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Abstract. The study, based on empirical data collected at the beginning of the 21% century from 17 Lithua-
nian Language Atlas (LLA) points in the Sal¢ininkai district, aims to answer several questions: Under what
circumstances did the local identity of multilingual people form and why did a significant group of people
in the region choose to call themselves as locals (Lith. tuteisiai, Bel. mymoaiiwwis, macyoswis, Pol. tutejszy,
miejscowy)? The study aims to reveal the current consequences of this previously accepted choice of the
population. After analysing sociolinguistic surveys of residents, recorded group discussions, and in-depth
interviews with respondents, it can be stated that most respondents who call themselves locals, identify
themselves as Poles. Most of the older villagers interviewed speak the Belarusian dialect po prostu (Eng.
simple speech) in everyday life, the middle generation communicates mainly in Russian and Polish, and the
younger generation communicates mainly in Polish, Russian, and Lithuanian.

Qualitative data analysis showed that the concept of identity of different generations of residents of South-
eastern Lithuania is constantly changing, albeit slowly and insignificantly. The boundaries of ethnic identi-
ties in the region remain unclear. The processes of identity change in the Sal¢ininkai district have not yet
been completed. Poles in the district often describe their regional identity with other categories, which
determine identification with local areas. The study allows us to predict that regional local identity is gradu-
ally decreasing, and other forms of identification are strengthening, primarily ethnic (more characteristic of
the middle generation of residents) and civic (more characteristic of the younger generation of residents)
identities.

Keywords. Southeastern Lithuania, local identity, the line between “local” and “non-local”, ethnic iden-
tity, Belarusian dialect “po prostu” (Eng. simple speech)

Vietiné tapatybé¢ Pietry¢iy Lietuvoje XXI amziaus pradzioje

Santrauka. Straipsnyje pagrindinis démesys sutelkiamas j PietryCiy Lietuvos gyventojy vietinés tapatybés
formavimosi aspektus. leSkoma sasajy tarp istoriniy aplinkybiy nulemtos gyvenamos teritorijos valstybinés
priklausomybés kaitos ir vietos gyventojy identiteto. Tyrimo, paremto XXI a. pradzioje i§ 17 Lietuviy kal-
bos atlaso (LKA) punkty Sal¢ininky rajone surinkta empirine medziaga, tikslas — atsakyti j kelis klausimus:
kokiomis aplinkybémis susiformavo daugiakalbiy gyventojy vietinis identitetas ir kod¢él nemaza regiono
gyventojy grupé pasirinko vadintis tuteisiais (brus. mymauiwwia, macyoswis; L. tutejszy, miejscowi). Tyrimu
siekiama atskleisti dabartines Sio anksc¢iau priimto gyventojy pasirinkimo pasekmes.

ISanalizavus sociolingvistines vietos gyventojy apklausas, jraSytus grupinius pokalbius ir giluminius in-
terviu, galima teigti, kad didzioji dalis Sal¢ininky rajono gyventojy, kurie save vadina vietiniais, tuteisiais
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ar cionyksciais, save laiko lenkais. Dauguma apklausty vyresniosios kartos kaimo gyventojy kasdieniame
gyvenime kalba baltarusiy tarme po prostu, vidurinés kartos zmonés dazniausiai bendrauja rusiskai ir len-
kiSkai, o jaunosios kartos — lenkiskai, rusiskai ir lietuviskai.

Kokybiné duomeny analizé parode, kad skirtingy karty Pietry¢iy Lietuvos gyventojy tapatybés samprata
nuolat kinta, nors létai ir nezymiai. Regione islieka etniniy tapatybiy riby neaiskumas. UZbaigty tapatybés
kaitos procesy Sal¢ininky rajone dar néra. Savajj regioninj identiteta rajono lenkai daznai apibiidina kitomis
kategorijomis, nusakanciomis tapatinimasi su lokaliomis vietovémis. Tyrimas leidzia prognozuoti, kad vyks-
ta laipsniskas regioninio vietinio (lokalinio) tapatumo nykimas ir kity identifikavimo formy, pirmiausia
etninio (biidingesnio vidurinei gyventojy kartai) ir pilietinio (btidingesnio jaunesniajai gyventojy kartai)
tapatumo stipréjimas.

Raktazodziai. Pietryciy Lietuva, vietiné (tuteisiy) tapatybé, riba tarp ,,vietinio* ir ,,nevietinio®, etniné ta-
patybé, baltarusiy tarmé ,,po prostu“

1. Introduction

Southeastern Lithuania is a unique region of the Lithuanian state. As a borderland where Baltic and
Slavic cultures, Catholicism, and Orthodoxy merge, this region inevitably acquires specific features
compared to the rest of the country. Thus, intensive processes of identity change have taken place and
are still ongoing in the whole Southeastern Lithuanian border region. This is particularly evident when
it comes to the change of the so-called local identity. In the last decade of the 20 century, researchers
of Southeastern Lithuania (e.g., GarSva, Grumadiené 1993 (ed.); Dauksas 2008: 53—-68; Korzeniewska
2013: 169—177; Sliavaité 2015: 27-51; Marcinkevi¢ius 2016a: 22-34, Vys$niauskas 2020b: 29-47) re-
corded a significant number of people who identified themselves without specifying their ethnic iden-
tity, instead referring to themselves as locals (Lith. tuteisiai, Bel. mymosuwwis, Pol. tutejszy). Historical
events, when Southeastern Lithuania was taken as a spoil for other countries, undoubtedly played a
role in this.

This paper uses the term Southeastern Lithuania, which is already well established in scientific litera-
ture, due to the historical rather than geographical concept of this region. Today’s Southeastern Lithu-
ania is a border region, distinguished from the rest of the country primarily by its ethnic composition
and the active multilingualism of its population, where the status of the Lithuanian language is the
weakest. Standard Lithuanian is used in official communication only when it is absolutely necessary.

The inhabitants of the Sal¢ininkai district in Southeastern Lithuania do not associate or identify them-
selves with the population to the north of Vilnius city, in the northern part of the present-day Vilnius
district. Therefore, the data collected in those areas were not included in this study, as it was consid-
ered more appropriate to analyze the data from the north of the Vilnius district separately and from a
different perspective. The main difference between these two relatively small regions is in the spoken
languages, since, unlike the southeastern part, the northeastern area is predominantly Polish with no
Belarusian spoken (Cekmonas, Grumadiené 1993: 108—114; Czekmonas 2017: 115-127).

It is very important to conduct research in this region, during which, based on scientific methods, data
would be collected and analyzed about the people living here, their self-perceptions, attitudes, relations
with the Lithuanian state, and other ethnic groups living here. When analyzing complex identity prob-
lems, the author of the work takes the position that it makes the most sense to let people define their
identity themselves, without imposing any categories on them in advance. In this way, it is possible to
obtain the most accurate information possible about who the residents of Southeastern Lithuania con-
sider themselves to be, and how and why they construct such an identity.
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The aim of the study is to determine the specifics of the construction of local identity among the in-
habitants of Southeastern Lithuania and answer the question: Does local identity transition into ethnic
(or other) identity? Based on the latest empirical data, the study intends to describe the boundary they
draw between their “own” geographical space and the rest of Lithuania, and reveal the concept of
localness (so-called Tuteishness, meaning “of local origin”) that still exists in the region. The object
of the research is the local identity of the current inhabitants of Southeastern Lithuania. The inves-
tigation is based on empirical data collected at the beginning of the 215 century from 17 points of
Lithuanian Language Atlas (Lietuviy kalbos atlasas, LLA) as part of a geolinguistic and sociolin-
guistic survey covering the whole of Lithuania'. The inhabitants of these 17 points were multilingual;
most of them spoke Belarusian (so-called po prostu, meaning “simple speech”) in their everyday life,
had varying levels of proficiency in Polish and Russian, and a few, especially the younger ones, spoke
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Figure 1. LLA points in Southeastern Lithuania (17) and Northwestern Belarus (4) (compiled by Aidas Gudaitis).
This article is based solely on data collected on the Lithuanian side (17 points).

