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Names and Sources

The subjects of this book are the transformation of national ideas, the
causes of ethnic cleansing, and the conditions for national reconcilia-
tion. One theme is the contestation of territory, and contested places
are known by different names to different people at different times.
Another theme is the difference between history and memory, a dif-
ference revealed when care is taken with names. The body of this book
will name cities between Warsaw and Moscow according to the usage
of the people in question at the relevant moment. This minimizes
anachronism, recalls the importance of language to nationalism, and
empbhasizes that the disposition of cities is never final. The gazetteer
provides toponyms in eight languages in use as of this writing.

The names of countries also require some attention. In this work,
attributes of the medieval principality of Kyivan Rus’ are denoted by
the term “Rusian.” The culture of East Slavs within the early modern
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth is called “Ruthenian.” The adjec-
tive “Russian” is reserved for the Russian empire, the Russian Soviet
Federative Socialist Republic, and the Russian Federation. “Ukrain-
ian” is a geographical term in the medieval and early modern periods,



Names and Sources

and a political term in modern contexts. The use of “Belarus” signals an orien-
tation toward local traditions; “Belorussia” suggests a belief in an integral con-
nection with Russia. “Lithuanian” and “Polish” refer to the appropriate polities
and cultures in the period in question. The historical lands of “Galicia” and
“Volhynia” will be named by these Latinate English terms throughout.

This book draws on archival materials; document collections; parliamentary
records; ministerial memoranda; local, national, and national-minority news-
papers of various countries and periods; diaries, memoirs, and correspondence;
scholarly publications; other printed and unprinted sources; and interviews
with civil servants, parliamentary deputies, ministers, and heads of state. Ar-
chives are cited by four-letter abbreviations, and document collections by short
titles: a key is found at the back of the book. Books and articles are cited in full
at first, and then by author surname and short title. Other sources are cited in
full. Authors’ names are spelled as they appear in the cited work, even when this
gives rise to inconsistencies of transliteration.

Transliteration is the unavoidable practice of rendering words spelled in one
alphabet legible in another. The Polish, Lithuanian, and Czech languages, like
English, French, and German, use various orthographies within Roman script.
Ukrainian, Belarusian, and Russian use various orthographies within Cyrillic
script. Like translation, transliteration abounds in intractable problems: so crit-
ical readers will know that all solutions are imperfect. With certain exceptions
for well-known surnames, Cyrillic script is here rendered by a simplified ver-
sion of the Library of Congress system. Translations, except from Lithuanian,

are my own.
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Introduction

When do nations arise, what brings ethnic cleansing, how can states

reconcile?

This study traces one passage to modern nationhood. It begins with
the foundation of the largest realm of early modern Europe, the Pol-
ish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, in the sixteenth century. The nation
of this Commonwealth was its nobility, Catholic, Orthodox, and
Protestant. United by common political and civil rights, nobles of
Polish, Lithuanian, and East Slavic origin alike described themselves,
in Latin or Polish, as “of the Polish nation.” They took for granted
that, in the natural order of things, the languages of state, speech, lit-
erature, and liturgy would vary. After the Commonwealth’s partition
by rival empires in the eighteenth century, some patriots recast the na-
tion as the people, and nationality as the language they spoke. At the
end of the twentieth century, as this study closes, the core lands of the
old Commonwealth were divided among states named after nations:
Poland, Ukraine, Lithuania, and Belarus. By then, the prevailing con-

ception of nationality expected state borders to confine linguistic
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communities, and the languages of speech, politics, and worship to be the
same. How did four modern national ideas arise from a single early modern
one?

Our route through this passage follows the national ideas of the early mod-
ern Commonwealth (1569—1795), of the nineteenth-century empires that par-
titioned it (1795-1918), and of the independent states and Soviet republics that
supplanted them (1918-1939). We will find that the early modern Polish nation
survived partition and prospered under empire, its disintegration beginning in
the late nineteenth century. Even then, modern national ideas emerged in inti-
mate competition with this early modern vision, against a more distant back-
drop of imperial rule. This close contest between traditional patriotism and
ethnic nationalism continued in the new polities established after the First
World War. Although statehood itself forced choices and closed options after
1918, the newly privileged idea of the modern ethnic nation was not yet hege-
monic. Only the organized violence of the Second World War finally broke the
historical integument in which early modern ideas of nationality could cohere.
Deportations, genocide, and ethnic cleansing destroyed historical regions and
emptied multicultural cities, clearing the way for modern nationalism. The
mass murder and displacement of elites uprooted traditions. In advancing this
claim, this study concentrates upon the wartime experience of Poles and
Ukrainians, and inquires about the causes of their mutual ethnic cleansing.
After four years of Soviet and Nazi occupation, Ukrainians and Poles ethni-
cally cleansed each other for four more. These cleansings claimed more than
100,000 lives, and forced 1.4 million resettlements. How did this come to pass?
Is ethnic cleansing caused by nationalism, or does ethnic cleansing nationalize
populations?

Can nation-states come to terms with such history? Can the demands of
modern national ideas, so brutally expressed by ethnic cleansing, find a peace-
ful articulation? These are the questions posed by the 1940s to the 1990s. In the
years following the revolutions of 1989, every imaginable cause of national con-
flict could be found among Poland, Lithuania, Belarus, and Ukraine: imperial
disintegration; frontiers without historical legitimacy; provocative minorities;
revanchist claims; fearful elites; newly democratic politics; memories of ethnic
cleansing; and national myths of eternal conflict. From these beginnings, a Pol-
ish eastern policy aware of modern nationality fashioned a stable geopolitical
order. The collapse of the Soviet Union was anticipated, hastened, and turned
to peaceful ends. The simplest evidence of Polish success was Western igno-

rance of the historical rivalries and wartime cleansings that this book will de-
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scribe. Where there was armed conflict in the 1990s, as in Yugoslavia, the pub-
lic learned of wartime precedents and supposedly ancient hatreds. Where peace
and prosperity prevailed, as in Poland, the historical narrative of the “return to
Europe” took center stage. Another proof of the success of Poland’s eastern pol-
icy was precisely Poland’s Western integration. 1999 witnessed a startling juxta-
position of success and failure in the new Europe: as NATO admitted Poland,
it bombed Yugoslavia. As the world followed conflicts among Serbs and their
neighbors, a joint Polish-Ukrainian peacekeeping battalion was dispatched to
Kosovo. Why did northeastern Europe come together as southeastern Europe
fell apare?

TIME

These three questions—when modern nations arise, why ethnic cleansing takes
place, how nation-states make peace—suggest the chronological range of this
study: 1569-1999. 1569 marks the creation of the early modern Polish nation.
In that year, the Polish and Lithuanian nobility established their Common-
wealth by an agreement known as the Lublin Union. Henceforth Lithuanian
and Polish nobles were together represented in a single parliament, jointly
elected monarchs, and increasingly shared a common civilization. The Polish
Kingdom and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania retained separate codes of law
and administrations, and an internal border. The Lublin Union altered this
frontier to Poland’s advantage, transferring Lithuania’s more southerly East
Slavic lands to Poland. This divided East Slavic nobles and peoples, creating a
new border between what we now call Ukraine and Belarus. The Lublin Union,
although issued in a spirit of religious toleration, coincided with ambitious
church reform. Conversions of East Slavic gentry from Eastern to Western
Christianity created a new difference between nobility and commoners in the
lands we now call Belarus and Ukraine. Thus the unification of a Polish noble
nation was accompanied by new divisions among other social orders. The re-
bellion in Ukraine that followed in 1648 provided the contours of Polish,
Ukrainian, and indeed Russian national history.

1569 is an untraditional starting point. National histories of Poland, Lithua-
nia, Belarus, Ukraine, or Russia usually begin with the medieval period, and
trace the purportedly continuous development of the nation to the present. To
recognize change, it is best to accept the unmistakable appearance of a single
early modern nation in the vast territories of the early modern Common-

wealth, then consider its legacies to modern politics. This early modern nation
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was called “Polish,” but the term signified citizenship and civilization rather
than language or ethnicity. Beginning with 1569 allows us to see the coherence
and appeal of the early modern Polish nation, and to liberate ourselves from
our own modern assumptions about what nationality must entail. Since this is
a study of nationality rather than statehood, its intermediate caesurae are also
unconventional. The nineteenth century was the “beautiful age” of Polish civi-
lization, even though the Commonwealth had been partitioned in 1795. Rather
than dwelling on 1795, as Romantic, national, and historiographical tradition
all recommend, this book regards 1863 as the beginning of the end of carly
modern politics. In 1863, Polish nobles rebelled one last time against Russian
rule; after 1863, the Russian empire began to challenge Polish cultural and eco-
nomic dominance in its western domains. After the uprising, important sec-
tions of the traditional Polish elite turned against traditional definitions of the
polity and the nation. They were joined by a few imperial administrators and
folk activists, who proposed that nations were defined by religion and lan-
guage. Only after 1863 do we see modern Polish, Lithuanian, and Russian na-
tionalisms hostile to the early modern inheritance, and the hint of a Belarusian
idea. There was no such rupture in the small portion of the old Common-
wealth taken by Austria. Here we shall concentrate on 1876. In that year Ukrai-
nian publications were banned in the Russian empire; henceforth, the Ukrai-
nian idea in Austria began to gather force, and the conditions for the Ukrainian
Polish rivalry in Austrian Galicia were put in place.

