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The goal of the article is to present ethnic minorities in Lithuania
and to discuss identity issues, highlight discrimination challeng-
es. The article is based on literature review and secondary data
analysis. Lithuanian society is more monoculture than multicul-
tural; however, there are historically formed ethnic minorities.
According to research data ethnic minorities in Lithuania have
strong ethnic identity which is accepted and supported by main-
stream society. Minorities’ people don’t face a structural dis-
crimination, however, some incidents could be found. It should
be admitted that with a new wave of emigration in Europe since
2015, a new challenges could rise for Lithuania as well.
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Introduction. Ethnic group is a group within a community which
has different national or cultural traditions from the main popula-
tion. Lithuania is a relatively homogenises country, where multicul-
turalism is not very visible till nowadays. The goal of the article is to
present ethnic minorities in Lithuania and to discuss identity issues,
highlight discrimination challenges. The article is based on literature
review and secondary data analysis.

Composition of ethnic minorities in Lithuania. According
to the latest 2011 Population and Housing Census of the Republic
of Lithuania, the country was inhabited by people of 154 ethnic-
ities. Lithuanians made up 84,2%, Poles - 6,6%, Russians - 5,8%,
Byelorussians — 1,2%, Ukrainians-0,5% of the resident popula-
tion; residents of other ethnicities accounted for 0,6%. Compared
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to the 2001 census data, the ethnic composition changed insignifi-
cantly. Between the censuses, the number of residents decreased
in all ethnic groups: Ukrainians - by 27,0%, Russians-by 19,5%,
Byelorussians —-by  15,5%, Poles—by 14,8%, Lithuanians-by
11, 8%. In rural areas, Lithuanians accounted for 87,2%, in the urban
ones - for 82,6% (in 2001, 87,7% and 81,4% respectively). The major
proportions of Russians, Byelorussians and Ukrainians were living in
urban, of Lithuanians and Poles - in rural areas. Vilnius is the most
prominently multi-ethnic city of Lithuania, inhabited by people of
128 ethnicities. Kaunas was inhabited by people of 85, Klaipeda - 77,
Siauliai and Panevezys - more than 50 ethnicities each (Ethnicity,
mother language and religion, http://osp.stat.gov.It/en/web/guest/
informaciniai-pranesimai?articleld=223122).

In the 2011 census, residents for the first time could indicate
two mother languages. One mother language was indicated by
98,0%, two-by 0,6% of the population. Most residents indicat-
ed the language of their ethnicity as their mother language: 99,2%
of Lithuanians consider Lithuanian to be their mother language,
77, 1% of Poles — Polish, 87,2% of Russians — Russian (in 2001, 96,7%,
80,0% and 89,2% respectively). Those who indicated two moth-
er languages usually indicated Lithuanian and Russian (56,0% of
all residents who indicated two mother languages), Lithuanian and
Polish (19,0%), Polish and Russian (14,4%), Belorussian and Russian
(2,1%), Russian and Ukrainian (1,6%), Lithuanian and German
(0,6%), Lithuanian and English (0,6 %). Out of those who indicat-
ed two mother languages, each sixth was a child under 14, almost
each third - aged 15-39, each tenth - aged 65 and older (Ethnicity,
mother language and religion, http://osp.stat.gov.It/en/web/guest/
informaciniai-pranesimai?articleld=223122).

During the 2011 census, residents attributed themselves to 59 re-
ligious communities (in 2001, 28); 11 faiths were practised by more
than 1 thousand residents each. 2 million 350 thousand (77,2%
of the population) residents indicated being Roman Catholics,
125,2% thousand (4,1%) - Orthodox, 23,3% thousand (0,8%) -
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Old Believers, 18.4 thousand (0,6%) - Evangelical Lutherans,
6.7 thousand (0,2 %) — Evangelical Reformists; 24.9 thousand (0,8 %)
residents attributed themselves to other faiths. 186.7 thousand per-
sons, or 6,1% of the population, did not attribute themselves to
any religious community (in 2001, 331.1 thousand, or 9,5%). Each
tenth resident did not indicate to which religious community s/he
attributes her/himself (in 2001, each eighteenth). 88,6% of Poles,
82, 9 % of Lithuanians, 49,6% of Byelorussians, 13,7% of Ukrainians
attributed themselves to the Roman Catholic community; 51, 5%
of Russians, 32,3% of Byelorussians, 59,1% of Ukrainians - to the
Orthodox community; 11,8% of Russians-to the Old Believers'
community. Other religious communities were indicated by residents
of different ethnicities. However, their proportion was not large, ex-
cept for the Sunni Muslim community, indicated by 51,6% of Tatars,
and the Judaic community, indicated by 34,0% of Jews (Ethnicity,
mother language and religion, http://osp.stat.gov.It/en/web/guest/
informaciniai-pranesimai?articleld=223122).

