  numbers  due  to  ldeologlcal  preferences  of  certain
lthuanian   homeland   authorsl6.

The third group which  eventually became the  dominant
Drce   ln  the   old  Llthuanlan   emigrant   community  were
he Catholic nationalists.  They centered  their lives  around
he  local  Lithuanian  parish  and  accepted  the  leadership
if nationalistically oriented priests and  intellectuals.  They
ejected both  Polish  or "1enkberniszki"  cultural  influences
.s  well  as  lnternatlonallst  non-Catholic  influences  which
hey   identified   with   atheistic   communism   centered   in
he   Soviet   Union.

Scholars  of nationalism  on  both  sides  of the  Atlantic
ave  offered  models  of the  entire  enlightenment  process.
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Central  Europe  were  stmggling  to  achieve  self-determi-
nation   from   the   rule   of   the   Romanovs,    Habsburgs.
Hohenzollerns.   Windsors   and   lesser   monarchs.   not   to
exclude the Ottomans in the Balhans.  Lord Acton designated
the   source   bf  mass   support   for   national   movements
when  he  said.  "A  national  impulse...   is  only  awakened
when  there  is  an  alien  element,  the  vestige  of  foreign
domination  to  dispel".  And.  another  scholar  observed  "a
common   hate   is   one   of   the   most   effective   ways   in
mahing  a  nation"2L.  According  to  this  view.  Lithuanians
first   sensed   membership   in   their   nation   when   they
began to respond to  external  domination.  In  other words,
consciously  felt  Irishness  began  with   animosity  toward
English:  Polish  sentiment was  essentially directed  against
the  Russians   or  Germans:   Slovak  sentiment  was  anti-
Hungarian;  Greek sentiment was fanatically  anti-Turkish.
If we  accept  such  model  for  Lithuanians.  It  would  seem
that   essential   ingredient   of  Lithuanian   nationalism   ls
antl-Polishness.

Although  Llthuanla  had  been  occupied  by  Russia  and
was   part   of  the   Russian   Empire   for  some   loo  years
ln  the  later  part  of the  nineteenth  century.  Russia  and
the  Russians did  not become the  main and much  needed
Lithuanian   enemy.   Neither   did   the   German-Prussians
whom  the  Lithuanians  had  fought  against  for  some  250
years   ln  the  Middle  Ages  culminating   in  World  War  I
and   World   War   11.   A-  ,much   mor   intimate   and   closer
enemy was needed.  It found  expression  in  anti-polishness.
In  one  way,  shape  or  form.  Lithuania  had  been  entagled
with  Poland  and  the  Poles  and  more  so  experienced  an
internal   polonization  of  its   upper  social.   religious   and•cultural   strata   for   over   500   years.   It   was   the   very
closeness  of  the  Poles  and  Lithuanians  which  brought
about forms of mutual hostility based upon  a buberesque
love-hate  relationship  over  the  ages.  Lithuania  had  been
appended  to  Poland  for  a  long time  religiously.  culturally
and   politically  as  well   as  geographically   in   Europe.   It
was  no  surprise  that  the  first  Lithuanians  ln  America
Sought  a  haven  among  the  then  well  established  Poles22.
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stages of national consciousness. They held certain things
in  common.  such  as  a  common  origin.  mutually  intel-
llgible  dialects  of the  same  then  yet  to  be  standardized
language  and their overwhelmingly Roman Catholic  faith.
Imtially, Lithuanians in America defined themselves linguistic
according  to   dialect   and  the  region  of  their  origin.   If
one  were  to  conceptualize  the  first  level  of  conscious-
ness   was   simply  based   on   a   naive   consciousness   of
language.   Cultural  or  polycentric  nationalism.  was  the
prerogative  of  the  more  enlightened  emigrants  such  as
some  of the  clergy  and  a  few  intellectuals.  They  valued
their   ethnic   heritage   and   traditions   but   had   not   yet
come  to  the  third  stage  or  development  of  a  full-blown
ethno-centric nationalism which demanded the establishment
of  a  free  and  independent  Lithuania  freed  from  all  ties
and   entaglements   with   Poland,   Russia   and   Prussian-
Germany.

The earliest Lithuanian emigrants often assumed multiple
ldentitles ln America. They were linguistically and ethmcally
Lithuanian  but  some  also  gravitated  to  Polish  commu-
nltles   where   they   malntalned   their   naive   Llthuanlan
ethno-centrlsm while espousing the Polish national cause.
They  found  no  contradictions  ln  such  a  position  which
had   a   long   honorable   history   ln   their   homeland   for
generations among the  upper strata  of society to  include
the   Roman   Catholic   clergy.                                       .