We shall see that the past does matter in the rise of modern nations, but not
in the ways that these new modern nationalists would claim. Every modern na-
tionalism we encounter will ignore palpable early modern traditions in favor of
imagined medieval continuities. We will also find that modernization is linked
to nationalism, even if theories of modernization cannot explain the essential
particulars of national success and failure. The features of modern society—
political ideologies, democratic politics, refined propaganda, mass media, pub-
lic education, population growth, urbanization, industrialization—all take
their place in this study. The centralized state is something of a fetish both of
nationalists, who project it back into the past; and of social scientists, who
properly emphasize its novelty and potential but sometimes exaggerate the suc-
cess of state-builders. States, no less than nations, exist in time. State power is
legitimate when people find it to be so. In this study, attempts to build modern
centralized states are seen as projects with mixed and often unanticipated re-
sults. States are destroyed as well as created, the manner of their destruction of-

ten determining the national ideas of the next generation. When created, states



Introduction

often take ambiguous forms: for example, early Soviet republics with changing
nationality policies, where national renaissance is followed by the mass murder
of the intelligentsia thus exposed; an ambitious interwar Poland divided about
the definition of the nation, able neither to assimilate the borderlands nor to
build a federal structure; or a postwar Polish state legitimated by ethnic homo-
geneity but governed by communists. In its treacment of the first decades of the
twentieth century, the book is concerned with state-building as one experience,
among others, that helped or hindered national ideas.

In the middle of the twentieth century, centralized states of a particular kind,
Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union, occupied all of the territories with which
this book is concerned. The systems they imported were hostile to the peoples
who fell under their domain, and foreign to traditional methods of local poli-
tics. While attending to the establishment (or not) of nation-states (or their
simulacra) after the First World War, this study thus attaches more importance
to the fate of peoples during the Second. The Second World War battered the
remnants of early modern nationality, and spread modern nationalism far and
wide. Although both are intermediate caesurae, 1945 is thus more important
than 1918. After 1863 modern national ideas embraced the mass population; af-
ter 1945 mass populations embraced modern national ideas. For similar rea-
sons, the study ends in 1999 rather than 1989. Although Poland regained sover-
eignty in 1989, and Belarus, Lithuania, and Ukraine gained independence in
1991, it is Poland’s accession to NATO in 1999 that suggests the end of a stage of
national history. NATO membership not only confirmed the success of a mod-
ern Polish nation-state, it rewarded Poland’s handling of sensitive national
questions. In supporting the new nation-states between itself and Russia,
Poland succeeded in defining itself as part of the West. 1569 marked an early
modern Polish commitment to eastern expansion that ended in the 1940s; 1999
marked a novel Polish commitment to a western security and political identity.

TERRITORY

Rather than follow the borders of twentieth-century nation-states or nine-
teenth-century empires, this study considers lands of the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth, as constituted in 1569. Part One concentrates on the city of
Vilnius. Vilnius was the capital of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, a provincial
capital within the Russian empire, a Polish city in the 1920s and 1930s, and a So-
viet Lithuanian city after the Second World War. It is today the capital of inde-
pendent Lithuania. Before the Final Solution, Jews called Vilnius the “Jerusa-
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lem of the North”; until very recently the city was claimed by Poles, Russians,
and Belarusians as well as Lithuanians. Within an early modern framework of
political nationality, Vilnius is a Lithuanian city, since it was the capital of the
Grand Duchy of Lithuania within the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth.
Within a modern framework, Vilnius was anything but a Lithuanian city be-
fore the Second World War: very few of its inhabitants were Lithuanians, and it
was part of the Polish state. Thus our concern here is how the city became
Lithuanian in a modern national sense, in population and culture.

Part Two focuses on eastern Galicia and Volhynia. These East Slavic territo-
ries, inhabited by large Polish and Jewish populations, were heartlands of the
old Commonwealth, and imperial hinterlands after its demise. In the parti-
tions of the late eighteenth century, Volhynia fell to Russia, and Galicia to Aus-
tria. As in historic Lithuania, in Galicia and Volhynia Poles remained the dom-
inant element throughout the nineteenth century. Only at century’s end did
Polish landlords give ground to Russian rivals in Volhynia, or compromise with
Ukrainian political parties in Austrian Galicia. In both empires, Polish nation-
alists helped the Ukrainian cause by degrading Polish nationality. The early
modern Polish nation was a matter of associating oneself with the impressive
attainments of a civilization that operated in Polish. By relocating the nation in
the people, Polish nationalists redefined the Poles as one ethnic group among
others, and invited competition on the level playing field of the illiterate peas-
antry. After the First World War, both Galicia and Volhynia were absorbed by a
new Polish state. Although interwar Poland’s indecisive policies aided Ukrain-
ian nationalists, the early twentieth century in Galicia and Volhynia was very
similar to the nineteenth or even the eighteenth. Only the Second World War
destroyed the historical integrity of Galicia and Volhynia, and brought the
triumph of modern nationalism. These lands were joined in 1945 to Soviet
Ukraine, and since 1991 have been the most patriotic regions of independent
Ukraine. Today they are known as “western Ukraine.”

A tight geographical focus on Vilnius (for Poland-Lithuania-Belarus) and
Galicia and Volhynia (for Poland-Ukraine) over the longue durée is a means of
clarifying these transformations. If we fix our gaze upon historical regions over
the course of four centuries, we can register economic and social change, see
armies pass back and forth, and, in the twentieth century, observe peoples ex-
terminated, deported, and resettled. If we can stand to stand still, if we are
moved without moving, we recognize painful and definite change. We can
watch the political landscape shift, rupture, and finally resolve itself into some-
thing new. In recognition of the transformations of the 1940s, the third part of
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this book concentrates not so much on the Vilnius, Galicia, and Volhynia, as
on the diplomatic problems they posed for newly sovereign nation-states after
the revolutions 0f 1989. Part Three discusses a Polish grand strategy of the 1990s
that accepted and confirmed the division of Eastern Europe into nation-states
within present borders. That may appear straightforward, but it was an innova-
tion in Polish political theory, and unusual in the practice of East European
diplomacy after the end of communism.

JEWS, RUSSIANS, GERMANS?

When the statue of Lenin in the Galician town of Kolomya was dismantled, its
pedestal was seen to be constructed from Jewish tombstones. Kolomya, today,
is a town in southwestern Ukraine. In 1939—41 and 1945—91 it was a town in
southwestern Soviet Ukraine, between 1941 and 1944 a town in the Nazi Gen-
eralgouvernement, before the Second World War a town in Poland’s Stani-
stawéw province, before the First World War a town in Austrian Galicia, before
1772 a town in the Polish Kingdom’s Ruthenian province. Unitil the Final Solu-
tion of 1941—42, Kolomya was, whatever its rulers, a Jewish town. The absence
of Jews, in Kolomya as throughout Eastern Europe, coincided for forty years
with the presence of communist rule. The 1990s brought an explosion of na-
tional history in Eastern Europe, but new research often began from the na-
tional world inherited from the Second World War and codified by commu-
nists. Jewish history has been separated from the mainstream of East European
history. Just as Israeli historiography emphasizes the successful Zionist project,
neglecting the East European origins of Israeli politics, so East European histo-
riographies concentrate on statehood, often failing to give the Jews their due
place. There are numerous worthy exceptions, and a recent laudable trend to
publish edited volumes featuring multiple national points of view. Although
this is immensely useful, it does not resolve the problem of nationalism in his-
tory. It can lead to a politically correct multi-nationalism, in which parallel na-
tional canals are cut through historical ground that requires careful irrigation.

Given the scope of this work, why are Jews, Germans, and Russians omitted
from its subtitle? This is a study of modern Polish, Ukrainian, Lithuanian, and
Belarusian nationality, with no ambition to follow German, Russian, or Jewish
nationality to contemporary conclusions. This is humility, not neglect. The
main lines of German national history lead elsewhere. The Russian national
idea is treated here in its connection with early modern Ukraine and Lithuania.

