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A B S T R A C T . This paper reviews the situation of the Lithuanian minority in Poland by describ-
ing the main organisational efforts and public activities of the minority. The issues of non-gov-
ernmental and political participation, language use in education and media, and cultural activity
are covered. Alongside, the relevant data on population are presented. The overall climate in which
minority lives is highlighted by remarks on minority-related Polish legislation and attitudes of
the general public. The conclusion is made that the Lithuanians’ strong skills of self-organisation
has helped to maintain a distinctive ethnic community in spite of its small size and an occasion-
ally non-supportive environment.

Introduction

In this paper, I shall review how a minority group organises its social and pub-
lic life. I shall discuss the main forms of the particular minority organisations
and activities. Through the efforts to organise itself as a distinctive community,
a minority is able to maintain and reproduce its identity as well as integrate into
the larger society as a group. By self-organisation, a minority can more effec-
tively resist cultural and structural assimilation into the majority.

Lithuanians in Poland live in a rather compact area. They belong to the so
called “historical” or “frontier” minorities. They have a strong level of self iden-
tification that is related to their beliefs about the past, common history, and
cultural affinity. A very strong factor of identification is the usage of their native
language, a fact which is different from majority of Polish society. Lithuanians
in Poland have a strong collective identity; they feel a “group soul” and they
recognise themselves as group members.

After the Second World War, Poland largely became an ethnically homoge-
neous country. National homogeneity was considered one of the fundamental
achievements of the new state, especially when contrasted with respective prob-
lems faced during the inter-war period.

The Constitution of the People’s Republic of Poland, adopted in the 1950s,
guaranteed equal rights to all citizens and forbade national, racial, or religious
discrimination. This meant acceptance of a general principle of non-discrimi-
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nation as a basis of the protection of citizens, including people belonging to
national minorities. Actually, at the beginning of the 1950s, all of the important
national minorities in Poland gained the opportunity to create their own organi-
sations controlled and financed by the Ministry of Internal Affairs. The princi-
ple “one minority – one organisation” was adopted and all attempts of minori-
ties to create their own independent organisations were discouraged. These or-
ganisations were officially supposed to aim at cultivating the cultural traditions
of national minorities; however, in reality they were treated as an instrument of
control of the minority societies by the state administration. Education in mi-
nority languages and cultural activities in local society helped minorities to pre-
serve their national identity.

After 1990, national minorities became more active on the political stage.
National minorities demanded wider rights for self-organisation. They demanded
to have their representatives in district councils and in the state departments
that dealt with minorities. As a result, the issue of national diversity received
more public attention and had to be discussed by the state authorities. One of
the greatest puzzles was the very definition of national minority.

The term “national minority” is included in certain bilateral treaties con-
cluded by Poland. However, Polish domestic law has no precise definition of
the term “national minority”. It can only be said that the state policies towards
members of national minorities in Poland is pursued in the respect to citizen-
ship, i.e. only persons who are Polish citizens are subject to the protection of
minority rights. The problem of national (ethnic) self-definition is the decision
of each individual. The draft Act on the Protection of National Minorities con-
tains a definition of national minority: “a group of distinct origin, traditionally
residing on the territory of the Polish state and constituting a minority com-
pared to the rest of the citizens and which is characterised by the objective to
sustain its culture, traditions, language, national, or ethnic consciousness” (Ar-
ticle 2 of The draft Act on the Protection of National Minorities).

The criteria that determine to which nationality one belongs are very indefi-
nite and the state has not so far found the ways to include the issue of ethnic
diversity into its policies. A certain legacy is the lack of research: in Poland, after
the World War II research about national minorities was basically neglected up
till 1990. In the 1990s, it was difficult to estimate the number of members of
national and ethnic minorities. The national censuses held in 1950, 1960, 1978,
and 1988 did not contain any questions about either nationality or native lan-
guage.1  Therefore, we have to resort to estimates. The population of national
minorities in Poland ranges between 1-1.2 million people, which means that

1 The general census in 2002.05-06 contained questions about national identity and lan-
guage spoken at home, but the data was not available at the time this paper was written.
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representatives of minorities do not constitute more than 2-3 percent of the total
number of Polish citizens. Thus, Poland is largely an ethnically homogeneous
country and in this respect differs substantially from other states of central and
eastern Europe.