' Data collected under the Global Grant project Contemporary Geolinguistic Research in Lithuania: Optimisation of
the Network of Points and Interactive Dissemination of Information. For more information about the project, see
https://1ki.lt/es-finansuojami-projektai/
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The complexity of the study is reflected in the following objectives:

1. To determine whether there is a link between: a) the change in the state affiliation of the inhab-
ited territory due to historical circumstances; and b) the deliberate avoidance of the population
to declare their ethnic or even state identity.

2. To reveal why a significant group of the region’s population has long identified themselves as
Tuteishy (“locals”) (Bel. mymoiiwwbis, msacyoswis; Pol. tutejszi, miejscowi) and what the present-
day consequences of this earlier choice are.

3. To identify the factors influencing the choice or dominance of one language over another.

The article analyzes three types of data: 1) targeted responses of local residents to a sociolinguistic
questionnaire (83 questionnaires completed); 2) recorded interviews between the researcher and lo-
cal residents (total 71 hours); 3) recorded dialogues between local residents in the course of active
code-switching (27 hours long). When necessary, the data are compared with the corresponding audio
recordings from the Dialect Archive dating back to 1964—19902.

The informants represent three generations: the older generation (60-95 years old), the middle gen-
eration (40-59 years old), and the younger generation (18-39 years old). The largest number of re-
spondents were from the older generation (37). These people are permanent residents of the study area,
and many of them are used to communicating in two or even three languages specific to the region,
freely switching between at least two of them. Interviews of 29 middle-generation informants and their
responses to the abovementioned sociolinguistic questionnaires were recorded. Most of the people of
this generation understood Lithuanian, but not all of them could speak it.

During the interviews, the interviewees were free to choose the language that they felt most comfort-
able with and were accustomed to using at home. In rural areas, Belarusian (they call it po prostu,
meaning “simple speech”) was more commonly chosen by the older generation, while the middle
generation reported often speaking two local dialects at home, both Polish and Belarusian (po prostu),
sometimes switching to Russian. Lithuanian was used the least during the interviews, typically only in
more formal, situational contexts, and usually only by younger people.

Out of the 17 representatives of the younger generation, only nine agreed to express their opinion on
the region’s complex historical periods, the languages characteristic of the region, and the specifics of
their use. Even fewer, only six of them, shared their opinion on the ethnic identity of the local popula-
tion, and described the concept of Tuteishy.

Not all interviewees were willing to answer questions on values. Across the three generations of in-
formants, the older generation provided the most information on identity, while some of the younger
generation’s stories were quite fragmentary, though still informative. Some of the recorded interviews
(31) could be described as incidental: they were unplanned and spontaneous conversations with the
people we met, during which the worldview of the locals was revealed. One thing is clear: in the south-
eastern region of Lithuania, it is important to periodically update the ethnolinguistic and sociolinguistic
research, especially on the change and interaction of languages (codes), which would summarize the
data from a given period on the self-perception of the people of the region, the situation of multilin-
gualism, and the attitudes towards the past or present. The facts of this type provide this study with
undeniable relevance and novelty.

2 Itis stored at the Dialect Archive of the Lithuanian Language Institute’s Centre for Geolinguistics (Tuomiené 2023:

245-259).
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The presence of local identity in the region is confirmed by interviews with residents and their recol-
lections of the past, in which larger settlements, towns and cities are mentioned. The mentioned places
were used to draw the boundaries of what people perceive as their land. Eventually, it turned out that
the areas they considered to be their own land included some of what is now Belarus. This proves an-
other important point: not long ago, the regions of Southeastern Lithuania and Northwestern Belarus
were a single territory inhabited by Lithuanians, and the inhabitants of both countries are still linked
to each other by various interconnections (see Figure 1; VySniauskas 2020a: 90-94; Tuomiené 2023:
77-83).

The data were analyzed using a qualitative research method. The data were obtained by means of
interviews and consisted of monologues by individual presenters and group dialogues. In a natural
multilingual environment, the aim was to find out the respondents’ views on what determines one or
another sociolinguistic human behavior. The study also aimed to find out the most important factors in
the ethnolinguistic assessment of the situation in which they live, and to identify the factors that they
consider the most significant in shaping it.

This qualitative study uses the following sociolinguistic methods of surveying residents:

1) “Group conversation” (free communication), which took place outdoors (over 27 hours of group
dialogues recorded). Residents of various ages participated in it. Interview participants commu-
nicated spontaneously and naturally. The conversations were conducted in Belarusian, Polish,
Russian, and Lithuanian (several languages were used at the same time).

2) “Detailed interview” (detailed survey), when one elderly resident was selected and interviewed
in more detail (31 respondents were surveyed). According to the qualitative research methodol-
ogy, the experience of such an informant reflects the general situation in the areas under study.
The survey was conducted in the language chosen by the speaker: most often Belarusian and
Polish.

3) “Semi-structured interview” (sociolinguistic survey of respondents), when informants were con-
sistently asked questions from the sociolinguistic questionnaire (83 questionnaires completed).
The survey was conducted in the language in which the informant communicated in everyday
life.

At this point, it is necessary to recall the theory of biographical narratives, according to which re-
searchers must trust the people who tell the stories, because they usually have no way of verifying their
veracity. It is important for the researcher to sense what the speaker does not say (leaves between the
lines) and what he or she deliberately emphasizes, which memories and stories are passed down from
generation to generation in the community, and which are deliberately omitted and forgotten over time.
It is important to note that this work focuses on the oral traditions of the people of the region, distancing
itself from institutions and their interpretations of the past. It does not look at how various narratives
entered social memory, e.g., through oral historical-cultural memory, the media, or other sources.

It is important to note that this study analyzes the most recent population data from the beginning of the
21st century. Due to the lack of comparable data from the entire Vilnius region, which includes North-
western Belarus, it was decided to focus on the data from the Sal&ininkai district of Southeastern Lithu-
ania. Sufficient data were collected through geolinguistic and sociolinguistic research (Mikuléniené,
Meilitinaité (eds.) 2014). They correlate with memories recorded in the middle and late 20 century,
which testify to how the Lithuanian language was deliberately and systematically pushed out of all
areas of usage, ultimately almost disappearing from the list of four languages spoken in the region (cf.
Volkaité-Kulikauskiené 1987; Zinkevicius 1993, 2005; Tuomiené 2017: 788-826).
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In the 20™ century, as the administrative affiliation of the state changed several times, the ideology of
the state changed accordingly. As a result, the inhabitants of Southeastern Lithuania did not have the
opportunity to pass on the historical narrative of their origins from one generation to the next, as it was
constantly adjusted to suit the interests of the government and the church (cf. Savukynas 2003: 88-91;
Dauksas 2012: 167-193). For the last few centuries, Polish identity has been consolidated here not
by language, but by the ideology of power, reinforced by confessional affiliation: if you are Catholic,
you are Polish (cf. Korzeniewska; 2013: 164—166; Cekmonas 2017 [1995]b: 80-85; Tuomiené 2023:
89-92). Under such conditions, the /ocal identity of the Belarusian-speaking (po prostu) population
was formed.