For five reasons, the emergence of the Jewish national idea must await a sepa-
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rate treatment. First, the Jews are an older historical community than the Slavic
and Baltic nations. Second, the communal autonomy of Jews in the old Polish-
Lithuanian Commonwealth, the necessary introduction to this subject, escapes
our structure here. Third, the Jews” gateway into modern political life was the
abolition of community privileges and legal separation characteristic of the
Commonwealth and the (slow and incomplete) extension of individual rights
by the partitioning empires during the nineteenth century. This experience is
sufficiently different from the restorationist national politics of Gentiles to re-
quire separate attention. Fourth, twentieth-century territorial nationalism as-
piring to repartition the old Commonwealth into nation-states was never an
option for the Jews. Finally, the relationship between the Shoah and the State of
Israel, although it reinforces a major argument of this book, would draw us
away from the East European territorial focus that serves as its method. There
will be commonalities and convergences: and yet the periodization and argu-
mentation of a proper history of Jewish nationality requires a different sort of
reconstruction than this.

While it does not aspire to treat Russian, German, and Jewish national his-
tory, this study does contend that Polish, Ukrainian, Lithuanian, and Belaru-
sian national history is unintelligible without the Russians, Germans, and Jews.
A particular effort is made to present a unified history of the Second World
War, subsuming what are sometimes treated as separate subjects. The Final So-
lution is integrated here into the wartime and postwar history of Eastern Eu-
rope. We shall see that the extermination of Vilnius Jews in 1941—44 and the
expulsion of Vilnius Poles in 1944—46 were conditions for the postwar con-
struction of a Soviet Lithuanian Vilnius. We will find that the Volhynian Holo-
caust of 1942 trained the young men who began the slaughter of Volhynian
Poles in 1943. Soviet violence, too, finds its place. In the context of ongoing
Ukrainian-Polish ethnic cleansing, Soviet nationality policy was changed by its
application to Polish territories in 1944. Polish communists, aided directly by
Soviet forces and indirectly by Polish nationalists, completed a project of na-
tional homogenization in 1947. Withal we observe the lines of continuity: from
the Final Solution to partisan cleansings to communist cleansings to the estab-
lishment of communist rule.

This study draws gratefully upon contemporary East European historiogra-
phy. It seeks, however, to present national history in a particular framework. It
treats multiple national questions, rather than creating or revising a single na-
tional narrative. It moves forward rather than backward in time, secking to

avoid the projection of later political forms upon earlier periods. Its gaze is fo-
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cused upon defined places, so that changes in national ideas, movements, and
claims are seen for what they are. It defines early modern or hybrid ideas of na-
tionality that a modern reader may find alien. It takes note of accidents, con-
tingencies, and luck. It treats national failures (e.g. Belarus) as attentively as na-
tional successes, since they convey just as much about what modern nationality
requires for political success. It portrays national heroes in the context of the
early modern ideas of nationality they contemplated, adapted, or rejected. It re-
considers ideological oppositions, as between nationalism and communism.
These general aims are accepted by a number of historians of and in Eastern
Europe. I claim no originality in specifying them, only an ambition to write
within the framework they define.

The debt to previous historiography is greatest in chapters 1—7, although
they offer some new interpretations. The argument that Romanticism served
both early modern and modern ideas of nationality under imperial rule, in na-
tion-states, and in the Soviet Union may be an innovation. The systematic in-
vestigation of the Belarusian national failure in the context of the successes of
other national movements is, as far as I know, unprecedented. The sustained ef-
fort to explain the Lithuanization of Vilnius is, to my knowledge, the first of its
kind. Chapters 8—14 rely on archival and other primary source research, and
present not only new arguments but little-known events. Chapters 8—10 pro-
vide the first scholarly treatment in English of the totality of Ukrainian-Polish
ethnic cleansing between 1943 and 1947. Chapters 11-14 connect a Polish grand
strategy elaborated in the 1970s, a Polish eastern policy implemented in the
early 1990s, and Polish success in European integration. While there are nu-
merous studies of the collapse of Yugoslavia and southeastern Europe, these
four chapters present the first treatment of the stabilization by Poland of north-
eastern Europe. As a whole, this study unifies the early modern Polish nation
and its multiple modern successors. Only by crossing conventional divides,
such as that between Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, or that between the
Russian and Austrian empires, can we chart the passage from early modern to
modern nationality.

MYTHS AND METAHISTORIES

In presenting a new view of East European history, this study rarely polemicizes
with national myths. There are, for example, mature and hardened Lithuanian
and Polish discourses about what happened when Polish troops seized Vilnius
in 1920, just as there are opposed Ukrainian and Polish versions of the ethnic
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cleansing of Volhynia in 1943. Each party to such national disputes advances
important arguments, but both sides taken together do not provide everything
that an outsider would wish to know. Compromise among competing national
myths is certainly important in diplomacy, but does not provide the historian a
way forward. No amount of compromise can generate independence, and the
historian must work within an independent framework. While no one would
claim that any framework eliminates politics, there is a clear difference between
building a scholarly apparatus and taking on national myths. Refuting a myth
is dancing with a skeleton: one finds it hard to disengage from the deceptively
lithe embrace once the music has begun, and one soon realizes that one’s own
steps are what is keeping the old bones in motion. It is easy to be captured by
the choreography of mythmaking and -breaking, and hard afterwards to regain
one’s own rhythm. The musty smell lingers for some time, too.

By the same token, this book does not dwell on the great nineteenth-century
national schemes of history that organize so much historical discussion in our
own day. Poles, for example, colloquially refer to the early modern Common-
wealth as “Polish,” meaning that it was something like a modern Polish state.
Russians imagine that the centuries that East Slavic lands spent within the
Commonwealth are a meaningless prelude to their “reunification” with Russia.
These views are metahistorical, a long word that here means “not even wrong.”
Their popularity inspires their opponents to turn them on their heads: Lithua-
nians can “demonstrate” that medieval Vilnius was not Polish but Lithuanian,
or Ukrainians can “prove” that they, not Russia, inherited Kyivan civilization.
To argue with metahistory risks accepting its rules of engagement: and non-
sense turned on its head remains nonsense. There are no syntheses to be found
there, only theses and antitheses. Dialectics of myth and metahistory sharpen
the minds of nationalists, and are thus properly a subject rather than a method
of national history.

VOICE AND MODE

The voice of mythmakers and metahistorians is earnest and confiding; their
claims depend upon what authors take to be self-evident. The voice of theorists
of nationalism can be distant and ironic; they see that the apparently obvious is
obviously mistaken, that the emperor has no clothes. The question is why
naked emperors get to rule. Part of the answer is the deceptively soporific na-
ture of irony. In the guise of a vivifying exposure of contradiction, irony can
confirm our slumbering misconceptions about how the world works. Since the
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experience of irony depends upon what we take for granted, our complacency
is the ground on which it gains traction. If we treat irony as the moment for clo-
sure, we might mistakenly conclude from the examples to follow that national-
ity is invented, or accidental, or too confusing to categorize. It is ironic, per-
haps, that a great Ukrainian activist of the twentieth century, a Greek Catholic
churchman, was raised in a Polish family and baptized a Roman Catholic. This
irony should be seen as a proposal: that we consider the complexity of his native
Galicia, and the modern transformation of the early modern inheritance of the
Commonwealth. It might also seem ironic that the most famous Polish states-
man of the first half of the twentieth century called himself a “Lithuanian,” or
that the one line of poetry every Pole can recite is “Lithuania! My fatherland!”
If we experience irony as an invitation to investigate, we find that variants of the
early modern nationality of the Commonwealth survived its demise by more
than a century. In this study, irony is a way to ask questions, not a substitute for
answers. The nation is here neither an object of faith nor an object of fun, but
an object of study.