The living conditions, legislative regulations, and social status of the
Lithuanian minority of 15-20 thousand are relatively satisfactory. However,
certain problems persist and are embedded in the overall political framework,
which is incapable of addressing the challenge of diversity. The main problem
in the public life of the minority is education in the minority language and fi-
nancing of the minority’s cultural events. In order to safeguard the minority’s
rights, there has to be a clear government policy towards the national minor-
ity. In the autumn of 1993, the Sejm Committee on National and Ethnic Mi-
norities initiated work on a Draft Minority Act. In its evolution, this docu-
ment has been substantially changed and the foreseen rights for minorities
have been pared down. However, the Draft Minority Act has not been adopted.
There are several reasons to explain why the act has not passed and why work
on it has been so slow. First of all the necessity of this kind of document is
still being questioned. There is no clear position among officials on whether
minorities should have such an act, or whether the Constitution and other leg-
islative acts protect the rights of national minorities satisfactorily. The other
reason for not passing this act is because other legislative work and reforms
dominate the work of the Sejm, and the problem of minorities is not given
high priority. A decision regarding the act has not been taken, and now it is
up to the Sejm Committee on National and Ethnic Minorities whether to stop
work on this policy document or resume further work on it. The national mi-
norities themselves appeal for passing the act because they expect it to solve
many of the problems of minorities.

Remigijus Motuzas, the former director of Lithuania’s Department of Na-
tional Minorities, stated that the “issues of national minorities should be solved
on the basis of parity, but the problem is that the Poles seem to be more con-
cerned about their nationals living outside the country than about the situation
of national minorities inside Poland.”2  He added that no resolution was found
to any of the contentious issues, including the spelling of names in official docu-
ments and the controversial border troop base in the Polish town of Punsk, in-
habited by mostly Lithuanians. It is true that governmental policy towards na-
tional minorities would be more focused if an Act on the Protection of National
and Ethnic Minorities would be accepted. More focused policy would likely
enable the government to address the requests of minorities and solve them in
a less complicated way.

2 RFE/RL News line Vol. 3, No. 129, Part II, 2 July 1999
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Population and self-identification
of Lithuanians in Poland

The population of the Lithuanian national minority is 15-20 thousand people,
members of which inhabit, in close concentrations, Suwalki voivodship in the
northeast of Poland. They live mostly in Punsk commune, where they consti-
tute 80 percent of the inhabitants. In the territories of Sejny and Szypliszki they
comprise 30 percent and 10 percent of the inhabitants respectively. According
to statistics, in 1993, Lithuanians numbered around 3,600 in Punsk, 3,100 in
Sejny, and 400 in Szypliszki. All together there are around 7100 Lithuanians in
this area (Rocznik statystyczny wojewodztwa suwalskiego 1994: 40-41). The
autochtonous communities in the northeast of Poland are only part of the Lithua-
nians in the country. There are Lithuanian communities in various cities in
Poland: Suwalki – 500 people, Warsaw – 400, Wroclaw – 250, and many oth-
ers. Many who grew up in the border region have moved to the central part of
Poland because of marriage, work, or education. We can affirm that there are
around 25,000 Lithuanians in Poland who define themselves as Lithuanians
(Tarka 1998: 194-195). Nevertheless we have to stress that the number of Lithua-
nians in Poland has decreased during the last few decades.

National identity is a part of an individual’s concept of him-/herself. Via the
perceptions and beliefs one holds about the unique past, common history, and
culture, identity is closely linked with ethnicity. Most factors related to identity
formation and personality development such as family role or values have a
national or ethnic variability. Family is of the most significant factors in person-
ality formation and in the transmission of ethnic culture. However, members of
the Lithuanian minority are sometimes shy about their differences, and parents
prefer not to teach their children about their ethnic background. This is dis-
played by such behaviour as talking in public places not in their native language
but in the majority’s language.3

We can notice that knowledge of language is the main element of national
self-consciousness among Lithuanians. Although most of them are bilingual, the
Lithuanian language is still their main language. It is their language of commu-
nication. According to the joint research from the Polish and Lithuanian De-
partments of Statistics, 97.9 percent of Lithuanians living in Poland declared
that their knowledge of their native language was very good. 1.6 percent recog-
nised their knowledge as poor, 0.1 percent only understood Lithuanian language,
and 0.4 percent did not answer this question (Gùówny Urzàd Statystyczny,
Departament Statystyki Litwy 1995: 66-67). The high level of knowledge of their

3 The incident about language discrimination in local society was described by students of
Punsk secondary school in the  letter „Mes... lietuviðkos kekðës?“ published in Auðra
(2002/20).
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native language command is result of education in the minority language, and is
related to the fact that language is given great symbolic significance as an ex-
pression of identity.