2. Theoretical research approaches

Sociologist Fredrik Barth was one of the first to formulate a definition of an ethnic group and to
study the processes of creating and maintaining ethnic boundaries between groups. In his book Ethnic
Groups and Boundaries, published in 1969, Barth stresses that the object of study should not be the
cultural traits of a particular group, but how people perceive the difference, the boundary, between
themselves and others. The essence of the ethnic boundary is the identification of a person with a cul-
ture and people who are considered “their own” and the distancing from others regarded as “foreign”.
This perception of difference persists even when people migrate from one culture to another (Barth
1969: 9-10, 14).

Thus, according to Barth, people draw boundaries between communities of people with different iden-
tities based on criteria such as: (1) language, dress, lifestyle, and (2) fundamental value orientations
(moral norms). Identity-based boundary drawing has a profound effect on people’s everyday behavior.
People tend to interact and develop relationships with people from their own culture, i.e. people with
similar identities, and avoid contact with people from other cultures (with different identities) (Barth
1969: 15).

Based on these findings by Barth, it can be argued that ethnic differences between groups persist due
to the perception and maintenance of these differences in social interaction, rather than due to actual
cultural differences. This aligns with the perspective expressed by the people of Sal¢ininkai: “people
here speak differently than people in Lithuania”.

Two other prominent scholars, Andreas Wimmer and Marcus Banks, argue that Barth’s criteria for
dividing people into ethnic groups are vague, as people are allowed to belong to several groups at the
same time or move from one group to another (Wimmer 2008: 976). In other words, people who inter-
act with people from other ethnic groups in different situations have a vague idea of what constitutes
their “own” ethnic group versus what is “foreign”. This is because the real cultural differences that can
distinguish between these two groups are not clearly defined. For example, the residents of Butrimonys
do not distinguish between Belarusian-speaking Belarusians and Poles, as the residents of both nation-
alities are Catholic and speak the same languages.

The interpretations of ethnic identity, the formulation of definitions, and the ideas and generalizations
developed in the work of these three scholars have contributed to shaping the conceptual framework
of this research.

When analyzing the data, it was important to find out what criteria residents choose when describing
their ethnic or other distinctiveness and comparing themselves with the rest of the Lithuanian popula-
tion. We should bear in mind the fact previously established by researchers that all people living in
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Southeastern Lithuania primarily emphasize the difference between their defined territory (their land)
and other areas of Lithuania. A crucial factor is the differences in the languages used by ethnic groups
living on the border and in other areas of Lithuania.

These criteria were brought to light by another scholar of ethnicity and identity, Anthony Smith, in
his The Ethnic Origins of Nations, published in 1986. This scholar identifies, much more clearly than
Barth, a number of important criteria for drawing the boundary between the own/foreign and the local/
non-local: memories, language, collective names, origin stories (myths), a shared sense of history (the
past), and a shared culture, which is certainly different from the others, an attachment to a specific ter-
ritory and its geographic location, and a sense of solidarity within the group (Smith 1986: 2-29).

The theoretical insights developed by Smith are useful when considering how and to what extent
people living in Southeastern Lithuania are involved in the field of national symbols. Do the majority
of Poles in the region try to identify themselves with the symbols that represent the Lithuanian civic
community? The acceptance or rejection of these symbols that unite the entire Lithuanian civic nation
may be closely linked to the ethnicity of the people living in the Sal¢ininkai region.

These insights are confirmed by the research data, as some of the speakers mentioned the threat of “de-
nationalization”, and therefore continuously emphasized their defensive ethnicity, which they believe
protects them against denationalization. Based on these insights, one can question and seek answers as
to why some people born and raised in Southeastern Lithuania choose to emphasize ethnic boundaries
(local Poles) while others choose to highlight national boundaries (local Lithuanians). Why is it im-
portant for some to emphasize ethnic identity, for others national identity, and for others civic identity,
while the fourth group of the population remains undecided?

Another prominent sociologist, Rogers Brubaker, in his book Ethnicity Without Groups (2004), dis-
cusses ways in which ethnicity can be analyzed without dividing people into closed groups. The author
argues that our perception that ethnic groups exist as such is not accurate, since the division of people
into ethnic groups cannot be automatic (Brubaker 2004: 3—12). Human relations should not be under-
stood in terms of static groupings, but as a constantly changing and dynamic process.

Andreas Wimmer, in his book Ethnic Boundary Making. Institutions, Power, Networks (2013), sug-
gests that scholars studying ethnicity should answer several questions before analyzing empirical data
and summarizing research findings: (a) whether the ethnic community is identified by ethnicity or by
other criteria (do not confuse community solidarity with ethnicity); (b) the researcher whose object of
study is the ethnic boundary must be cautious and ethical in his/her assessment of those people who
consciously choose not to identify with, or even to distance themselves from, the particular ethnic
group from which they originate (Wimmer 2013: 42-43).

The studies discussed here force us to rethink two important aspects of the identity development of the
inhabitants of Southeastern Lithuania: 1) their perception of the past and the present of the area they
live in, and 2) what they consider to be their /ocal identity now.

3. Theoretical concept of ethnic and local identity of multilingual
borderland population in the late 20" and early 21% century

In contemporary society, ethnic identity is one of the collective identities that refers to an individual’s
identification with an ethnic group: a shared religion, traditions, collective self-understanding, culture,
and language (Naumenko 2012). Previous studies have uncovered a range of conceptions of identity,
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showing that in Europe, identity was related to the historical environment, so it was common for so-
cieties to simply assign identity. While some researchers reveal a strong link between ethnicity and
nationality, others argue that identity, in general, is constructed, so people are increasingly inclined to
associate and identify with several ethnic groups (Barth 1969; Smith 1986; Neumann 1999). Ethnic,
national, and cultural identities are often equated in the search for a link between culture, ethnicity, and
distinctiveness (see Eriksen 2002: 100; Bauman & Gingrich 2004).

Researchers analyze ethnic (as well as national) identity as one of the areas of a person’s identity, when
a person can describe himself or herself and clearly answer the question: Who am I? (Leonavicius
1999: 33—44; Antiniené 2002: 100—107). The most appropriate definition of identity for this study was
that of John Hutchinson and Anthony D. Smith (Hutchinson, Smith 1996: 7): ethnic identity is a sense
of commonality within a group or community, based on (1) a shared name, (2) a shared interpretation
of origin (myth), (3) shared memories of the past, (4) one or more shared elements of culture, (5) a link
to the homeland (“one’s own land”), and (6) a feeling of commonality with the members of the ethnic

group.

This article examines ethnic identity from a constructivist perspective, characteristic of qualitative
research, analyzing its situational nature and variability. It assumes that the same person in the same
situation may draw a boundary between local and ethnic identity or may dissociate from it and not even
be interested in it. In other circumstances, the same person may behave differently. The ethnic iden-
tity approach is employed here to understand whether people living in Southeastern Lithuania at the
beginning of the 21 century draw a boundary between their own land, their own geographical space
and the rest of Lithuania, between people who are considered their own and those who are considered
strangers.

The empirical data collected in the late 201 — early 21 century from 17 LLA points on the southeastern
periphery of Lithuania shows that most of the people who identify themselves as local people (Bel.
macyoswist, mymoatiwbis; Pol. miejscowi, tutejszi) consider themselves to be Polish. However, about
40% of the elderly and middle-generation respondents surveyed in Jagitinai, Tabariskés, Sal¢ininkai,
(Pol. petnoprawny polak) because they have people of different nationalities in their family. Recalling
their childhood, they talk about their grandparents who spoke Lithuanian to each other and did not even
know Polish prayers. The first place where today’s elderly generation learnt “grammatical” Polish (Pol.
gramatyczny Polski) was during religious ceremonies and masses in local churches, while in everyday
life, whether on the street or with neighbors, everyone usually communicated in simple Belarusian.