The chosen mode of expression is chronological historical narrative. This
mode has been criticized, and rightly so, for its tendency to treat “the nation” as
the literary protagonist of an epic of suffering, salvation, and suchlike. This in-
troduction has proposed a topic about which, a period for which, a space in
which, and a voice by which a critical narrative of national history might be
written. Yet this has not been a defensive venture. Narrative history is indis-
pensable to the important task of understanding nations and nationalism. Re-
cent debates over theories of nationalism began from a handful of outstanding
works of social science, all of them parasitical upon history. Parasitism has a bad
name: what [ mean is that social scientists discreetly consume historical narra-
tives as they energetically analyze nationalism. As historiography lumbers for-
ward to meet this challenge, parasitism becomes symbiosis. After all, the ques-
tions posed by the constructivist turn in the study of nationality require further
historical research. And just as historical narrative can profit from sociological
critique to gain distance from politics, so too can social science gain political
perspective from history. Neither, after all, is innocent of political applications.
There are people today with great vested interests in showing, for example, that
Ukraine was the “construction” of Austrian (German, Polish, whatever) agents,
just as others are committed to the view that an “essentially” continuous Ukrai-
nian history justifies Ukrainian independence. After the Yugoslav wars, it is
sometimes held that ethnic cleansers are motivated by essentialist views about

blood and belonging; in fact, historical study reveals that the ones who matter
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employ a sophisticated constructivist view of nationality. The simple fact that
nationality is a major foundation of political legitimacy implicates all of its stu-
dents, and for that reason among others its study should be cooperative. To this
enterprise, narrative offers chronology, comparison, and coherence: a histo-
rian’s simple gifts. Yet how to tell, at the end of the day, if the historical narrative

is critical?

Conventional wisdom is like a sheet of ice, covering the dark sea of the un-
discovered. Does the narrative flow like water over the smooth surface? Water
takes the path of least resistance, yielding to gravity and then to the cold. It seals
promising cracks as it freezes, in the end adding its own mass to the ice. It
proves to be of the same matter as that with which it deals. Or does the narra-
tive move like an icebreaker: sailing under its own power, identifying problems,
and confronting them? Is it sharp in front, does it welcome hard weather, can it
survive heavy blows? Does it leave in its wake a view of the deep, a black line
through white ice, a passage that others may follow?
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Chapter 1 The Grand Duchy of
Lithuania (1569-1863)

Lithuania! My fatherland! You are like health.
Only he who has lost you may know your true worth.
—Adam Mickiewicz, Pan Tadeusz (1834 Paris)

Once upon a time, the Grand Duchy of Lithuania dominated me-
dieval Eastern Europe. Since 1991, the Republic of Lithuania has been
a small country on the Baltic Sea. Vilnius, once the capital of the
Grand Duchy;, is today the capital of the Republic. The apparent con-
tinuity conceals tremendous change. For half a millennium before
1991, Lithuanian was neither the language of power in Vilnius nor the
language spoken by most of its inhabitants. Before the Second World
War, the language spoken in a third of its homes was Yiddish; the lan-
guage of its streets, churches, and schools was Polish; and the language
of its countryside was Belarusian. In 1939, almost no one spoke
Lithuanian in Vilnius. In that year, the city was seized from Poland by
the Soviet Union. How, then, did “Lithuania” come to mean what it
does today: a small independent nation-state with Vilnius as its capi-
tal? How did the past matter, if it mattered at all?

15
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The present may be understood in terms of closed possibilities. From the
middle of the sixteenth until the middle of the twentieth century, the city was a
center of Polish and Jewish civilization. Before it became a modern Lithuanian
city, Vilnius ceased to be Polish and Jewish. Vilnius was once the capital of a
great multinational realm. For it to become the capital of a small state, modern
proposals to revive the old Grand Duchy as a federation had to be defeated. The
city also did not become Russian, despite being ruled from Moscow and St. Pe-
tersburg for most of the past two hundred years; nor Belarusian, despite the
preponderance of East Slavic peasants in the countryside. A modern Lithua-
nian idea based upon history and language was victorious in Vilnius, even
though we see that history and language themselves had little to offer Lithua-
nian nationalists who dreamed of the city. How does modern nationalism re-
cover territory in such conditions? Why one modern nationalism rather than
another?

Present national ideas arose in intimate contact with past rivals. Assertions of
continuity and justice, mainstays of the national histories of established states,
were once weapons in fierce and uncertain contests. The next five chapters dis-
cuss the fate of Vilnius not only in terms of Lithuanian success, but in light of
the aims and plans of the city’s Poles, Belarusians, Russians, and Jews. Hence-
forth, the capital of the old Grand Duchy will be called by the name the as-
pirant or inhabitant attaches to it: “Vilnius” for Lithuanians, “Wilno” for
Poles, “Vil’nia” for Belarusians, “Vilne” for Jews, “Vil'no” (then “Vil’na,” then
“Vil'nius”) for Russians. This nominal pluralism may appear awkward at first,
but it allows us to see political disputes, and awakens our skepticism to settled
“facts” of geography. In this way, we may see competing ideas, movements, and
states for what they were: stages in the reconstruction of the elite early modern
nation of the Grand Duchy into new modern nations. To avoid seeing these de-
velopments as inevitable, we shall concentrate on twists and turns, on contin-
gencies, on misunderstandings, on unintended consequences. We shall attend
to the successes, and to the failures.

Nothing is simple in the relationship between national ideas and political
power. Different parts of a society subscribe to different forms of national loy-
alty, and these differences may prevent consensus on crucial questions. Na-
tional ideas have a force of their own, and can be put to political use by calcu-
lating outsiders. National ideas arise in circumstances other than those when
they gain force: when true to tradition they prove unwieldy in practice; when
innovative they awkwardly call for change in the name of continuity. The more

effective national ideas involve getting the past wrong; to understand their
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power to bring about the change they conceal, we must get the past right. Our
goal is not to correct national myths, but to reveal the political and social con-
ditions under which they gained life and force. This chapter and the next will
help us to see the novelty of modern national ideas of Lithuania, Belarus, and
Poland by defining the early modern nationality that preceded them. To get a
sense of the legacies bequeathed to modern national activists in the twentieth
century, we must consider the medieval Grand Duchy of Lithuania, and the
early modern Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. The modern competition
for Vilnius grew from an earlier idea of nationhood within historical Lithuania.

THE GRAND DUCHY OF LITHUANIA, 1385-1795

Lithuanian grand dukes were the great warlords of thirteenth- and fourteenth-
century Europe. They conquered a vast dominion, ranging from native Baltic
lands southward through the East Slavic heartland to the Black Sea. Picking up
the pieces left by the Mongol invasion of Kyivan Rus’, the pagan Lithuanians
incorporated most of the territories of this early East Slavic realm. The Ortho-
dox boyars of Rus’, accustomed to Mongol overlordship, could regard Lithua-
nia not as conqueror but as ally. As Lithuanian military power flowed south, to
Kyiv, so the civilization of Rus—Orthodox religion, Church Slavonic lan-
guage, and mature legal tradition—flowed north to Vilnius. As Vilnius re-
placed Kyiv as the center of Orthodox Slavic civilization, two Catholic powers,
the crusading Teutonic Knights and the Polish Kingdom, aspired to Lithuanian
territories. Pagan Lithuanian grand dukes astutely bargained for their baptism.
In the late fourteenth century, Lithuanian Grand Duke Jogaila traded Catholic
conversion for the Polish crown. Polish nobles, keen to avoid a Habsburg on
the throne, offered Jogaila eleven-year-old Princess Jadwiga and with her the
Polish succession. Jogaila, as grand duke of Lithuania and Lord and Heir of
Rus’ (“dux magnus Litvanorum Russiaeque dominus et haerus naturalis”), ac-
cepted a merger of his domains with Poland at Krewo in 1385. He was baptized
as Whadystaw Jagielto and elected king of Poland the next year. Successive
agreements preserved the personal union by restoring Lithuanian autonomy
and linking the Polish and Lithuanian nobility. The Jagietto dynasty ruled both
Poland and Lithuania for almost two centuries, until 1572.

Even before the Krewo Union of 1385, Lithuania was in religion and in lan-
guage rather an Orthodox Slavic than a pagan Baltic country. Jogaila’s promise
of conversion to Catholic Christianity applied to himself and remaining pa-

gans: most of his realm, and many of his relatives, were already Orthodox Chris-
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tians. The result of Jogaila’s conversion was not so much the Christianization of
a pagan country as the introduction of Roman Catholicism into a largely Or-
thodox country. The introduction of Catholicism established a cultural link
between Lithuania and Europe, and created the potential for Polish influence.
The baptism of the Lithuanian Grand Duke as a Catholic ensured that Lithua-
nia was not an Orthodox state in the sense that Muscovy was being established
as one. By the same token, Jogaila’s baptism opened the way for Muscovy to
pose as the protector of Orthodoxy. By the time Lithuania had incorporated
Kyiv, the Orthodox metropolitan had vacated the city for Vladimir-on-the-
Kliazma. The metropolitan’s subsequence residence in Muscovy complicated
Lithuania’s claim to be the successor of Rus’. Jogaila did have the opportunity
to resolve this tension, since in the 1380s he had a choice between Catholic
Poland and Orthodox Muscovy. In 1382 he went so far as to agree to marry the
daughter of Dmitrii Donskoi and accept Orthodoxy. This plan had two disad-
vantages: Orthodoxy would not defend Lithuania from the Teutonic Knights,
who treated it as heresy; and Orthodoxy would favor the Slavic boyars in
Lithuania, already more numerous and more cultured than Jogaila’s Baltic
Lithuanian dynasty. The Polish crown and Catholic cross were favorable in
both domestic and international policy: they provided a reliable bulwark
against the Teutonic Knights, a reliable basis for expansion to the east, and a
new source of distinction for Jagielto and his descendants.