Most Lithuanians who live in Poland identify themselves with the Lithua-
nian nation, but 9.9 percent associate themselves with the Polish nation (Gùówny
Urzàd Statystyczny, Departament Statystyki Litwy 1995: 66-67). Given that eth-
nic understanding of a nation prevails in this region, we can suppose that asso-
ciating oneself with the Polish nation is influenced by one’s situation. In other
words, this can be the consequence of mixed Lithuanian-Polish families, the
influence of society, or assimilation. Ethnic intermarriage and the incidence of
ethnically mixed families are used as indicators shedding light on involvement
in structural assimilation. Mixed marriages tend to loosen the structural bonds
to the group of origin and to intensify acculturation. Very possibly marital as-
similation also contributes to assimilation (Berry 1997).

The authors of the aforementioned research state that the high level of na-
tional self-consciousness among Lithuanians is the consequence of good condi-
tions for national minorities in Poland to enshrine their native language and
culture. Nevertheless we cannot forget that this national minority sustained their
identity thanks to strong self-organisation rather than to ill-defined state sup-
port. Education in the Lithuanian language and the work of non-governmental
organisations helped to keep Lithuanian culture in Poland alive. Residing in a
homogeneous territory is but a premise to develop community life, practice direct
communication, and remain Lithuanian. Active cultural, social, and organisa-
tional skills are a crucial factor.

Non-governmental organisations

The democratisation process of Poland’s political system since 1989 has
changed the way that public life functions. The state withdrew from the func-
tion of organiser and “censor” of public life. The transformation of the legal
system resulted in restrictions concerning the establishment of associations and
the organisation of political activities being lifted. For national minorities, the
abolishment of the principle “one minority – one organisation” was of great
importance.

Under the Act On Associations (1987)4, representatives of national minori-
ties enjoy the freedom to establish associations and organisations. However, the

4 The 07.04.1989 act provides that a group of at least 15 persons may found an associa-
tion, which is subject to registration in court in order to become legal entity. The activity
of the association is supervised by the voivode where the seat of the association is lo-
cated.
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exact number of minority organisations is not known, as there is no central reg-
ister of these organisations in Poland. The organisations of national minorities
form a mosaic in terms of forms, sizes, and activities; however, a socio-cultural
association is the basic form of their organisation. The national minority or-
ganisations are financed by state funds that are earmarked for performing a
particular activity. These activities are mainly financed by state subsidies allo-
cated by the Ministry of Culture and Arts. They cover almost 80 percent of
expenses of minority organisations. The remaining funds are obtained from
membership fees, economic activities, and foreign aid. State subsidies are of a
subject nature, which means that they are earmarked for financing specific cul-
tural events and not for covering permanent costs connected with the function-
ing of an organisation (like the salaries of full-time workers). Subsidies granted
for financing the activities of minority organisations and cultural initiatives are
the only resources available to these organisations from the state.

Although the first Lithuanian organisation was founded in 30-31 March 1957,
the period after 1989 was a new era in cultural and social life for all of the eth-
nic communities. In 1995, the oldest Lithuanian organisation LVKD, Lithua-
nians’ Cultural and Social Association, was replaced by the Association of
Lithuanians in Poland. This entity still identifies its main goals as a typical
ethnocultural organisation:

• Solving the problems of the Lithuanian minority,
• Taking care of cultural and amateur activity,
• Supervising education in the Lithuanian language,
• Guarding cultural monuments and places.