Thus, some of the elderly respondents who identify themselves as Poles consider the Polish they once
learned “poorly” and still use today to be a “mixed” language, i.e. half Belarusian and half Polish. In
their view, proficiency in the official Polish language and its full use are the most important markers
of Polishness. The current middle generation graduated from Russian schools during the Soviet era,
where Polish was not yet taught. People remember that in their childhood, their parents spoke Lithua-
nian when communicating with their grandparents and older neighbors but prayed in Polish (Tuomiené
2023: 82-92). They no longer taught Lithuanian to their children, prioritizing Russian as the language
used in public, while reserving Polish for church and family gatherings.

In the post-war period, the prestige of Russian and Polish continued to grow, becoming the promising
languages that everyone would supposedly need in the future. Children picked them up easily and,
according to the informants, “we understood everything early on, but there was no one to talk to (ex-
cept teachers and priests). One language, Belarusian, was enough everywhere” (77-year-old woman,
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symbol of the past, progressively forgotten and, according to locals, no longer viable.

Most older people tend to emphasize the status of Polish as the only confessional language, stressing a
long-standing tradition of praying exclusively in Polish in church and singing traditional Polish hymns
at christenings, weddings, and funerals. Village singers can also sing in Belarusian, though they claim
these songs were translated from Polish (Krupowies 2017: 721-743). According to a woman born in
Kraktinai in 1950, local singers learned Lithuanian traditional songs only later. However, the oldest
interviewee from the village of Kanitikai claimed that in her youth, all the women in the village knew
many Lithuanian traditional hymns and folk songs.

In the past, according to the older generation, Polish was rarely spoken in private settings, reserving it
to “certain occasions” only: for praying in church and celebrating calendar and traditional festivals. In
the village, Polish was regarded as “a language of higher culture and was not used in everyday life but
rather on special occasions, especially religious holidays, when distant relatives from Poland would
visit” (from the account of a woman born in 1944 in Daulénai). Thus, in the surveyed points, 56 mem-
bers of the older and middle generation, which is almost 70% of the respondents, declared that they
cherish the Polish culture and traditions of their “family” or “neighbors”.

4. Analysis of the identity of the residents of Southeastern Lithuania

4.1. Population identity system shaped by changes in state affiliation

The analysis of the collected data revealed that narratives about historical events persist in people’s
memory. Some of the region’s inhabitants remembered recent events firsthand, while others had learned
about them from their relatives who had lived through periods such as the Polish occupation and World
War II (cf. Marcinkeviéius 2016b: 34-47; Usinskiene 2016: 63—79; Buchaveckas 1992). The data
revealed that the frequent redrawing of national borders led different population groups and different
generations to develop different perceptions of their land and their country, their language, their reli-
gion, their traditions and customs, their laws, etc.

The frequent changes of government and the introduction of new rules were supposed to be a dividing
factor among the population. However, the opposite trend was observed: the challenging conditions in
Southeastern Lithuania fostered unity rather than division.

The collapse of states and the emergence of new ones, revolutions, and two world wars left the in-
habitants of the surveyed Sal&ininkai district with virtually no opportunities to express their ethnic,
or national, civic, and political position. Memories from the older generation testify that people were
forced to assume a socially passive role (cf. Tuomiené 2017: 788-826). The biographical histories of
this generation revealed another interesting fact: the radical political, economic and social changes that
took place in the Lithuanian border area did not strengthen the sense of belonging to a particular state,
religion, language and culture, but rather led to its rejection (cf. Brubaker 1996: 411-437; Sutiniené
2015: 89-97; Vysniauskas 2020b: 30-32). As a result, some inhabitants of these areas still identi-
fied themselves as Polish citizens, while others considered themselves Belarusian. This phenomenon,
where people from the same locality associate with different countries, is still relevant today.

The data also revealed that the deliberate reluctance of the great-grandparents and grandparents of
today’s middle generation to disclose their true, inherited identities has also made it much more dif-
ficult for the current generations to identify themselves. For example, some younger individuals, when
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were. Therefore, most young people tend to distance themselves, opting for a neutral position.

In scholarly literature, the local inhabitants (7uteishy) of Eastern and Southeastern Lithuania, who
do not have a fully formed national identity (cf. Brubaker 2015: 3-32), are associated with localism
(Toffe 2003: 1241-1272; Weeks 2003: 211-224). On the other hand, the study shows that this self-
identified Polishness is not always explicitly expressed. This may be because people who live in the
Saléininkai district and identify themselves as Poles have little or no connection to ethnic Polish culture
(cf. Sliavaité 2015: 27-51; Marcinkevi¢ius 2016a: 22-34).

The people interviewed in the 17 LLA points primarily identified with their place of residence rather
than with their inherited Polish culture, Polish language, and long-standing traditions passed down
through generations. The study showed that most residents define their Polishness primarily through
their place of residence and Catholic religion. Old, inherited Polish traditions are not well known in
the region. Most often, people refer to retold stories from the past, in which the storytellers themselves
were not directly involved (cf. VySniauskas 2020b: 29-47).

The analysis of conversations and interviews with villagers shows that localness (Bel. mymosiiwacys,
Pol. tutejszas¢) generally meant a conscious unwillingness to acknowledge belonging to any specific
ethnic group or nation. This can be seen as a nuance of a specific form of patriotism (cf. Snyder 2003),
as an expression of opposition to both Poles and Russians, deliberate apoliticality, and cultural resist-
ance. Some scholars associate localness with the frequent geographical renaming of the region, which
started in the second half of the 18th century (cf. Pershai 2008: 86—88).

All interviewees spoke of past fears that any decision or choice they made could disrupt the traditional
and peaceful way of life in the community. According to their elders, there used to be conflicts between
Lithuanians and Poles in church over the language of the service. In other words, the residents of the
periphery decided to “dissociate” primarily for self-preservation. For example, local Lithuanians, who
had been bilingual since childhood and later switched to the Belarusian dialect, shared how they “be-
came” Tuteishy:

(1) Cia gyvena savi, miisy Zmonés, visi kaimynai buvo lietuviai. <...> Dabar jau visokiy yra. Prie
lenky likom be lietuvisky misiy. Pamenu, mano tévas néjo j lenkiskas misSias. Tai mama viena
éjo baznycion, a tévas tik an kapy. Mokyklas lenkiskas padaré, paskui rusiskas <...>. Kaip as
augau, tai lietuviskai skaityti nemokéjom. Zmonés gudiskai mokéjo, bet nekalbéjo. Paskui kalbos
persimainé, jau visi ismoko baltarusiskai. Zmonés liko tie patys. Tévas lietuviskai iitaryja, o siinus
jau lenkiskai. Anas paliokas jau. Baznycion nuveina, ten jau tik lenkiskai. Jauniems lenkiskai
graziau, tai anys greita ismoko. <...>. Visaip tuos zmones vadino. Tutasni, bo Zyje tut.

‘Our people live here;our neighbors were all Lithuanians. <...> Now there are all kinds of people.
Under the Poles, we were left without Lithuanian masses. I remember my father did not go to the
Polish mass. My mother would go to church alone, and my father would only go to the cemetery.
They made the schools Polish, then Russian <...>. When I was growing up, we could not read
Lithuanian. People knew Belarusian, but they did not speak it. Then the languages switched, and
everybody learned Belarusian. The people stayed the same. The father speaks Lithuanian, and
the son speaks Polish. He is already a Pole. He goes to church, and there he speaks only Polish.
The young ones find Polish nicer, so they learned it quickly. <...>. They called those people by all
kinds of names. Tuteishy, because they live here’ (male, born in 1883 in Didziosios Sélos village,
Saléininkai district. Entry No. (2)31501650 is stored in the LLI Geolinguistic Centre’s Dialect
Archive).
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Thus, the analysis of the interviews shows that a large part of the population in the Sal¢ininkai district,
due to the political and social circumstances, chose a neutral form of self-identification. This form of
self-identification was also relevant in the 20" century and was ascribed to all ethnic groups of the
border population (cf. Kurcz 2005; Pershai 2008: 94-96, 2010: 376-398; Nasuta 2005: 163-173).