Politics aside, medieval Poland and Lithuania had more in common than
one might suppose. When we imagine Lithuanians and Poles negotiating the
terms of their alliance in 1385, or planning the common assault on the Teutonic
Knights at Grunwald in 1410, we must keep in mind that they could commu-
nicate not only in Latin but also in Slavic languages. Local recensions of Church
Slavonic, introduced by Orthodox churchmen from more southerly lands, pro-
vided the basis for Chancery Slavonic, the court language of the Grand Duchy.
Having annexed Galicia, a former province of Kyivan Rus” known in Poland as
the “Rus’ Palatinate” (“Wojewddztwo Ruskie”), Poland also had its share of Or-
thodox churchmen and Church Slavonic scribes. Having divided the lands of
Kyivan Rus’, Poland and Lithuania shared its cultural inheritances. Poles and
Lithuanians were not divided by language to the same extent as were contem-
porary Poles and Germans. After 1386, the Polish-Lithuanian courts functioned
in Latin and in two distinct Slavic languages: the Polish of the Polish Kingdom,
and the Chancery Slavonic of the Grand Duchy. Lithuanian continued to be a
spoken language of the Lithuanian Grand Dukes and their entourage for an-

other century, but in the politics of Poland-Lithuania its role was minor.!
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In the next chapter we shall see that the Baltic Lithuanian language provided
the basis for a modern Lithuanian nation; here we must a fortiori record its ir-
relevance in the early modern Grand Duchy of Lithuania. The last grand duke
to know the Lithuanian language was apparently Kazimierz IV, who died in
1492. When Kazimierz IV confirmed the privileges of Lithuania in 1457, he did
so in Latin and Chancery Slavonic; when he issued law codes for the realm, he
did so in Chancery Slavonic. During Kazimierz’s reign the printing press was
introduced in Poland: Cracow publishers published books in Polish and Church
Slavonic, but not in Lithuanian. Frantsysk Skaryna, the first printer of the
Grand Duchy of Lithuania, published much of the Bible around 1517, in a Be-
larusian recension of Church Slavonic.? In the early sixteenth century we also
find biblical translations into the Slavic vernacular, Ruthenian, though not in
the Baltic vernacular, Lithuanian. Unlike Skaryna’s, these involved direct trans-
lations of the Old Testament from the Hebrew. These Old Testament transla-
tions were apparently executed by Lithuanian Jews, who knew Hebrew and
spoke Ruthenian.? Since Ruthenian was spoken by local Christians and Jews in
the early sixteenth century, intended readers may have been Christians, Jews, or
both. One confirmation of the privileges of the Jews of Lithuania was issued in
the year “semtisiach dvadtsat vtoroho”—the year 7022/1514 reckoned in both
Eastern and Western Christian fashion, dating a decree in Chancery Slavonic
of the King of Poland and Grand Duke of Lithuania. The Grand Duchy’s
Statute of 1529 was composed in Chancery Slavonic. The statute was inter-
preted by Grand Duke and King Zygmunt August in his replies to the Lithua-
nian gentry in Vil'nia in the 1540s in a Chancery Slavonic riddled with Polish.

In Muscovy the state language of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, which we
are calling “Chancery Slavonic,” was called “Lithuanian” or Belorussian.” Al-
though modern Russian historians sometimes call this language “Russian,” at
the time Muscovite scribes had to translate the Lithuanian statutes into Mos-
cow dialect for them to be of use to their court.” Chancery Slavonic differed
significantly from contemporary Polish, but in the context of dynastic union
with Poland it provided a Slavic platform for the spread of the Polish language
and ideas. As early as 1501 legal texts in Chancery Slavonic are penetrated by
Polish terms and even Polish grammar. The introduction to the Grand Duchy’s
1566 Statute records that the Lithuanian gentry was already using Polish in prac-
tice.® The acts of the 1569 Lublin Union, which created the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth, were recorded in Polish only. The position of the Polish lan-
guage in Lithuania was not the result of Polish immigration, but rather of the
gradual acceptance of a political order developed in Poland and codified for a
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new Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in 1569. That this was matter of polit-
ical culture rather than of personal origin is emphasized by the Grand Duchy’s
1588 Statute, which ennobled Jewish converts to Christianity. Poland also
served to communicate larger trends in European law: whereas the medieval
appropriation of Roman law never reached Muscovy, the Statutes of 1566 and
1588 demonstrate the growing importance of Roman (and Germanic) models
in Lithuania.” During the Renaissance, much of what was conveyed to Poland
from Italy in Latin was conveyed from Poland to Lithuania in Polish.

As the Polish vernacular was elevated to the status of a literary language in
Poland, it superseded Chancery Slavonic (and vernacular Ruthenian) in Lithu-
ania. The Polish and Lithuanian nobility came to share a language during the
Renaissance, facilitating the creation of a single early modern political nation.
That said, there was a pregnant difference between the Latin-to-Polish shift in
Poland and the Chancery Slavonic-to-Polish shift in Lithuania. In the Polish
Kingdom the vernacular (Polish) dethroned an imported literary language
(Latin). The elevation of Polish to equal status with Latin was an example of a
general trend within Latin Europe, which began with the Italian “language
question.”® In the Grand Duchy of Lithuania an import (Polish) supplanted
the native language of politics and law (Chancery Slavonic), and forestalled the
further literary use of the local vernacular (Ruthenian). As we have seen, the
Baltic Lithuanian language had lost its political importance long before. The Re-
naissance “language question” was thus answered in an unusual way in Lithua-
nia. In Italy after Dante, and then throughout Christian Europe, the vernacular
was elevated to a language of literature and state. The Grand Duchy of Lithua-
nia became a country in which the language of culture and politics was further
from, rather than closer to, the vernacular. Polish as common high language
well met the needs of the republican institutions and ideals of early modern
Poland-Lithuania; it would not withstand the advent of modern democratic

national ideas that bore these same names.

EARLY MODERN AND MODERN NATIONS

In pointing to legacies of early modern politics to modern politics, we must be
clear about the differences. The early modern Polish nation which the Lithua-
nian gentry jointly created was far from the modern concept of the nation with
which we are familiar. It was based on citizenship in a great republic where
the gentry enjoyed extensive and codified rights. By the early sixteenth century, the
Polish gentry had secured for itself protections against arbitrary action by the
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Fig. 1. Frantsysk Skaryna (1490?—1552?), East Slavic Renaissance man. Self-portrait,
engraving, 1517. At first, Lithuania partook in the Renaissance in its native Church and
Chancery Slavonic languages. From about the time of Skaryna’s death Polish was the

language of civilization.
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king, a major role in the conduct of foreign affairs, and the right to reject new
legislation. The increasingly constitutional basis of the Polish polity allowed
for the lasting inclusion of units with distinct traditions of local rights, such as
Royal Prussia.” By the same token, the Polish system created a model for neigh-
boring gentry who wished to formalize and extend their own privileges.'? In
deciding upon a constitutional union with Poland, Lithuania’s gentry were pur-
suing such rights, privileges, and protections for themselves. During the period
of dynastic union with Poland, Lithuania became an East Slavic realm in which
the gentry enjoyed rights relative to the sovereign. By the terms of the 1569 Lub-
lin Union, Lithuanian nobles joined their Polish neighbors in a single parlia-
ment, and in the common election of kings. Lithuania preserved its own title,
administration, treasury, code of law, and army. The Commonwealth thereby
created was a republic of the gentry, whose myth of Sarmatian origin included
nobles of various origins and religions, and excluded everyone else.!!