In 1990 part of the members of the Lithuanians’ cultural and social associa-
tion established the St. Kazimieras association, whose roots reach back to the
pre-World War II period. This association was founded because there was a need
for a legal entity that could co-ordinate the building of a cultural centre in the
town of Sejny. The St. Kazimieras association emphasised its religious charac-
ter and established a choir in the Sejny church. The main problem of this asso-
ciation is its low effectiveness (Tarka 1998: 198).

In 1993, the most active organisation, the Community of Lithuanians in
Poland, was established. All people who identify themselves as Lithuanians are
automatically considered members of this organisation. This organisation rep-
resents the interests of Lithuanians as a kind of representative government. The
main purpose of this organisation is to retain national identity, to propagate
Lithuanian culture, and to participate in political and social life.

Non-governmental organisations are the greatest contributors to the social
life of Lithuanian communities. Their activities are aimed at organising artistic
events, running amateur artistic groups, and publishing newspapers, magazines,

LITHUANIAN NATIONAL MINORITY IN POLAND: SELF-ORGANISATION OF A MINORITY GROUP
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and books in the Lithuanian language. Since the majority of the members of the
Lithuanian community live in the countryside, cultural activities usually have
the character of local folklore events (galas, open-air events, and festivals). While
most organisations are mainly oriented towards cultural life and education in
the minority language, the main difference between the organisations is their
effectiveness. Basically we can divide all of the Lithuanian organisations in Poland
into those that have actual influence on the community and which are active
and those that are of limited scope (Lithuanian Teachers’ Association, Lithua-
nian Youth Association).

One can note several issues related to the functioning of Lithuanian non-
governmental organisations. First, the organisational structure is weak. There is
only one active and really effective organisation. Second, there is a lack of young
and well-educated leaders. Third, there is low involvement of the Lithuanian
community in the functioning and work of these organisations. This is slowly
eroding the Lithuanian community’s communal life. The functioning of non-
governmental organisations is more effective in Punsk, where Lithuanians are the
majority in the community and the community is more involved. In Sejny, where
Lithuanians are a minority (30 percent of the population), assimilation is in
progress and people are less interested in the minority’s political and social af-
fairs. Although non-governmental organisations have achieved much in the de-
velopment of Lithuanian culture and language, in the district of Sejny, there are
less people who care to express their loyalty to the Lithuanian community
(Maksimavièius 2002).

All of these problems cause barriers for community development and reali-
sation of the main goals of the ethnic NGOs. Therefore other means of express-
ing communal solidarity and the will for recognition, such as political activity,
can become increasingly important.

Political activities of the minority

The provisions of some legal acts in 1991 and 1993 concerning elections to the
Sejm included special electoral preferences for minority organisations (election
committees) that were not included in the act on elections to the Senate (upper
chamber of the Polish parliament). The act of 28 June 1991 provided electoral
committees of national minorities organisations certain procedural preferences
in submitting constituency and national lists of candidates for deputies (article
70, 76 and 100; Paransevièius 1996: 31-67). Pursuant to the provisions of these
acts minority election committees were allowed to present a lower number of
signatures for votes supporting the committee constituencies (two instead of five).
The committees were given the right to submit a national list regardless of the
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number of constituency lists registered and were exempted from the require-
ment to obtain at least five percent of valid votes.

The Lithuanian minority participated in national elections in 1991, 1993,
and 2001, but no Lithuanian ever entered the Sejm as an MP. The head of the
district of Punsk participated in elections for the Sejm in 2001 and collected
1,649 votes, but he didn’t get elected. Members of the Lithuanian community
gave almost 90 percent of their votes to the left wing party (Bockowska 2002 :
21). The political activity of the Lithuanian community yields much more tan-
gible results in the local government elections. Although the act on the election
to the local authorities does not ensure any preferences for minorities, Lithua-
nian representatives are quite successful on this level.

In the Punsk district council elections of 1990, 16 of the 18 council mem-
bers were Lithuanians. In 1994, 15 out of 18 were Lithuanian, and in 1998 there
were 13 Lithuanians on the Punsk council.  In the elections held in 2002, the
community elected 14 Lithuanians out of 15 council members (Maksimavièius
2002, see Graph 1).

GRAPH 1. National structure of Punsk Council.