The development of Llthuanlan national consciousness
over  three   stages   occured   due   to   internal   community
and  external  frictions  with  other  groups  at  home  and
in  America.  The  democratizing  influences  of  the  work-
place  led  many  to   espouse  one  of  three  possible   orl-
entatlons.  The  first  was  the  "lenkberniszkas"  orientation
of  the  earliest  arrivals  who  had  become  ensconced  ln
the  well  established  Polish  communltles  ln America.  The
second tendeney was one of proletanan democraey wherein
the Immigrant who worked in the factories. mines. slaughter-
hauses  and  sweat-shops  of  an  industrlalfalng  America
found more ln common with persons of other nationalltles
based  upon  economic  interests  than they  did  with  com-
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This   study   ends   on  the   eve. of  World  War  I   and   the
eestabllshment  of  an  ethno-centrlc  Lithuanian  republic
feed   of   all   entanglements   with   Poland.   Russia   and
;ermany.

]WolkovichTvalkavlcitis  W.  Towards  a  Historiography  of  Lithuanian
mmlgrants  ln  the' United  States  // The Immigration  History  Newsletter.
/ol.I   15  (November  1983).  P.  7-10.  This  paper  addressed  only  English-
inguage works  published  in America:  also  Mlchalskl Th.  A.,  Wolkovich-ralkaviclus   W.   Another  'Look   at   the   mstoriography   o-f   ljithuanian
mmlgrants  to  the  United  States  //  Ethnic  Forum:  Journal  of  Ethnic
itudles  and   Ethnic   Bibliography.   1989.  Vol.   9.   Numbers   1-2.   P.   31-
4.  This  paper expands  or the  previous  citation.  adding works  published
lot  only   ln  English  ln  America,   but  works   published   ln   Lithuania,
'oland,   Russia   and   Germany.

21  use  the  breakdown offered  by  Kohn  H.  Die  ldee  des  Nationalismus.
Trankfurt/Main).    1944.   P.    I-30;   Smith   A.   Theories   of  Nationalism.
ondon,   1971,  ?s  cited  ln  Greene  V.  For  God  and  Country:  The  RIse
f  Polish  and  Llthuanlan  Ethnic  Consciousness  ln  America.   Madison,
975.   P.   3-4.

3Greene   V.   Op.   cit.   P.    3.
`VLzbaras   M.   Oral   Interview.   Scranton,    1974.
5Ibid.                                                                                                                                          ,

I®Gieene   V.   Op.    clt.    P.   6.
7M.Visbaras: 3With  the arrival of the  Displaced  Persons  more  commonly

;mown   as   "dipukal"   after   World   War   11.    the   concept   of   a   "tlkras
;etuvis"  was  applied  by  the  "dipukal"  to  themselves  alone  as  another
ngredlent   was   Included   ln   the   derlnltlon,    that   of   being   born   ln
idependent  inter-war  Lithuania.  By  so  doing  the  "dlpukal"  excluded
lder  Immigrants  who  had  left  Llthuanla  when  lt  was  under  tsarlst
ulc,  as  well  as  their American-born  children  and  grand-children.  This
reated   a  .major   fissure   between   the`  "old"   and   "new"   Llthuanlan
nmlgrants  in .America  and  their  descendants  which  has  never  really
iroperlly   healed   for   most   part.

®Wbhiovich-Valkavicius  W.   gueen  or  Angl  es  Parish.   (Unpublished
ranuscript).    1990,    Boston:   also   Michalskl   Th.   A.    Soviet   Archival
ourccs   for  the  Study  of  Emlgratlon   from  ,the   lands  of  the   Polish-
lthuanlan   Commonwealth   to   America   //   Polish  American.Studies.
990.  Vol.  XL.  No.   I..  Spring.  P.   75-80:  also  Mlchelsonas  S.  Lietuviu
ielvija Amcrikoje.  Boston,  1963.  P.  33.  Michelsonas  states:  "...  Lithuanian
riests   always   tried   to   shore   up   the   Lublln   Union".

Thcrc  ls  a  considerable  body  of knowledge  written  on  the  subject
f  ethnic   cnllghtcnment  of  Immigrants   to   the   UnltcdR  States.   Those
sted   below  arc  cited   ln  Greene  V.   Op.   clt.   P.   7-9.   Carlson  Smith
/.  Americans  ln  the  Making:  The  Natural  History    of the  Assimilation
f  Immigrants.  New  York,   1939.   P.   57-58:   Nelbuhr  H.   R.  The  Social
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