The study also revealed a different approach towards Tuteishness, particularly as it has been advocated
since the 19™ century. It can be defined as another form of ‘national’ identity, expressed specifically
through geography (cf. Sliwinski & Cekmonas 2017 [1997]: 143—191; Cekmonas 2017 [1994]a: 192—
205; Cekman 2017 [1982]: 206-227).

In conclusion, Tuteishness, as a form of cultural resistance, has helped the border population to resolve
several important survival issues over time.

the possibility of
distancing oneself from
and not identifying with
outsiders, invaders and
occupiers

the possibility for people
from different social
backgrounds to disregard
the rules during regime
changes

was not a transitional
form of the indigenous
population (Lithuanians)
becoming Poles,
Belarusians, Russians

reflected local identity,
patriotism of one's own

land

an identity without an
institutionalised name and
clear meaning

the possibility of adjusting
one's identity to suit the
circumstances

Figure 2. Life situations that have been (re)solved by Tuteishness

At the beginning of the 215 century, we can observe changes in the situation: issues of identity are be-
coming important and relevant for borderland residents. The changes here are twofold. The majority of
the older and, to some extent, middle-aged population of the Sal¢ininkai district still deal with identity
issues in the same way, relying on past stories (or myths) about the “Polishness” of their family, passed
down from one generation to the next by their parents and grandparents: the “inheritance” of the Polish
traditions and the Polish language. It is especially important to observe Polish Catholic rites. Speakers
commented on cases where people’s decisions were influenced by changes in the political and social
situation. It is worth noting that in today’s multilingual society, language is no longer the key factor in
people’s identity decisions. It should be noted that this factor is still relevant to the younger generation.

The second direction of change is the ethnic and civic self-determination of the younger generation.
Thus, the younger generation living or still studying in the Sal¢ininkai district, having grown up in
independent Lithuania, already expresses a slightly different attitude towards Tuteishness as a local
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identity. It can be predicted that over time the number of people who consider themselves local will
decrease in the district, while the number of those who prioritize civic identity will increase.

Surveys have shown that young people are no longer interested in drawing lines between locals and non-
locals. Young people often leave their home region of Sal¢ininkai to study or work elsewhere, both in
Lithuania and abroad. Undoubtedly, exposure to new environments encourages them to emphasize their
civic identity. The data analyzed show that over time, there are important processes of identity shift taking
place across the region, which are likely to gradually change the identity practices of the local population
and lead to the rethinking of the dynamics of ethnic relations throughout Southeastern Lithuania.

4.2. Multi-country connectivity

The residents of the older generation explain the uniqueness of “their land” by the fact that the people
living in the area, or their parents and grandparents lived in Poland between the wars and had Polish
citizenship (some of them still possess documents proving it). People say that “there was Poland here,
and Lithuania is another country, starting somewhere around Kaunas”. This is why there are many
Poles living in the Saléininkai area, while Lithuanians live near Kaunas and further, in Zemaitija. “Eve-
rything has stayed the same here since those times” (from the memoirs of an 83-year-old woman, But-
rimonys). The perception of living in two different countries has been preserved and partly passed on
to the younger generation, who were born when the Sal¢ininkai district was already part of Lithuania.

It should be noted that the accounts of the older generation are consistent with social memory theory,
which states that significant events remain in social memory for approximately one century. This was
also confirmed by a 61-year-old man who recounted his parents’ biography. He stressed the connection
between historical events and changes in the collective consciousness of the population, cf.:

(2) <..> buvo soviety valdzia, paskui lietuviy, iskart lenkai visq krastg uzéemé. Prasidéjo karas ir
atéjo vokieciai, po karo — sovietai. Dabar ir vél ¢ia Lietuva. Tai kokioj valstybéj gyvenom? Jeigu
per astuoniasdesimt mety cia buvo Lenkija, Lietuva, Soviety Sqgjunga ir Baltarusija, dabar — ir
vél Lietuva <...>. Per visq mano tévy gyvenimq valdzia keitési penkis kartus. Ir nauja valdzia
Zmogaus vis klausia: kas tu toks esi? Zmonés suprato, kad geriausia sakyti, kad esi vietinis. Ir
viskas. Jestem tutejszy.

‘<...> There was Soviet rule, then Lithuanian, then the Poles immediately took over the whole
region. The war started, and the Germans came; then the Soviets after the war. Now it is Lithu-
ania again. So, what country did we actually live in? If over the course of eighty years this place
was part of Poland, Lithuania, the Soviet Union, Belarus, and now Lithuania again <...>. In my
parents’ lifetime, the government changed five times. And each new government keeps asking:
Who are you? People realized that the best answer was simply to say they were local. And that'’s
it. Jestem tutejszy (Pol. 1 am local)’ (male, born in 1962 in Kudlos village, Pabare¢ area, Sal¢ininkai
district. Entry No. 680 01 R. L. is stored in the LLI Geolinguistic Centre’s Dialect Archive).

Thus, the policies pursued by various states towards the people of this region encouraged them to
identify primarily with the place where their parents and grandparents had lived, rather than with a par-
ticular ethnic group. Over time, newcomers and local inhabitants, along with their respective cultures,
blended together to form a distinct local culture: “Everybody here has mixed together and become the
same, and that’s it. Dziikija, Zemaitij a, and Vilnius each have their own culture, while ours is more Pol-
ish and Belarusian” (from the account of a 77-year-old man, Sal&ininkai). People distanced themselves
from adjacent areas (even Dziikija, the ethnographic region to which Sal&ininkai district formally be-
longs), where a single culture and language dominate>.

3 Map of Lithuanian ethnographic regions: https://www.ekgt.It/etnografiniai-regionai/zemelapis/
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As a result, there are hardly any contacts with other cities and towns in Lithuania, primarily due to the
language barrier. It was much more convenient for the local population not to learn Lithuanian, but to
visit places where they could communicate in Russian, Polish or po prostu, i.e. Vilnius and the adjacent
areas of Belarus. Rural residents talk a lot about the “Polish times”, the estates, the sz/lachta, their cloth-
ing, food, customs, and language. However, nowadays, only individual people have cultural contacts
with Poland and its cities (for work, education, shopping). There are Polish folk song and dance groups
in Sal&ininkai, but even their clothing is not local, but imported from Poland, often even from the Cra-
cow region (Nowak 2005: 48, 196-211; Krupowies 1997: 118-126).

The inhabitants of the present-day Sal&ininkai district do not perceive any cultural differences between
themselves and the people living on the other side of the state border in Northwestern Belarus. The
current inhabitants of the Sal¢ininkai district who moved to Lithuania from nearby Belarus during the
to be Belarusians, but refer to themselves as Poles due to their Catholic, i.e. “Polish”, faith (Pol. wiara
polska).

In public places, they predominantly speak local Slavic languages: Russian and Polish. In private set-
tings, the older generation speaks po prostu, the middle generation speaks either po prostu or trasianka,
while among the young people trasianka is the most common. Trasianka is a strongly Russian-influ-
enced form of the local Belarusian language (Cychun 2000: 51-58). This variable phenomenon, char-
acteristic of the whole Belarusian territory, involves the replacement of individual Belarusian words
or phrases with Russian ones, resulting in a form of code switching. Most of the older population does
not understand Lithuanian, but the level of proficiency in Lithuanian is increasing among the young-
er ones, as the younger generation to some extent learns standard Lithuanian in schools (Tuomiené
2022a: 184-206).