The fact that the representatives of the minority participate in the work of
local authorities on a regular basis has resulted in them acquiring the status of
‘master of the locality’. This is evidence that minorities are socially accepted at
the local level. Lithuanians organise their community by themselves, and they
seek to have as many Lithuanians as possible on the councils of Punsk and Sejny5.
This allows them to better promote the community, to protect their rights effec-
tively, and to continue their strategy of consolidating the group via public ac-
tivities.

5 However, there is only one Lithuanian  representative on the Sejny town council.

LITHUANIAN NATIONAL MINORITY IN POLAND: SELF-ORGANISATION OF A MINORITY GROUP
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Language use in public education and media
as the means of identity preservation

Education in the native languages of the national minorities is one of the most
important instruments that allows people belonging to these minorities to pre-
serve and develop their distinct identity and pass on knowledge about their
mother tongue and culture to future generations. Recent legal regulations en-
able minorities residing in Poland to study their native languages and to be in-
structed in these languages. They are contained in the Act on the Educational
System (7 September 1991; for larger coverage of legal aspects, see Paransevi-
èius 1996). Article 13 of the act states that “public schools shall enable pupils
to retain their sense of national, ethnic, linguistic, and religious identity, and in
particular, shall make possible for them to learn their own language, history,
and culture”6. The provisions of this article were followed by a resolution from
the Minister of National Education (24th March 1992) that stated that educa-
tion should be organised in such a way as to allow pupils belonging to national
minorities to maintain a sense of national, ethnic, and language identity (Dzien-
nik Ustaw of 1992. No. 34. Item 150).

The resolution permits instruction in the native language of a minority in
kindergartens, primary and secondary schools (general and vocational), and
vocational schools. Such instruction is provided in primary school (or in kin-
dergarten) if the child’s parents declare their interest in instruction in the mi-
nority language as the native language. The declaration must be submitted to
the principal of the school that the child attends and is valid for the whole pe-
riod of schooling. At the secondary school level, students have to make such
declarations themselves. Three types of schools may be organised depending on
the number of declarations made (Lodzinski 1999):

1) Schools with a “non-Polish language of instruction” offer extended hours
of native language learning where subject instruction, with the excep-
tion of Polish language, literature, and history classes, is provided in
the native language of a minority and information about the country
and culture of the minority is added to the history and geography cur-
ricula. The number of hours devoted to teaching the native language
should be equal to the number of hours devoted to teaching the Polish
language.

2) Bilingual schools (or kindergartens) provide instructions in two equiva-
lent languages, i.e. Polish language and the language of the national
minority.

6 Dziennik Ustaw of 1991. No.95. Item 425. Ustawa z 7 wrzeúnia 1991 roku o systemie
oúwiaty.
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3) There are schools with “additional study in the native language of a
minority,” where that native language is obligatory for pupils who de-
clared so and should be provided by the school. Geography and his-
tory classes include information regarding country and culture of a
certain ethnic group; however, the board of education of the school
takes decisions in this respect.

4) “Inter-school groups” are composed of pupils from different schools for
whom additional native language study is organised.

The provisions of the resolution of 1992 specify the minimum number of
pupils who may constitute classes with a minority language of instruction. These
classes are composed of seven pupils in primary schools, fourteen in secondary
schools, and at least three pupils in inter-school groups. The selection of addi-
tional topics to the curricula regarding the history, geography, and culture of a
certain minority are left to the discretion of the board of education of the school.
The resolution provides that those schools with “non-Polish language of instruc-
tion may issue bilingual certificates (in Polish and in the minority native lan-
guage)”.

In 2001 / 2002 education in the Lithuanian language included (Strategia
rozwoju oswiaty 2001: 6-7):

1. Primary schools (four schools with Lithuanian as the language of in-
struction, three schools in which Lithuanian is taught as a subject, four
schools with additional study in the Lithuanian language, one inter-
school group),

2. Gymnasium (two schools with Lithuanian as the language of instruc-
tion, one inter-school group)

3. High school (one school with Lithuanian as the language of instruction)

Compared to previous regulations, the resolution substantially enlarged the
scope of educational opportunities for minorities by extending to children in
kindergartens and vocational schools; reducing the minimum number of pu-
pils in classes, inter-classes, and inter-school groups; and introducing bilin-
gual certificates.