Lithuania’s Polish and Belarusian minorities represent autoch-
thonous ethnic groups, which are mainly concentrated in Vilnius
County, particularly in the Vilnius and Salcininkai districts, where
Poles form the majority of the population. Despite their competing
identities, Poles and Belarusians in Lithuania are often perceived as
a unified group, constituting a single cultural mass, whose members
are carriers of the same cultural values and customs that, in their
turn, are different from those of the Lithuanian majority (Vasilevich,
2013). Ethnic Russians in Lithuania are a mostly urban group which
forms the majority in the town of Visaginas as well as significant mi-
norities in the cities of Vilnius and Klaipeda. The Russian minority
consists of two groups. The first one is formed by the descendants of
Old Believers who obtained refuge from religious persecutions in the
Russian Empire on the territory of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania in
the eighteenth century, while the rest of the Russian community con-
sists mainly of those who settled in Lithuania in the post-war time or
their descendants. There is also a number of historically significant
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non-Christian communities such as Jews, Karaites and Tatars tra-
ditionally residing in Lithuania, remaining an unalienable part of
a wider regions culture (Zabarskaite, 2011).

Historical background. The origin of the nation and the devel-
opment of its culture were strongly influenced by foreign occupation
of the country. First major threat was the Crusaders as Lithuanians
were the largest remaining pagan nation in Europe. Lithuanians
successfully defended their lands in alliance with Poland (15th cen-
tury) but still adopted Christianity. Lithuanians thus avoided the
germanization that assimilated the Prussian culture after Crusader
conquest. The next threat to Lithuanians came peacefully from the
Polish culture. Poland became the centre of new Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth and Lithuanian-speakers were more and more rele-
gated to peasantry whereas the nobility adopted Polish language and
ways of life. After the end of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth
the new ruler - Russian Empire banned Lithuanian language al-
together. It was however under these harsh conditions that the
Lithuanian national revival started, giving birth to an independent
Lithuanian nation-state in 1918. After a brief period of freedom
the Soviet occupation began (http://www.truelithuania.com/topics/
culture-of-lithuania/ethnicities-of-lithuania).

Kasatkina, Beresneviciute (2006) state that the ethnic composi-
tion of Lithuania has experienced great changes due to such histori-
cal developments. Migration has played a large role in the process of
formation of ethnic groups and communities. Considerable changes
in the population began in 1940 and were related to the population
losses of Second World War, the demolition of towns and depopu-
lation. This period included the Holocaust, emigration of the Polish
intelligentsia and Soviet deportations, which predominantly affected
the majority group (as well as minority groups, such as Russians).
All in all, between 1940 and 1958, Lithuania lost about one million
people. The first decades of the Soviet period (1945-79) included
the industrialization and centralization of the economy what caused
economic migration, groups of labour migrants (mainly the Russian
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speaking population) migrated to Lithuania until 1988. Between 1979
and 1989, the relative growth of the Russian population in Lithuania
was one of the highest in the former Soviet Union. This was related
to the construction of the Ignalina nuclear power plant in Visaginas
and other industrial enterprises. The migration of the labour force of
other nationalities formed an ethnic group of first generation immi-
grants. In the Soviet period, about 150,000 Russians and people of
Russian-speaking nationalities were moved to, or began to settle in,
Lithuania. Since 1990, the process of the restoration of independent
states has stimulated emigration (and re-emigration) of the popula-
tion of non-titular nationalities from the Baltic States.

Diversity of ethnic minorities. World Directory of Minorities and
Indigenous People (http://minorityrights.org/country/lithuania/)
provides an overview of ethnic minorities in Lithuania. Belarusians
and Ukrainians, Jews, Poles, Roma, Russians, Tatars are presented in
the World directory. TrueLithuania project (Ethnic minorities, http://
www.truelithuania.com/topics/culture-of-lithuania/ethnicities-of-
-lithuania) adds to the list Germans and Latvians. Bellow ethnic
minorities are presented based on these two resources in alphabetic
order.