After 1569, the Polish identity of Lithuanian gentry was increasingly a matter
of culture as well as politics, involving sometimes acceptance of the Renais-
sance charms of Polish letters, sometimes conversion from Eastern Orthodoxy
to Roman Catholicism. The Reformation and Counter-Reformation followed
a special trajectory in the Grand Duchy. Like aristocratic families across Eu-
rope, much of the Lithuanian gentry converted to Calvinism in the 1550s and
1560s. Orthodox converts were drawn to Protestantism not only by its methods
and doctrines, but by its similarity to the Eastern Church in matters of practice:
the marriage of clergy, the use of the vernacular in liturgy, and the chalice for
laymen. Unlike nobles in Germany or France, who converted from one variety
of Western Christianity to another, Lithuanian nobles usually partook in Re-
form by converting from Eastern to Western Christianity.!* After a single gen-
eration as Protestants, formerly Orthodox Lithuanian families usually con-
verted to the Roman Catholicism. In this way, Protestantism proved to be the
unwitting ally of Catholicism in the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. It was not
Catholicism itself, but Reform which drew Orthodox Lithuanian nobles to ac-
cept Western Christianity, first in its Protestant and then in its Catholic form.
Of course, Counter-Reformation Catholicism adopted the tactics of its Protes-
tant rivals. Its use of Polish as the vernacular (although Catholics published a
few books in Lithuanian as well) reinforced the prestige of Polish culture among
the Lithuanian nobility, and its new proselytism brought the Lithuanian-
speaking peasantry into contact with the Polish language.!® The Jesuits opened
an academy in Wilno in 1579. Their propaganda against Protestantism could
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not be separated from their appeals to the Orthodox to accept the authority of
Rome.4

Although Roman Catholicism was known as the “Polish faith,” even after
the Counter-Reformation the “Polish faith” was by no means necessary for
“Polish” political loyalty. Like language, religion would be retrospectively un-
derstood by later nationalists as a marker or a carrier of national identity. Yet
there had been no religious strife to force territorial resolutions on the German
principle of “cuius regio, eius religio,” nor to suggest the French solution of “un
roi, une foi, une loi.” The Grand Duchy’s 1566 Statute was written by a com-
mittee of five Orthodox and five Catholics. Augustyn Rotundus, a Polish par-
ticipant in the Counter-Reformation in Lithuania, was a friend of Mikolaj
Radziwilt (the Black, 1515—65), the palatine of Wilno and the main Lithuanian
propagator of the Reformation (first in its Lutheran, then in its Calvinist, and
finally in its Antitrinitarian forms). Rotundus, Pole and Catholic, wrote a long
defense of Lithuanian law, which Radziwilt, Lithuanian and Protestant, pub-
lished. Rotundus also edited and translated the 1566 Lithuanian Statute (into
Latin). Rotundus agreed with Radziwilt that Lithuania was a “respublica bene
ordinata.”® Piotr Skarga (1536—1612), the greatest of the Polish Jesuits, dedi-
cated the 1577 edition of his greatest work to the Orthodox palatine of Kijéw,
Prince Konstantyn Ostroz’kyi. In that case, the accord was less charming. Os-
troz’kyi, a proud and ambitious man who wanted church union on his own
terms, bought up and burned the edition. The Commonwealth’s political order
was predicated not only on toleration of varieties of Western Christianity, but
upon toleration of Eastern Christianity as well. Religious toleration for the en-
tire body of the Christian nobility was established by the 1573 Confederation of
Warsaw. Although toleration of varieties of Christian faith within a limited
sphere of society may seem like intolerance to our sensibilities, the Confedera-
tion of Warsaw had no parallel in the Europe of the time.

Early modern ideas of the Polish nation were at once more exclusive and
more inclusive than the modern nationalisms which would succeed them.
They were more exclusive, for while modern nationalism enlists all members of
the putative nation, early modern Polish nationality distinguished a voting po-
litical estate from disenfranchised lower orders. The early modern nation was
not an economic class. Magnates were always nobles, but very few nobles were
magnates. Rich burghers were not citizens unless they were ennobled. The early
modern nation was more inclusive than the modern nation in political terms,

for while modern nationalism demands a centralized state, the Common-
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wealth retained separate Polish and Lithuanian law codes and administrations.
The early modern nation was more inclusive in personal terms, for while mod-
ern nationalism tends to insist that national identity subsumes cultural origin
and political destiny, early modern Polish identity presumed that gentry could
be of one cultural affinity and of another political loyalty. Both the exclusivity
and the inclusivity are reflected in the attitude to language. It was thought nor-
mal that a noble would use one language (Polish) with his peers or in politics,
and another (what we would now call Belarusian or Lithuanian) in his house-
hold or with his serfs.

A nobleman could be “Lithuanian” by origin, “Polish” in politics, and “Ru-
sian” (or “Greek”) by religion. Since Lithuania for a very long time included a
majority of Orthodox subjects and most of the Kyivan patrimony, it was called
a “Rusian” realm. In unifying his domains with Poland in 1385, Jogaila acted as
“Grand Duke of Lithuania and Lord and Heir of Rus’.” In a 1449 treaty be-
tween Poland-Lithuania and Muscovy, the former was called “Rusian,” the lat-
ter “Muscovite.” After the fall of Constantinople to the Turks in 1453, Muscovy
espoused spiritual and political claims as the seat of Orthodoxy, the heir of
Byzantium, and the successor of Kyivan Rus’. These provided the justification
for Muscovy’s wars with their fellow East Slavs of Lithuania, whose grand dukes
had regarded themselves for a century as the successors of Kyivan princes.® In
practice, Muscovy’s claim to be Rus” pushed Lithuania toward Poland. When
Ivan IV (the Terrible, reigned 1530—1584, proclaimed tsar 1547) began the
Livonian Wars in 1558, he hastened the Polish-Lithuanian Union of 1569. At
that time, of course, Poland-Lithuania also claimed to be Rus’: Zygmunt Au-
gust’s titles, as listed in the privilege of 1569, were “King of Poland, Grand Duke
of Lithuania, Lord and Heir of Rus’, Prussia, Mazovia, Samogitia, etc.” (Krél
Polski, Wielki Ksigze Litewski, Ruski, Pruski, Mazowiecki, Zmudzki, itd. Pan i
Dziedzic.”) Ivan’s treatment of boyar rivals also provided the telling contrast to
the rights Lithuanian nobles formalized under Zygmunt August that same
year.!”

Although the Commonwealth enjoyed great successes in the wars with Mus-
covy of the seventeenth century, and King Jan Sobieski’s famous rescue of Vi-
enna from the Turks in 1683 brought glory to Poland, the cighteenth century
witnessed failure after failure. As we shall see in chapter 6, rebellion in Ukraine
fatally wounded the Commonwealth in the middle of the seventeenth century.
The Commonwealth failed to establish the fiscal or military bases of modern
power. After some initial good luck, the election of monarchs ill served the in-
terests of the Commonwealth. Kings who could not establish dynasties were
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less willing to consider the welfare of the Commonwealth, and kings of foreign
origin were less likely to immerse themselves in the difficulties of Polish poli-
tics. The expansive rights of Polish and Lithuanian gentry even provided the
Russian empire (as Muscovy was called after 1721) with a way to hamstring the
Commonwealth’s polity. Since the Commonwealth’s parliament functioned
according to the principle of unanimity, one bribe was enough to prevent any
reform. Tsar Peter I (the Great, r. 1682—1725) reached the Baltic and corrupted
the Commonwealth. Polish anarchy was exploited by Muscovite despotism. Yet
even as the Commonwealth disintegrated as a state in the eighteenth century,
and as its cherished principles of toleration eroded, Polish civilization further
penetrated the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. What was once a sign of nobility be-
came a sign of status, and thus Polishness flourished in Lithuania throughout
the eighteenth century, and indeed long after the Polish-Lithuanian Common-
wealth was naught but a memory.'® The Commonwealth’s culture evolved as
its institutions failed to adapt. The first partition of the Commonwealth by Aus-
tria, Prussia, and Russia was executed in 1772. The final attempt of the Polish-
Lithuanian nobility to repair the Commonwealth’s institutions was the Consti-
tution of 3 May 1791. This constitution treated the Polish-Lithuanian nobility
as a single political nation, did away with principle of unanimity in parliamen-
tary voting, and sought to create a modern, centralized republic.'® This pro-
voked the second partition, by Prussia and Russia, in 1793. The 1794 Koéciuszko
uprising against Russia was defeated, and was followed by the third and final
partition in 1795. The Commonwealth had been removed from the map of
Europe.

The Russian empire of Tsaritsa Catherine II (the Great, r. 1762—96) progres-
sively annexed almost all of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania: the cities of Polotsk
in 1772, Minsk in 1774, and finally Vil'no in 1795. By incorporating Lithuania,
Russia absorbed elites who spoke Polish, peasants who spoke (for the most
part) what we would now call Belarusian, and towns inhabited in the main by
Jews. The end of the Commonwealth meant the end of a political regime
where, despite local prejudice, the Jews enjoyed an institutionalized regime of
communal toleration.?? At a stroke, Russia held the largest part of world Jewry.
After the Russian share of the old Commonwealth was enlarged to include War-
saw at the Congress of Vienna (1815), the empire included most of the world’s
Poles. From the Grand Duchy of Lithuania alone—to speak neither of what
was established as the Congress Kingdom of Poland, nor of Ukraine—Russia
absorbed more nobles of Polish culture than there were nobles of Russian cul-

ture in the entire Russian empire. In the early nineteenth century, far more sub-
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jects of the tsar could read Polish than Russian. Some Polish-Lithuanian no-
bles, such as Prince Adam Czartoryski, attained enormous influence in the
court of Tsar Alexander I (r. 1801—25). Czartoryski, for example, was partially
responsible for the terms of the Russian empire’s 1804 Jewish statute.?!