Since 1 January 1996, financing of primary schools (i.e. primary schools for
minorities) has been taken over by the units of local administration (communes).
Funds earmarked for their financing are transferred from the central budget to
the commune budgets in the form of subventions. Subventions for minority
schools increased by 20 percent (per one primary school pupil) as operating
costs also increased. Secondary schools are still centrally financed from the
budget of the Ministry of National Education.

Besides the financial problems typical of all of Poland’s educational system,
the most significant difficulty minority education encounters is the lack of text-
books and teachers with appropriate pedagogical qualifications. Many textbooks,

LITHUANIAN NATIONAL MINORITY IN POLAND: SELF-ORGANISATION OF A MINORITY GROUP
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mainly reading primers and textbooks for elementary classes in primary schools,
are imported from the “native” countries of minorities and freely distributed.
The remaining textbooks, as well as educational curricula, are prepared with
the help of teachers and writers originating from minority circles.

On the community side, sometimes there is some lack of creative initiative
from community members in supporting their own education. On one hand,
there are people and organisations that seek to organise education in the Lithua-
nian language and provide high quality education. On the other hand, there are
community members who are passive or indifferent concerning the preserva-
tion of educational and school system.

In 1999, the Polish educational system underwent certain reforms. What have
the results of the national educational reform and its consequences for Lithua-
nian education in Poland been? The main issue for minorities was exam regu-
lations. The reforms introduced examinations after each educational stage:

1. After completing six classes, there is an examination of pupils. A
Lithuanian language examination is not provided. All examinations are
held in the Polish language, even if pupils were learning in the Lithua-
nian language.

2. After completing gymnasium there are examinations, but there is no
Lithuanian language exam and all exams are in Polish language. Pupils
have no possibility to take examinations in their native language.

3. School leaving examinations can be taken in Polish or in a student’s
native language. Pupils can choose the language. There is also a Lithua-
nian language examination.

The examination procedures often raise confusion in the community and
among the parents. Pupils get their education in their native language, but they
take examinations in another language (Polish). Pupils cannot take examina-
tions in the Lithuanian language (their native language), and this makes them
more confused. Because there are no native language exams after the first two
educational stages, it is very likely that students will not take school leaving
examinations in their native language. The view with the minority itself is that
when there is no examination in the native language, then the prestige of that
language sharply decreases. Young people can be discouraged to use their native
language and feel ashamed to use it among community members.

The members of Lithuanian community are also concerned about the finan-
cial problems that have a big influence on the quality of the minority’s educa-
tion; the community is often worried by uncertainty about the future of educa-
tion in the minority language. In 1999, two schools in Wojtokiemie and
Przystawance were reorganised and only a three-stage school has been left there.
It is suspected that these schools will be closed because it is too expensive to
support them (the groups are small and there are not enough pupils). In Punsk
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there is only one school building in which there are 4 schools: primary, gymna-
sium, secondary, and music school. There is not enough room in classes and
pupils are forced to learn in the corridors or halls. It should not be forgotten
that schools of national minorities are much more than mere premises of edu-
cation – they are a cultural centre for all of the region. Most cultural events take
place at the school building; pupils have their dance and singing classes there.
By closing such small community schools, the local population is deprived of
the means to carry on its own cultural and social life.

Besides education, linguistic practice depends on access to radio and televi-
sion programs in the minority language. The issues concerning minorities are
present in public mass media under the existing legal guarantees of the Act on
Radio and Television Broadcasting which state that “duties of public radio and
television shall include in particular [...] consideration of the needs of national
minorities and ethnic groups” (Dziennik Ustaw of 1993. No 7. Item 34). The
access of national minorities to radio and television did improve in the 1990s,
mainly at the region level. Once a week the local station in Bialystok broadcasts
a program in Lithuanian and a 30-minute program in Ukrainian. However
Lithuanians who live in other districts have no access to public television or
radio programs in their language.