The majority of the older generation considers Belarus to be their “real homeland” and visits it more
often than other places in Lithuania. Belarusian traditions, namely language, festivals, folk and pop
songs, and dances, remain close to them. Some members of the middle generation consider themselves
Russian-speaking Catholics, even though Polish identity is stated in their official documents. The older
generation living close to the border with Belarus has a similar perception of their everyday language
and identity. The difference is that they regard the Polish language and Polish traditions as the most
important markers of Catholicism, cf.:

(3) Visi cia esame katalikai, taigi lenkai. Meldziamés lenkiskai, einame iSpazinties — taip pat lenkiskai.
Litanija irgi lenkiska. Kitos kalbos miisy baznycioje nebuvo. Nepamenu. Butrimoniy lenkiskoje
mokykloje baigiau tik keturias klases. Mokémés katekizmo lenkiskai. Mama kalbéjo lietuviskai,
bet meldeési lenkiskai. Miisy popiezius Jonas Paulius I taip pat buvo lenkas.

‘We are all Catholics here, and therefore we are Poles. We pray in Polish, we go to confession in
Polish. The litany is also in Polish. There was no other language in our church. I do not remember
any. 1 finished only four grades in the Polish school in Butrimonys. We learned the catechism in
Polish. My mother spoke Lithuanian but prayed in Polish. Our Pope John Paul Il was also Polish’
(female, born in 1937 in Pabar¢ village, Butrimonys area, Sal¢ininkai district. Entry No. 682 03 J.
V. is stored in the LLI Geolinguistic Centre’s Dialect Archive).

Those who came from Belarus, such as Varanavas (Bel. Bopanasa), Benekainys (Bel. bensikoni), Ge-
ranainys (Bel. I'epanénsr), Rodinia (Bel. Pagyns), Lyda (Bel. Jlima), and Vija (Bel. Iye), etc., are
concentrated primarily in the southeastern part of the Salgininkai district, near the present-day border

vt v
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Saléininkai, Miezionys, Dailidés, Maciugiai, Daulénai, Tabariskés, and Kurmelionys. Meanwhile, the
largest number of long-established residents, i.e. those born and living in the same place for genera-
tions in the Saléininkai district, is found in the western and northwestern parts of the district, in places
such as Radninkai, Gudeliai, Sal¢ininkeéliai, Vézionys, and Kursiai.

vt

(born in 1953, 1949, 1946, and 1939 in Belarus) and two men (born in 1975 and 1945 in Belarus) de-
scribed their lives as ocoi6ém nananosy y benapyci (“we live half in Belarus”). They communicate with
their neighbors using na npocmy, na npocmamy, na mecnamy, na mymauwamy (po prostu). In the past,
they regularly visited their relatives in Belarus or hosted them in Lithuania, but since the outbreak of
the war in Ukraine, contacts with Belarus weakened significantly.

4.3. Drawing the line between the own and the foreign or the local and the non-local

The surrounding area of the Sal&ininkai district (except for the small Dieveniskés “appendix”) belongs
to the Southern Aukstaitian dialect. However, as the survey showed, the younger and middle-aged in-
habitants of Butrimonys, Eisiskés, Riidninkai, Turgeliai, and Vézionys no longer identify themselves
with any dialect. The younger generation had no idea of which Lithuanian dialect might have been spo-
ken in the area before the middle of the 20 century and stated that they had never heard their parents
or grandparents speak to each other in any Lithuanian dialect.

Previous research indicates that regional identity in Southeastern Lithuania remains important to this
day, but the content of this identity has changed: the emphasis is no longer on ethno-cultural distinc-
tiveness but rather on self-identification with the Vilnius region in a broad sense and one’s specific
place of residence (the region) in a narrower sense. For example, in surveys, middle-generation people
who consider themselves Poles said that in their homeland, they are locals, Poles who speak in various
ways and followers of the Polish traditions of the Vilnius region. They admitted that these traditions are
old but are almost indistinguishable from “local Lithuanian” and “local Belarusian” traditions.

The relationship between nationality and language is not easy for the population to describe: a variety
of responses are formulated, usually consisting of multiple components. It should be noted that individ-
uals do not always draw a connection between nationality and language. For example, people of Polish
nationality are perceived as understanding Polish and knowing how to observe all church rituals in Pol-
ish, yet they speak Russian in their everyday life (cf. Geben 2013: 217-234; Zielinska 2008: 165-176).

It is worth stressing once again that the concept of localness remains very important to the residents
of the Salgininkai district, who have developed a common perception of distinguishing between locals
and non-locals. The residents who consider themselves Polish and who, as already mentioned, consti-
tute the ethnic majority in the studied areas, use several terms to describe these concepts. For example,
for local: Pol. tutejszy, miejscowy; Bel. mymaiiwot, msicyoswl, ypadacsuey, nawwt; and for non-local:
Pol. pszyjezzdzy, niemiejscowy; Bel. ne msicyoswi, 3ae30icwt, uyocel, ne nawwt. Thus, people living in
the borderlands tend to categorize their neighbors and the inhabitants of the surrounding areas into
several groups: local Poles, local Lithuanians, local Belarusians, or simply locals (cf. Korzeniewska
2013: 167-174; Geben 2014: 186—197).

For people who consider themselves locals in the Sal¢ininkai district, it is not only important that they
were born in this district but also that their grandparents and parents were born and lived there for a long
time. People willingly share their memories and stories, which, in a way, prove and confirm their Jocal
origins. Another defining characteristic of a local resident is the possession of tangible evidence of local-
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ness (Pol. miejscowos¢). These are usually houses and other property where the person lives or lived as a
child, the graves of relatives, documents of origin, land, etc. For example, a local woman, who graduated
from a Polish school, reflects on her children’s future in the house built by her grandfather, cf.:

(4) <..>w mojej rodzinie wszyscy sq polakami <...> i ja jestem polkq. Zapisane w moich dokumen-
tach. Tu mieszka moj dziadek i rodzice. Nu, mowig po polsku. Dziadek zbudowal ten dom. Moze
nasze dzieci tez tu zamieszkajq. Teraz chodzi do rosyjskiego ,,sadziku*, ale pojdg do polskiej
szkoly. Nie wiem, czy moglby uczyé sie w szkole litewskiej. Bytoby to trudne, bo oni mowig po
rosyjsku i po polsku <...>.

‘Everyone in my family is Polish. And I am Polish. It is written in my documents. My grandfather
and parents live here. They speak Polish. My grandfather built this house. Maybe our children will
live here too. Now they attend a Russian kindergarten, but they will go to a Polish school. I don't
know if they would be able to go to a Lithuanian school, because they only speak Russian and Pol-
ish’ (female, born in 1972 in Skivonys village, Daulénai area, Sal&ininkai district. Entry No. 668
02 D. S. is stored in the LLI Geolinguistic Centre’s Dialect Archive).

An indicator that distinguishes local people from non-local people is the ability of the population to
communicate in all local (and regional) languages in everyday life. The oldest generation, having lived
through World War II and the difficult post-war period of collectivization, has the strongest /ocal iden-
tity. In almost 90 years, this generation was forced to learn and alternate between all four languages
of the region. The most important reason for drawing the line between insiders and outsiders was
self-protection during times of change and turmoil, especially when foreign (often temporary) settlers
started to treat the locals with disrespect and lost their trust (Dauksas 2008: 53—68; Korzeniewska
2013: 149-179; Tuomiené & Meilitinaité 2022: 172—183).