Contemporary Belarus formed part of the Grand Duchy of
Lithuania from the thirteenth century and Belarusians resided in the
Grand Duchy from the Middle Ages. Belarusian identity in Lithuania
remained an amalgam of East Slavic, Polish and Lithuanian elements,
later somewhat solidified by immigration after the Second World War.
Today, Belarusians are concentrated in rural areas to the south and
north of Vilnius and along the Belarusian border. Most Belarusians
are Belarusian-Russian bilinguals.

Before the Second World War there was a vibrant Jewish life in
Lithuania. Before the war Jews accounted for some 7,5% of the pop-
ulation and were known as Litvaks. Vilnius in particular was home
to a thriving Jewish community. Some 220,000 Lithuanian Jews were
brutally murdered during the war.
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German traders came to Lithuania when it was still pagan, German
knights followed them, but unlike its northern neighbours Latvia and
Estonia Lithuania as a whole was never subdued by German rulers un-
til the World Wars. The Klaipéda Region that was joined to Lithuania
after the Klaipéda Revolt of 1923 had been a German-ruled territory
since the 13th century Baltic crusades. In the area Germanization had
been taking place with local Lithuanians adopting German language
and customs over generations. In the interwar period the Germans
made up 4,1% of Lithuania‘s population (41,9% in the Klaipéda re-
gion and 1,4% elsewhere), however, this community was destroyed
by the advancing Soviet armies in the World War 2. Most were ei-
ther killed, expelled or evacuated. A few remained while some others
chose to come back after Lithuania became independent once again.
The majority spoke Lithuanian, additionally, unlike in the interwar
period when the German minority was predominantly Lutheran to-
day only the same proportion is Lutherans and Roman Catholics.
These linguistic and religious shifts were influenced by the Soviet
policy which unofficially equalled all Germans to Nazis and discrim-
inated them. Therefore, many Germans who managed to remain in
Lithuania feared to speak German or to do other things attributed to
their German ethnicity while the Soviet occupation continued, and
especially so in 1940s-1950s. A part of Lithuania’s Germans are so-
-called ,,wolf children®. Orphaned due to World War 2 and the Soviet
genocide they were wandering through Lithuania of late 1940s and
many were secretly brought up by Lithuanian peasants.

Latvians, together with the Lithuanians, are the only nations
speaking Baltic languages left in the world. One part of Latvians
lives in historical communities in the northern Lithuania close to
the border of Latvia. Another part of Lithuania‘s Latvians lives in the
major cities where they have largely immigrated in 1940s and later.
In 1918 when both Lithuania and Latvia became independent from
the Russian empire the ethnic boundary was far more diluted. There
was a short dispute on where the Lithuanian-Latvian border should
run, solved by a peaceful arbitration in 1922. Still the new border
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left many people ,on the wrong side® Overall there were 14 883
Latvians in Lithuania according to the 1923 census (0,7% of the entire
Lithuanian population) and several times that number of Lithuanians
in Latvia. Latvian nation is multi-religious with strong Roman
Catholic and Lutheran communities. Latvians of Lithuania were
traditionally overwhelmingly Lutheran (in 1923 as much as 91% of
Lithuania’s Latvians were Lutheran). However in nowadays accord-
ing to Census 36% of Lithuania‘s Latvians are Lutheran, another 36%
are Roman Catholic and some 21% are irreligious.

From the 17th century until the very 20th century Lithuanians
and Poles were literally a single nation. After Poland and Lithuania
signed the Union of Lublin (1569) and became a single country,
Polish language gradually became the one favoured by ruling no-
bility. Eventually it displaced Lithuanian language from more and
more areas as Lithuanian was regarded to be the language of the
lower classes. Capital city Vilnius and its surroundings as well as the
manors in many places of Lithuania (except for Samogitia) switched
to Polish over generations. All this “Gente lituanus natione polo-
nus” (Lithuanian tribe, Polish nation) way of thought came to a halt
with Lithuanian national revival and the World War 1, after which
Poland and Lithuania became separate entities. Currently the Polish
community is largely concentrated in Southeastern Lithuania (Vilnius
environs) and maintains a rural way of life. Vilnius city, while pre-
dominantly Polish-speaking in the 19th and early 20th centuries, was
lituanized due to urbanization. Lithuania‘’s Polish community took
a great hit under Stalin’s policies when some 200 000 primarily Polish
people (as many as there are Poles in Lithuania today) were moved
from Lithuania to settle the lands acquired by Poland from Germany
in the World War 2. However, some new Poles were brought in to
Lithuania from Belarus in the same era. After 1950 the share of the
Polish community in Lithuania largely stabilized. Today it is the
only minority of Lithuania to have a strong minority rights political
party with Lithuanian Poles Electoral Action having majority in the
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predominantly Polish municipalities and enjoying representation in
both Lithuanian and European parliaments.