According to a statistical survey in 1994, over 94 percent of Lithuanians in
Poland declared that they have the possibility to read magazines and newspapers
in their native language (Gùówny Urzàd Statystyczny, Departament Statystyki
Litwy 1995: 44-45, 58-59). The Lithuanian press in Poland basically consists of
one magazine, Auðra. In 1991 the 100th issue of this magazine was published.
Most of the magazine’s themes apply to the social, cultural, and political life of
the minority. There are articles about relations between Poland and Lithuania,
foreign affairs reviews, and comments. The publisher Auðra also prints Auðrelë,
a magazine for children and Suvalkietis, a magazine for Suwalki Lithuanians. In
Suvalkietis there are articles about the historical background of the Lithuanian
minority and news from Lithuanians activities in the town of Suwalki (Tarka
1998: 223-228). Given the relatively small target group, the activities of Auðra
are quite successful; the magazine also has an Internet version.

National minorities in Polish society

Before concluding, I would like to highlight the broader context to which a
minority has to adapt, and that sets up the framework in which an ethnic minor-
ity organises itself as a distinct group.

Polish society is convinced of its national homogeneity. Only one-fifth
(19 percent) of Poles surveyed in 1994 estimated the population of national mi-
norities in Poland in figures similar to the above-mentioned data (i.e. 1 million

LITHUANIAN NATIONAL MINORITY IN POLAND: SELF-ORGANISATION OF A MINORITY GROUP
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persons). The majority of people (81 percent) estimated that the minority popu-
lation was at a lower level than it is in reality (2 percent of people estimated
that the population of minorities was around 100 thousand people, 17 percent
believed that it was between 100-220 thousand persons, 11 percent guessed that
it was between 200-300 thousand persons, and 21 percent thought that it was
300-700 thousand persons) (Centrum Badania Opinii Spoùecznej 1994: 1-3).
This is the result of both lack of information about national minorities living in
Poland (at schools, in the mass media, etc.) and little interest in these problems.

After communism in Poland collapsed, Polish society faced the problem of
working out a new formula of how citizens not of Polish origin could be repre-
sented. The revival of ethnic identities and the public activities of national mi-
norities worried the Polish community (“the majority community”). Democratic
changes in Poland’s political system in 1989 gave national minorities the oppor-
tunity to get involved in social and political life, and national minorities became
a subject of the government’s national and local policy. The activity of national
minorities increased rapidly and they began to postulate the protection of their
rights. Legal authorities and society were surprised because they were used to
minorities as a reminder of Poland’s multinational history or as a sign of folk-
lore. It is important to see the attitude of Poles towards national minorities. How
do Poles see national minorities and how do they feel about them? Who do they
like or whom they do not like? What kind of rights do they want to grant them?

A significant majority of Poles agree to grant the residing national minori-
ties the rights to: worship their religions freely (93-96 percent), publish materi-
als in their national languages (81-85 percent), use a native language as a lan-
guage of instruction in public schools (72-75 percent), possess their own broad-
casting stations (62-65 percent). However, the idea of granting political rights
to national minorities, the right to hold posts in local authorities (64-68 per-
cent), to participate in elections to the Sejm and Senate (48-51 percent), to per-
form managerial functions in the state administration and in the economy (58
percent), and to have double citizenship (39-42 percent), is less supported (Cen-
trum Badania Opinii Spoùecznej 1991).

In 1994, Poles expressed positive opinion of the members of the following
national minorities living in Poland: Slovaks (42 percent) and Czechs (38 per-
cent). Almost one-third of respondents also expressed that they like Lithuanians
(32 percent) and Germans (28 percent); however, in the case of the latter bal-
ance between liking and disliking was equal (30 percent), while Lithuanians were
disliked by 18 percent of Poles. The attitude towards certain minorities depends
on the level of education of the respondents – the higher it is, the more likely they
are to have positive feelings towards minorities (Centrum Badania Opinii
Spoùecznej  1994).