The destruction of the Commonwealth, and the concomitant establishment
of the Pale of Settlement in Russia, were accompanied by radical atctempts to re-
form Judaism and Jewish social practice. We shall return to these in chapter 3.
Here we may only note that they involved historical myths that were not terri-
torial (as in Hasidism, which arose in Ukraine after the death of the Ba’al Shem
Tov in 1760) or trends that were pan-European (as in the Haskalah, the Jewish
Enlightenment). These trends, though they met at Vilne, were something
other than a variant of the traditions of the Grand Duchy. Only at the end of
the nineteenth century did something like secular Jewish politics arise. Among
the tsar’s Christian subjects, the early modern gentry nation was slowly and
partially replaced by modern conceptions of the nation as the sum of speakers
of a vernacular tongue. The nineteenth-century national divergence among
Christians in Lithuania was a long and complicated process, itself denying the
crisp, retrospective categorizations of the modern nationalists it produced. A
prism through which to observe the refraction of early modern Lithuanian pa-
triotism into distinctly colored national ideas is a poem: “Pan Tadeusz,” or
“Lord Thaddeus,” completed by the great Romantic poet Adam Mickiewicz in

1834.

RUSSIAN EMPIRE AND LITHUANIAN
FATHERLAND

Mickiewicz (1798—1855) was born on Christmas Eve, three years after the final
partition of the Commonwealth, in Nowogrédek, a Yiddish- and Polish-speak-
ing town. The local Lithuanian Tatars had just built a new mosque. Although
there were Lithuanian villages nearby, most local peasants spoke Belarusian.
Mickiewicz was raised by an upstanding Polish gentry family, although his fa-
ther was probably of Orthodox and his mother perhaps of Jewish descent.??
Mickiewicz attended the imperial university at Wilno, an institution that
nicely illustrates the dilemma of an illiterate empire that has absorbed large
numbers of literate families. In the early nineteenth century, Russian policy
aimed to preserve educational attainment in Polish rather than Russify poten-
tially useful subjects. In 1803 Tsar Alexander I (r. 1801—25) had revived the
Vil'no school (founded by the Jesuits in 1579) as a university, with Polish as the
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language of instruction. The university and the entire Vil'no school district
were directed by Tsar Alexander’s friend, advisor, and mentor, the Polish-
Lithuanian Prince Adam Czartoryski (1770-1861). Vil'no University, an inher-
itance of the Commonwealth, was the largest university in the Russian empire.
For a full generation it confirmed local elites, such as Mickiewicz, in their belief
that the language of culture and politics was Polish. The university and its asso-
ciated schools educated men who codified in history, literature, and poetry the
legacy of the recently defunct Grand Duchy of Lithuania.?? (Incidentally, for a
time Czartoryski’s secretary and his immediate superior were both Ukrainians.
Just as the partitions brought Poles into Russian service in the late eighteenth
century, so a century earlier the partition of Ukraine by the Treaty of Andru-
sovo had brought in Ukrainians.)

Without a university education in his native Polish in his native Lithuania,
Mickiewicz’s poetic career is difficult to imagine. This can be seen clearly on the
example of his masterpiece, Pan Tadeusz, which Mickiewicz finished in Parisian
exile in 1834. Its story of the quarrels and loves of Lithuanian gentry families
concludes in spring 1812, as Napoleon and his armies marched across Lithuania
toward Moscow. In the poem, Lithuanian noblemen have joined the French
armies, which was certainly accurate. Mickiewicz observed this himself as a boy
of thirteen. In fact, the gentry who joined Napoleon in 1812 included a third of
the students of Vil'no University. Tsar Alexander won the war. When Alexan-
der regained Lithuania, he declined to close Vil'no University, so its gates were
open to Mickiewicz in 1815. Registering as a student with a government schol-
arship, the young man even gave his name as Adam Napoleon Mickiewicz. The
patience of a Russian tsar, after his empire was attacked by the Lithuanian gen-
try his university was educating, allowed Mickiewicz to gain higher education
in Polish. Mickiewicz then matured to create a nostalgic masterpiece that con-
nected the tragedy of Poland with that very attack on Russia.2

At the time of Mickiewicz’s university studies, Polish Lithuanians presumed
that the inevitable Lithuanian revival would hasten a new Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth. The putative enemy of this idea was not rival nationalisms,
which did not then exist, but the imperial Russian state. These motives of re-
newal animated Mickiewicz and his student friends, who called themselves the
Philomaths. After graduation, Mickiewicz was rescued from the drudgery of
teaching school in Kowno by arrest, imprisonment, and exile in Russia. His
years in exile in Odessa, Petersburg, and Moscow, and then in emigration in
Dresden and Paris, were fantastically productive of the best Polish poetry yet
written. Mickiewicz did not join the Polish rising against Russian rule of 1830—
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31, the failure of which began the Romantic period of Polish political thought.
It also led directly to the closing of Vil'no University. The university’s students
lived on, in Lithuania, in Poland, in Russia, and in Europe. Mickiewicz’s own
poetry was composed in a harmony of human and national longing. The Com-
monwealth would not be restored, and he never again saw his native Lithuania.
His masterpiece Pan Tadeusz was written between 1832 and 1834, immediately
after the rising had been crushed. As every Polish and Lithuanian schoolchild
knows, the poem begins: “Lithuania! My fatherland! You are like health! Only
he who has lost you may know your true worth.”2>

Since his creations proved so adaptable to succeeding ages, Mickiewicz must
be placed in his own time. Like other European Romantics, Mickiewicz wished
to “create a new world on the ruins of the old.”?® For Romantics in Western
and Central Europe, the French Revolution and Napoleon had destroyed clas-
sical Europe, and the task was to establish new political and cultural principles.
For Mickiewicz and the Polish Romantics, the partitions of Poland had de-
stroyed the old order, and the French Revolution and Napoleon had provided
some hope that it might be restored. After Napoleon’s defeat, the gentry of the
Grand Duchy had no possible allies but the peasants who surrounded them,
and Mickiewicz’s poetic Romanticism created a political dilemma. Whereas it
was relatively simple for Romantics of other stateless nations such as Italy or
Germany to conflate the “common people” with the rising “political nation,”
in historic Lithuania the matter was far more complicated. The Herderian idea
that each people had its own distinct genius was hard to apply in a region where

Fig. 2. Adam Mickiewicz (1798 -1855),
European Romantic poet of the Polish
language. Frontispiece of the 1834
edition of his masterpiece Pan
Tadeusz.
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various localities, languages, and religions had long been held compatible with
membership in a single political nation. The problem lay in not only in variety
of culture, but in living memory of political institutions. In the middle of the
nineteenth century, the idea of unified Germany or Italy left plenty of room for
the imagination, since no such entities had existed before. The idea of a unified
Poland automatically raised the specter of the recently defunct Common-
wealth—the more so as the Commonwealth had promulgated Europe’s first
constitution just before its demise. In Mickiewicz’s vision, Lithuania was at
once part of this political tradition, and home to Romantic virtues such as har-
mony, beauty, energy, and pleasure. Whereas Herder had believed that Slavs
might bring youth and energy to Europe, Mickiewicz believed that Lithuania
would revive the entire Commonwealth.?”