While there was some migration during the Soviet period, Roma
in Lithuania by and large have a sedentary way of life. Part of current
Roma community relate themselves to ‘Litovska Roma“ or ‘Polska
Roma; or Lithuanian and Polish Roma, some others relate themselves
to Russian Roma communities. Roma live throughout the country,
with largest communities in Vilnius, Kaunas, Siauliai, and Panevezys.
The largest single settlement is in Kirtimai area in the outskirts of
Vilnius. The Roma suffer from problems related to poverty, low edu-
cational attainment, large-scale unemployment, and social exclusion.

The Russian minority, can be divided into three main groups:
those whose ancestors settled in Lithuania between the sixteenth and
early twentieth centuries; those who settled in Lithuania between the
two world wars as immigrants from the Soviet Union; and those who
moved to Lithuania after the Second World War as civilians or mem-
bers of the Soviet military and/or police apparatus. Ethnic Russians
live mainly in the urban areas.

The first Russians who came to Lithuania were Old Believer refu-
gees from the Russian Empire. Another wave of Russians came when
Lithuania itself was integrated into Russian Empire and the czar at-
tempted a policy of russification. Entire Russian villages supplanted
Lithuanian ones in this period of the 19th century while the Russian
government workers and soldiers settled in the cities. Still however
after the World War 1 Russians made up only 2,3% of Lithuania’s
people. Their share increased fourfold under the Soviet occupation,
when a state-sponsored campaign resettled many people from oth-
er Soviet republics to the newly built micro-districts surrounding
major Lithuanian cities. This colonization was more conservative in
Lithuania than in Latvia and Estonia. After 1990 independence the
Lithuanian government (unlike those of Latvia and Estonia) offered
citizenship to every person who lived in Lithuania regardless of eth-
nicity, languages spoken or family history.
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Tatars were brought to Lithuania from the Crimea by Grand Duke
Vytautas in the fourteenth century. The main Tatar settlements were
in Trakai, Vilnius, and Asmena. By the sixteenth century they had
begun to assimilate into the cultures of the groups around them, prin-
cipally Belarusian, Russian and Polish. Before the Second World War
they had a rich library, a Muslim religious centre, mosques in Vilnius
and Kaunas and in several villages near Vilnius, as well as journals
dealing with Tatar issues. Only three small village communities near
the ancient Lithuanian capital Trakai have survived the Soviet peri-
od. Tatars are heavily assimilated in terms of language and reportedly
only a few hundred may retain Tatar as their native language.

Ukrainians, many of whom came to Lithuania as a part of labour
migration in the Soviet period, live mainly in urban areas.

Identity. Ethnic identity is a critical parts of the overall frame-
work of individual and collective identity. Its manifestation is trig-
gered most often by two conflicting social and cultural influences.
First, deep conscious immersion into cultural traditions and values
through religious, familial, neighbourhood, and educational com-
munities installs a positive sense of ethnic identity and confidence.
Second, and in contrast, individuals often must filter ethnic identi-
ty through negative treatment and media messages received from
others because of their ethnicity. These messages make it clear that
people with minority status have a different ethnic make-up and one
that is less than desirable within mainstream society. On the other
hand, ethnic identity could manifest in unconscious way through be-
haviours, values, beliefs, and assumptions. In that case, ethnicity is
usually invisible and unconscious because societal norms have been
constructed around their racial, ethnic, and cultural frameworks, val-
ues, and priorities and then referred to as “standard culture” rather
than as “ethnic identity” (Chavez, Guido-DiBrito, 1999).

The studies and research carried out indicate that ethnic identities
are not always recognisable because in most cases they are construct-
ed. Such objective attributes as language, religion, culture or common
history do not always outline personal ethnicity; subjective factors or
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self-identity are important. However, despite the fact that it is diffi-
cult to define (not always evident) ethnic identity, individuals do not
change it easily and relate it to their ethnic origin Kasatkina, 2007).