In the perceptions of Lithuanians by Polish society, further positive changes
can be observed. This situation has also influenced the social attitudes of rep-
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resentatives of national minorities whose activities and aspirations are better
understood by the Poles. The Lithuanian minority is rather small in compari-
son with the German or Ukrainian minorities. This might affect the attitudes
of Poles towards minorities. Historical background is also a significant com-
ponent of prejudice as Poles and Lithuanians share a long and intertwined his-
tory, as well as certain national myths. Nevertheless, the systemic data about
how representatives of minorities living in Poland estimate their situation is
not available. It may be stated that the Lithuanians generally accept the status
of a national minority within the Polish state and society despite the sense of a
lack of equality with the Polish majority. Research about the Lithuanian mi-
nority in Poland did not show signs of its discrimination or polonisation. The
majority of Lithuanians surveyed (88.1 percent) have not confirmed any signs
of discrimination and only 4.4 percent of them perceived such signs. They
positively estimate the issue of coexistence with the Poles in their places of
permanent living (Gùówny Urzàd Statystyczny, Departament Statystyki Litwy
1995: 44-45, 58-59). Changes in the state policy towards minorities in the 1990s
are accompanied by changes in the attitudes of these communities and in their
relations with the majority of the society. It is important that nobody denies his
or her national status. However, before the General Census (05.21-06.08.2002),
some representatives of national minorities declared that they were afraid to
declare their ethnicity. According to Myron Kertyczak of the Union of Ukrain-
ians in Poland, Ukrainians prefer not to disclose their ethnic identity because
they are afraid of the resulting consequences in the office or at school. Accord-
ing to Kertyczak, “minorities feel that they are treated unequally, therefore we
have objections to the question about ethnicity”. Senator Henryk Kroll, who
represents the German minority in Poland’s upper chamber, pointed to an
example of inequality in the census itself: “The census is unequal in its founda-
tion. When a Pole declares Polish ethnicity, he does not have to answer further
questions. When a minority declares a different ethnicity, he has to answer
additional questions; for example, about the language he uses at home” (Mi-
norities dislike questions… 2002).

The attitudes of Poles towards minorities became more open, although their
distance to certain groups is still significant. Minorities coexist well with Polish
society, but still it is a lot to do to make Poles aware of the ethnic composition
of society. Most Poles admit that minorities should sustain their ethnicity, but
they don’t wish them to be different. This applies to linguistic rights or election
rights. More importantly, a reserved attitude remains in the circles of the policy
planners. According to the provisions of the Decree of 1945 “Polish shall be
the official language of the Republic of Poland. All government and self-gov-
ernment authorities and administrative bodies shall use Polish in performance
of their official duties” (Dekret o jæzyku pañstwowym…1945). The Decree of
1945 still applies.

LITHUANIAN NATIONAL MINORITY IN POLAND: SELF-ORGANISATION OF A MINORITY GROUP



148

E T H N I C I T Y  S T U D I E S  2 0 0 3 SOCIAL ADAPTATION OF ETHNIC MINORITIES

Concluding remarks

Besides the internal activities of the Lithuanian minority that tell us about a
strong collective identity, I would like to mention the importance of external
stimuli. The wish to resist assimilation forces the minority to actively organise
its public life, in which the orientation towards cultural events, organisation of
education, and language predominate. However, minority self-organisation is
stimulated not only by the usual cultural goals, but also by the changes in local
life emerging from the apparently unrelated sources such as the army. An exam-
ple of self-organisation and mobilisation stimulated from the outside was the
establishment of an army frontier post in Punsk. This act of the Polish govern-
ment was recognised by the local community as an attempt to assimilate Lithua-
nians. A protest committee was established and all the community acted in a
very consolidated way (Jurkûnas 2001).

Although Poland has signed all of the main treaties that concern national
minorities, they are rarely used in practice. Administrative officials and courts
are often not familiar with international law and this causes many problems. At
the local level, one may sometimes notice a tendency to be prejudiced on ethnic
grounds; on a broader scale, one may notice a tendency to regard minorities as
a kind of danger. A particular case can become a subject of interest to the cen-
tral authorities and the mass media after conflict has emerged. Minority educa-
tion problems or issues of funding are solved not in the corresponding minis-
tries, but they are discussed during the meetings of Lithuania’s and Poland’s
presidents or prime ministers. Minority problems are usually discussed or solved
only after they appear at the highest level. Television or mass media involves all
society, and often minorities are shown in a position of appealer and state au-
thorities in a position of a donor. Issues about minorities in Poland always cause
emotions inappropriate to their significance and the real size of minority popu-
lation. However, rarely have those emotions been channelled into positive policy
making. The review of a small minority group such as Lithuanians in Poland
shows that national policy has its own dynamics barely related to actual minor-
ity life and that the self-organisation skills of the community are crucial for its
identity in the changing environment.
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