According to the speakers, in the post-war period, strangers who had come to Southeastern Lithuania
from other places were often appointed to managerial positions in workplaces. Disagreements and
conflicts arose between locals and newcomers over the humiliation and even punishment of the locals.
The newcomers did not know the languages spoken in the area, did not understand the customs of the
people, did not respect the local culture, and when hostility or conflicts arose, non-local officials were
quickly transferred elsewhere (Stravinskiene 2012: 125-138).

Informants testify that during the Soviet era, many locals suffered in one way or another; they were
blamed for their language and nationality. Lithuanians, in particular, were disliked, so people chose
strategies of maneuvering (or even survival) to protect themselves. One of these strategies was to em-
phasize localness. Speakers argued that no matter where they had come from, no matter how many
years they had lived in a new area, they tried to fit in as quickly as possible by “getting the status of a
local”. The recollections of a woman living in Kalesninkai describe the behavior of the newly arrived
foreign officials towards the locals, especially Lithuanians, cf.:

(5) <...> sackosvia npayaeani y kaneace. Ilpayaeani y noni, Ha cenaxcayi. Ycé pabini ceaimi pyrami.
Ipvixoo3iys Opvieadsip i 3aniceae, xmo mym céuHa npayye. bvly maki xaneacHvl Opvieadsip
Bsanvkoy, npviexay 3 Pacei. Ilicay, sx xayey. A xa03iy Ha npayy KOXCHbL 03eHb, A éH He3anicay.
3annayini mana, modxca, pyoréy namuayyays. A naiuoy y KaieacHyo KaHmopy i Kaxcy, s Yol
Mecay npayasay, 3anaayinzi monvki namuayyays pyonéy. Mue 310cHaadxasani. uazo Kpbiuvli,
JIIMEIH, He Has3HayaHa mabe <..>.

‘People in the village worked on the collective farm. We worked in the fields during the hay har-
vest. We did everything with our own hands. The foreman comes and writes down who is working
here today. There was a foreman from the collective farm, named Bialkov, who came from Russia.
He wrote whatever he wanted. I went to work every day, and he didn t write it down. He paid me
very little, maybe fifteen roubles. I went to the collective farm office and said, ‘I worked the whole
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month, and I was paid only fifteen roubles.’ They angrily replied, ‘Why are you shouting, Lithuani-
an, you are not entitled to it.” (female, born in 1952 in Rudnia village, Maciuéiai area, Sal¢ininkai
district. Entry No. 670 03 A. D. is stored in the LLI Geolinguistic Centre’s Dialect Archive).

This behavior by officials who came from elsewhere only reinforced the conditional division of the
local population into /ocals and non-locals, i.e. strangers, newcomers. The newcomers were distrusted
and, in the areas where they settled, they were considered strangers for life. Mutual assistance and sup-
port were expected only from the local people.

99 <¢

People of the older and middle generations emphasize living in their “own”, “our” or “local” land rather
than in a particular state or even in a particular district, town, settlement, or village: “we are locals”
(Bel. mbr mymostiwwis, mecnois), “everyone is one of us” (Bel. mym yce ceae), “we were born here and
live here” (Bel. mym paosinics i scvieém). They feel the linguistic and cultural boundaries between their
“own” district and other areas (cf. VySniauskas 2020a: 89-91). Thus, the concept of localness or their
land 1s understood much more broadly here than the current territory of the Lithuanian state. It also in-
cludes parts of Belarus, especially those areas with which people are connected by language and close
kinship ties.

The data under study confirmed that important processes of identity change are taking place in the
Sal¢ininkai district, which are likely to gradually alter the identity practices of the local population and
prompt a rethinking and reassessment of the dynamics of ethnic relations.

Figure 3. A local person can be defined as someone who:
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Figure 4. A non-local person can be defined as someone who:

Summarizing the main attributes that distinguish local/own and non-local/foreign people in the
Saléininkai district, it can be concluded that the older and middle generations consider two of them to
be the most important attributes of localness: 1) long-term residence (a person can be born in the Vil-
nius region in the broad sense) and 2) the adherence to Catholic, and therefore Polish, traditions. The
younger generation, however, is critical of this kind of classification.

Almost two-thirds of respondents who consider themselves Poles stated that they associate their future
more with Lithuania than with neighboring countries. They are more oriented towards Vilnius, where
they go or would go to study, work, and live. Some openly shared the reason for choosing the capital
over cities like Kaunas or Alytus. According to them, Vilnius is a multinational city, so it is easier to
communicate in Russian, Polish or Belarusian if you do not speak, or have a poor command of, the
official Lithuanian language.

Almost half of the younger generation identifies the language spoken in the family as an important or
even the main criterion of nationality, which unites the family. For them, language is natural, inherited
like nationality. Therefore, they do not consider it necessary to discuss any choice or change of nation-
ality. A small number of younger speakers expressed a different view. They argued that deciding which
nationality to belong to is a matter of adult decision, especially in cases where parents or grandparents
have different nationalities. Young people emphasize education and a person’s own interest in national-
ity and ethnicity (cf. Masaitis 2007).
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It should be noted that not all people of the younger generation living in villages, small settlements
or towns are concerned with issues of language choice and use, nationality, and ethnicity. It has been
observed that the younger generation is quite critical of local identity and the distinction between /ocal
and non-local, own and foreign. Although not all, younger people are already showing a willingness to
distance themselves from such an “outdated” model of identification, but they are not yet offering their
own. Their distancing, although still tentative, reveals the emphasis of the younger generation on civic
identity, which is often understood as a substitute for /ocal identity. For example, a woman living in
Saléininkai, when asked about her attitude towards ethnic or national identity, said:

(6) <..> mano tautybé turbiit yra internacionaliné. Namuose kalbam lenkiskai, bet ne visada. Kai is
toliau susirenka giminés, tai rusiskai kalbam. Ne visi moka lenkiskai <...>. Mama pasakojo, kad
vienas senelis mokéjo lietuviskai. Kitas senelis tik baltarusiskai. Bobuté buvo lenké ir mama lenke,
kalba tik lenkiskai. Tétis ir baltarusiskai, ir rusiskai kalba. Dar vaikas buvo, kai c¢ia atvaziavo is
Baltarusijos <...>. Baigiau rusiskq mokyklg. Buvo lietuviy kalbos pamoky, bet mazai. Kai iséjau
dirbti, tada iSmokau lietuviskai. Gyvenu Lietuvoje, tai reikia mokéti lietuviskai. Atvaziuoju cia, tai
kalbam tik lenkiskai, rusiskai. Miisy Seimos tradicija tokia <...>.

‘<...> My nationality is probably international. We speak Polish at home, but not always. When
relatives from further away gather, we speak Russian. Not everyone speaks Polish <...>. My moth-
er told me that one grandfather spoke Lithuanian. The other grandfather only spoke Belarusian.
My grandmother was Polish, and my mother was Polish, they spoke only Polish. My dad spoke
both Belarusian and Russian. He was still a child when he came here from Belarus <...>. I gradu-
ated from a Russian school. There were Lithuanian lessons, but not many. When [ started working,
that'’s when I learned Lithuanian. I live in Lithuania, so I have to know Lithuanian. When I come
back here, I only speak Polish and Russian. Our family tradition is like this <...>’ (female, born
in 1998 in Sal¢ininkai. Entry No. 666 02 A. V. is stored in the LLI Geolinguistic Centre’s Dialect
Archive).

A sociolinguistic survey of the residents of the LLA points in Southeastern Lithuania showed that the
autobiographical, everyday stories and myths of the past told here are mainly oriented towards their
own, local inhabitants: the Poles, the Lithuanians, the Belarusians, and the Russians. These forms
of memory clearly show the changes in the self-awareness, self-perception, and worldview of the
people living on the border. The memories of the older generation reveal the multicultural nature of
the present-day Sal&ininkai region. There is a desire to pass on the experience in oral form to future
generations.