According to representative research of ethnic minorities it is
obvious that ethnical identity is important part of personal identi-
ty to minorities’ members. Respondents were asked to choose the
group out of 13 choices with which s/he identifies her/himself the
first. 24,7% choose as the first group ,People of my generation”,
16,5 % - “People of my ethnicity in Lithuania”, 15,8% - “People who
speak my native language”. Less respondents choose answers “People
of my ethnicity no matter where do they live” (10,8%), “People of
the same religion” (9,2%), “Co-workers” (9,0%), “People of my pro-
fession” (6,5%). Research data shows that in grouping ethnical and
social categories, ethnical categories are slightly more important than
social ones: in total 43,1% of respondents defined ethnical catego-
ries — the same language and the same ethnical group while 40,9% of
respondents defined social categories — the same generation, profes-
sion, co-workers. In comparison of Russian and Polish respondents,
data shows that ethnical categories are slightly more important to
Polish (46,1%, Russians 43,2%) while social categories — to Russians
(45,0%, Polish 33,8%). Religion as identity group is more import-
ant to Polish (11,2%) then to Russians (7,3%). Research participants
were asked how they would feel is someone named them Lithuanian.
38,0% answered that they don't care, 32,8% - they wouldn't like that,
22,8% - would like and wouldn’t object, 6,3% don’t know or haven’t
answered. More Polish respondents (36,4%) than Russians (31,5 %)
wouldn’t like to be named as Lithuanians (Lietuvoje gyvenanciy tau-
tinéms mazumoms priklausanc¢iy asmeny padéties tyrimo ir rezultaty
analizés ataskaita, 2015, https://Irkm.Irv.lt/uploads/Irkm/documents/
files/1_%20Tautini%C5%B3%20ma%C5%BEum%C5%B3%20ap-
klausos%20ATASKAITA.pdf). These approaches remain constant
for several years and also are the same in Lithuanians ethnic group
(Kasatkina, Leoncikas 2003).
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Discrimination. Inter-ethnic relations are generally good in
Lithuania. Unlike in many European nations the Lithuania’s largest
ethnic minorities enjoy public schools where the language of in-
struction is their native one rather than the official Lithuanian lan-
guage. However, other points of language policy raised discussions
recently, such as the legality of Polish street names in the Polish-
-dominated municipalities (http://www.truelithuania.com/topics/
culture-of-lithuania/ethnicities-of-lithuania).

In comparison with EU data discrimination on the basis of eth-
nicity in Lithuania is low. In EU it is one of the biggest biases for
discrimination - 64,0% of respondents think that this kind of dis-
crimination exist while only 29,0% of Lithuanians agrees with that
(Eurobarometer, 2015).

Data of research of ethnic minorities is closer to Lithuanian point
of view: 23,0% of respondents stated that discrimination on the basis
of ethnicity exists in Lithuania. However, 31,0% support statement
that for non-Lithuanians it is more difficult to get job and to do ca-
reer. 12,5% of respondents defined that they personally felt discrimi-
nation because of ethnicity (13, 6% Russians and 12,9% Polish). 7,0%
out of them experienced discrimination at work, 8,0% - at public in-
stitutions, 5,0% in public areas like in the street or public transport
(Lietuvoje gyvenanciy tautinéms mazumoms priklausanciy asmeny
padéties tyrimo ir rezultaty analizés ataskaita, 2015, https://Irkm.
Irv.It/uploads/Irkm/documents/files/1_%20Tautini%C5%B3%20
ma%C5%BEum%C5%B3%20apklausos%20ATASKAITA. pdf).
Similar research data was found in 2011 (The Russian Minority in
Lithuania. The Polish Minority in Lithuania. The Belarussian Minority
in Lithuania. Series of project reports. Contextual and empirical re-
ports on ethnic minorities in Central and Eastern Europe, 2011,

http://www.ces.lt/projektai/buve-projektai/etniniu-grupiu-
tyrimu-projektai/enri-east/).

Conclusion. Lithuanian society is more monoculture than mul-
ticultural, however, there are historically formed ethnic minorities.
According to research data ethnic minorities in Lithuania have strong
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ethnic identity which is accepted and supported by mainstream so-
ciety. Minorities’ people don't face a structural discrimination, how-
ever, some incidents could be found. It should be admitted that with
a new wave of emigration in Europe since 2015, a new challenges
could rise for Lithuania as well.
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