In the interviews with intergenerational residents, there were many similar responses, even though the
people did not know each other and lived on different sides of the district. The interviews revealed
many elements that unite the borderland residents. For example, the choice of the language of commu-
nication is a very important measure of togetherness and inclusiveness, indicating tolerance (Sliavaité
2015: 37-39). The experience of multilingualism is seen as a natural phenomenon and as an advantage
by both urban and rural people. Language shift in live conversations and written experience in the
social space are part of the communication process of the people from the Sal¢ininkai region. When
communicating, people naturally switch from one language to another or creatively incorporate phras-
es, figurative expressions, similes, and quotes in other languages. Therefore, code-switching occurred
in almost all of the analyzed and overheard conversations of the borderland residents (cf. Tuomiené
2022b: 238-265).

The data confirmed that important processes of identification change are taking place in the Sal¢ininkai
area, which are likely to gradually transform the identity practices of the local population and lead to a
fresh re-thinking and re-evaluation of the dynamics of ethnic relations.
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5. Conclusions

The foundation of the official dominant Polish identity of the inhabitants in Southeastern Lithuania has,
for the past few centuries, been grounded not in the language, but in the ideology of power. Foreign
rule in the territory of the present-day Sal¢ininkai district of the Republic of Lithuania, where this study
was conducted, was established after the Third Partition of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in
1795, when the Russian Empire annexed these lands of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. With a brief
interruption between 1918 and 1920, this rule lasted until 1990, and between the periods of Russian
rule, the region was also subjected to Polish occupation from 1920 to 1939.

As a result, the inhabitants of Southeastern Lithuania did not have the opportunity to freely pass on
the historical narrative of their origins from one generation to the next, as it was constantly politically
adjusted to suit the interests of the government, reinforced by the argument of confessional affiliation:
if you are Catholic, you are Polish. In this context, the local identity of the Belarusian-speaking popula-
tion was formed as a counter to the process of denationalization. It is inherently resistant.

In the most recent study carried out in 2012-2013 in the Sal¢ininkai district, empirical data collected
from 17 LLA points showed that from the middle of the 20t century to the second decade of the 215
century, the concept of identity of the local population was steadily changing, albeit at a relatively
slow and slight pace. Although the latest data do not yet reflect a complete process of identity change,
it is predictable that regional/local identity is gradually eroding while other forms of identification, in
particular ethnic (more typical of the middle generation) and civic (more typical of the younger genera-
tion) identity, are strengthening.

The results of the study allow us to distinguish the following three types of identity among the region’s
residents:

(a) due to the historical changes that took place in the past in this territory of the Vilnius region,
there is a certain resistance and/or unwillingness to belong to any (including hereditary) ethnic
group;

(b) the desire of older and middle-aged people to belong to a particular ethnic group by inherit-
ance, to speak its language, observe its customs, religious and cultural traditions, and perceive
their distinctiveness;

(c) atrend, especially among the younger generation, to distance themselves from, or even reject,
local identity, with a priority given to civic identity, which is expressed by the need to learn and
use the official language and to comply with the laws of the current state.

The statements made by identity theorists (Barth 1969; Branks 2005; Wimmer 2008) about the close
relationship between social memory and identity, with collective memory in the form of a narrative
being regarded as a key factor in the formation of human identity, are supported by the results of the
research on the identity of the borderland inhabitants of Southeastern Lithuania, carried out at the
beginning of the 21%! century. It was found that only those who speak the same language (or the same
languages, as in the case of the study described here) transmit the same narrative, remember and pass
on the same myths, symbols, and stories, and practice the same religion. As a result, they consider
themselves locals, i.e. as part of their community.

The collapse of states and their replacement by new ones, revolutions, and two world wars left virtually
no opportunity for the inhabitants of the study area of Salgininkai to express their ethnic or national,
civic, and political position. The memories of the older generation testify to the fact that people were
forced to assume a socially passive role.
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The biographical histories of this generation show that the radical political, economic and social chang-
es did not reinforce the sense of belonging to a particular state, religion, language and culture, but
rather led to their rejection. As a result, some of the inhabitants of these areas still considered them-
selves Polish citizens at the time of this study, while others identified as Belarusians. This identification
of local people in the same area with different countries is still relevant today.

The analysis of conversations and interviews with rural residents shows that the region’s inhabitants
are characterized by Tuteishness, i.e. a form of national identity based on ties to a particular geographi-
cal location, whose inhabitants are linked in some way by ethnolinguistic, historical, socio-cultural,
and political circumstances.

Tuteishness is the conscious reluctance of the population to acknowledge its membership in any eth-
nic group or nation, which can be seen as a nuance of a specific form of patriotism, as an expression
of opposition to both Poles and Russians, a deliberate apolitical stance, and cultural resistance. Over
time, Tuteishness helped the inhabitants of the study areas to resolve several important survival issues.
However, it was not a transitional form of the population (autochthonous Lithuanians) becoming Poles,
Belarusians or Russians, because it presents an opportunity:

(a) to designate an identity without an officially approved name and a clearly perceived meaning;
(b) not to identify and even distance oneself from the occupiers;

(c) not to comply with the rules imposed on different ethnic groups by changing regimes;

(d) the possibility of “adjusting” one’s identity according to the circumstances.

99 ¢

The people of the older and middle generations emphasize life in their “own”, “our” or “local” land,
rather than in a particular country or district: mer mymoatiweis, mecuvia (Eng. we are local); mym yce
ceae (Eng. everyone is one of us), mym paoszinica i scvieém (Eng. we were born here and we live here).
They feel the linguistic and cultural boundaries between “their own” region and other areas. Their
concept of their own land extends far beyond the current territory of the Lithuanian state, encompass-
ing parts of Northwestern Belarus, with which they share a common language and close kinship ties.

Data analysis shows that local and non-local populations exhibit completely different characteristics.
A local is someone who was born and has lived in the same area for their whole life or at least a sig-
nificant part of it. They have relatives residing in the vicinity; their origin is evidenced by inherited
material possessions; they speak and actively use three to four local languages; they are Catholic,
adhere to local traditions and customs, and exhibit social behaviors aligned with the local culture and
traditions. 4 non-local, by contrast, was born elsewhere and has only recently settled in the borderland
area; they have no relatives or deeper family roots and no inherited material possessions as evidence
of descent; they do not speak the local languages (often speaking Russian instead) and do not observe
(or are unfamiliar with) local customs and traditions (despite being Catholic). As a result, they remain
passive observers in the local cultural events.

The people of the younger generation, who have no memory of the Soviet era, seek to distance them-
selves from the emphasis on localism and attachment to their own land, although they do not yet pro-
pose their own identification model. Their distancing reveals the younger generation’s focus on civic
(and to some extent ethnic) identity, which is often understood as a substitute for /ocal identity.

The locals, or Tuteishy, are generally bilingual, and in some places multilingual. In informal settings,
the Belarusian dialect po prostu has traditionally dominated in their lives, while in formal settings, the
local variant of Polish and Russian continues to compete. The middle generation learned the standard
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Lithuanian language in schools or workplaces. On the other hand, since the choice of language in this
region depends on the degree of dominance of one ethnic group or another, residents, even those who
do not speak Polish, often recognize it as their nominal mother tongue.

The study revealed that one of the key innovations of the early 215 century is the emergence of a posi-
tive attitude towards the official Lithuanian language in the towns and larger settlements of Lithuania’s
southeastern borderlands. It should be noted that the positive attitude towards Polish as a public lan-
guage has not been lost, and its use is stimulated by its confessional function.
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