Mickiewicz’s early modern idea of “Lithuania” as a land of many peoples but
of an ultimately Polish destiny suffered the contradictions immanent in dura-
bility in a century when the sense of nationality radically changed. Although he
was not himself a folkish Polish nationalist, and never set foot in Warsaw or
Cracow, his lovely poetry created the medium for a folkish Polish nationalism
after his death in 1855. Although he never imagined a Lithuania separate from
Poland, his images were used by Lithuanian activists ever more confident in
their distinct ethnic and national identity. In the late nineteenth century, in the
northwestern corner of the former Grand Duchy, the Lithuanian language pro-
vided the basis for a cultural distinctiveness that new national activists of an
ethnic Lithuania would eventually exploit. This involved transforming Mick-
iewicz into a Lithuanian national poet. Ironically, the ethnic definition of na-
tionality that emerged in central Poland and northwestern Lithuania, if a good
description of historical trends, would have made Mickiewicz neither Polish
nor Lithuanian but Belarusian. After all, Mickiewicz was born, and “Pan Ta-
deusz” was set, among East Slavic peasants we would now call Belarusians. Per-
haps it is more ironic still that the Belarusian gentry and writers were most
faithful to Mickiewicz, and did not seize upon their “ethnic” advantages by
making exclusivist claims upon him as a “national” poet. A modern ethnic na-
tionalism that encompassed Mickiewiczs Lithuania, the old Grand Duchy,
would have been based upon the majority “language,” dialects we would now
call Belarusian. This is what did not happen. Ethnic nationalism is a political
idea, and its success or failure has little to do with the size of what we now see as
“ethnic groups.” As we shall argue in the next chapter, politics granted the
greatest possibilities to interpretations of Pan Tadeusz that were furthest in
spirit from the original (Lithuanian and Polish ethnic nationalism), and mar-
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ginalized its most faithful translations into politics (Belarusian and Polish fed-
eralism).

The test of early modern Lithuanian patriotism as articulated by Mickiewicz
was the 1863 rising against Russian rule. Certain exceptional people believed
that the Grand Duchy and the Commonwealth could be revived by way of
an alliance of the (Polish-speaking) gentry with the (Lithuanian- or Belarusian-
speaking) peasantry. Between the Russian defeat in the Crimean War (1856)
and Tsar Alexander II’s abolition of serfdom (1861), some Lithuanian Polish no-
bles had conspired to resolve the question of serfdom in a way that would sat-
isfy landlords and peasants.?® Jakéb Gieysztor (1827—97) campaigned to con-
vince Lithuanian nobles to free their peasants before the tsar did. Although
Gieysztor was successful in his locality, in Lithuania as a whole the gentry missed
the opportunity to take credit for the inevitable. Gieysztor, who thought him-
self a Polish noble building an alliance with the Polish people, ran a school in
which Lithuanian was the language of instruction. He saw no contradiction.??
In the 1863 rising against Russian rule, which he had opposed as premature,
Gieysztor conspired with the radical Konstanty Kalinowski (Kastus” Kalinou-
ski, 1838—64). During the rising, Kalinowski promised peasants land in their
own language (Belarusian).?® Antanas Mackevicius, although now seen as a
proto-Lithuanian nationalist, fought to reestablish the Grand Duchy of Lithu-
ania in a provisional association with Poland.?! In 1863, all three sought to per-
suade peasants to fight for their own good, without really believing that peas-
ants understood the importance of restoring the republic. These and other
leaders of 1863 were no longer early modern patriots, keen to restore a gentry re-
public; but they were not yet modern nationalists, fully prepared to define the
nation as the people. Their attempt to defeat the Russian empire with the help
of the people revealed two incipient dilemmas. The use of languages other than
Polish foreshadowed a new type of national politics. If peasants could be called
to risk their lives in their own languages, surely they would expect to hear and
read those languages in calmer times as well. The nobles’ need to give land to
the peasants to gain their support posed a hard choice between personal secu-
rity and national liberation.

Mickiewicz’s nostalgia after the failure of 1830 was for an early modern polit-
ical nation. What emerged after the failure of 1863 were modern national ideas.



Chapter 2 Lithuania! My
Fatherland! (1863-1914)

As butterflies drown in golden amber
Let us remain, dear, as we once were.
—Adam Mickiewicz, Konrad Wallenrod (St. Petersburg, 1828)

Modern politics after 1863 meant shrugging off the Commonwealth
as aburden and embracing the peasant and his language as the nation.
This first became clear in the extreme northwest of the old Grand
Duchy of Lithuania, where the failure of the 1863 uprising hastened a
modern, linguistic Lithuanian nationalism. The drastic nature of peas-
ant emancipation accelerated the modernization of agriculture, and
eventually created a new class of prosperous Lithuanian peasants.!
The Russian imperial decision to draw Lithuanian students to St. Pe-
tersburg rather than Warsaw created a new secular elite. The uneven
de-Polonization of schools had a similar unintended nation-building
effect, as Russian culture proved far less attractive to Lithuanian stu-
dents than Polish had been. In the decades to come, rising peasants of
Lithuanian origin who learned to read their mother tongue in school,
déclassé Polish-speaking gentry who relearned Lithuanian, socialists
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and doctors educated in Russian universities, and Roman Catholic priests
formed the Lithuanian national movement.? Lithuanian national activists saw
the failed national rising of 1863 as a Polish blunder, and believed that they
could develop a better national strategy for themselves. Rather than armed re-
volts, this new generation paid attention to national culture. In this they were
in fact similar to the main current of post-1863 Polish patriotism, positivists
who prescribed practical “organic work” to build a national society.> While for
Poles such “work at the foundations” meant strengthening the mass basis for an
elite national society, Lithuanians found that it required nationalizing them-
selves first.

The Lithuanian foundations were buried under a good deal of history. The
Lithuanian language had not been considered a language of politics for cen-
turies. The Lithuanian grand dukes had never published Lithuanian books.
The last Lithuanian grand duke who even knew the Lithuanian language died
the year Columbus discovered America. Not only were the traditions of the old
Grand Duchy recorded in Polish and Chancery Slavonic (similar to Belarusian),
the Lithuanian peasantry seemed fearfully keen to follow the historical example
of its priests and lords. Throughout the nineteenth century, Lithuanian-speak-
ing peasants were assimilating to the Belarusian language, which provided the
Slavic platform for a further assimilation to Polish or Russian. In some peasant
families, grandparents spoke Lithuanian, parents Belarusian, and children Pol-
ish: thereby in a single household encapsulating the historical trend that Lithu-
anian activists wished to reverse. Prosperous peasants Polonized their children
directly by sending them to schools where Polish was the language of instruc-
tion (or at least schoolyard prestige). Open insecurity about the loyalty of the
nation lent a certain insistency to the rhetoric of Lithuanian activists. Silent
knowledge that they themselves spoke and wrote Polish better than Lithuanian

lent an urgency to the task of national renaissance.

ETHNIC LITHUANIA AS FATHERLAND

Lithuanian activists referred to an imagined Grand Duchy that fit their present
predicament. They discounted tangible continuities from the early modern tra-
ditions of 15691795 in favor of a mythical vision of medieval Lithuania and
Vilnius before the 1569 Lublin Union with Poland. Activists privileged a lan-
guage that was all but irrelevant in the early modern Grand Duchy (Lithua-
nian), promoted a social group that was marginal in the polity of the old Grand
Duchy (Lithuanian-speaking peasants), and yielded to a Romantic nostalgia
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for paganism. They portrayed the 1569 union with Poland as a tyranny of lords
over peasants, and contemporary “lords” (Polish-Lithuanian gentry) as traitors
to the nation. Just as interpretations of national history corresponded to real
problems with the putative nation, so this sense of injustice flowed from the so-
cial predicament of many Lithuanian national activists.

If Lithuania was to be a modern nation, it had to be a peasant nation. Lead-
ers of a peasant nation must challenge their social superiors on the treacherous
ground of language and history. The abolition of serfdom and the opening of
schools to peasant children provided the political opportunity, if not immedi-
ately the requisite confidence. The Lithuanian movement originated in the Su-
valkai region, where serfdom had been abolished by Napoleon in 1807. The
“Russification” of what had been Polish schools after 1863 was another crucial
step. The Mariampol high school, an agent of Polonization through 1863, be-
came an imperial state school in 1867. Polish was banned, and Lithuanian was
added to the curriculum. Mariampol high school produced the two most im-
portant Lithuanian national activists, Jonas Basanavicius and Vincas Kudirka.
Both were bright children of prosperous peasant parents, both were expected to
become Catholic priests, both found better possibilities in the Russian educa-
tional system. In this way the attempt by Russian authorities to limit Polish in-
fluence in Lithuania after 1863 unwittingly created the social space for a mod-
ern Lithuanian national movement, based upon the Lithuanian language.

The historical and linguistic formulae applied after 1863 had long been avail-
able. They were provided most convincingly by Teodor Narbutt (1784-1864),
whose enormous Polish-language history of Lithuania was published between
1835 and 1841. Narbutt concluded after four thousand pages that the history of
Lithuania “ceased” in 1569, and figuratively broke his pen on the grave of the
Polish king and Lithuanian grand duke who then reigned.# Narbutt’s massive
achievement provided the scholarly foundation for the political view that mod-
ern Lithuanian should draw from medieval rather than early modern legacies.
In the nineteenth century, it was cited more often than any other work of
Lithuanian history.”> Modern Lithuanian nationalism was actually articulated
somewhat earlier, and in Lithuanian, by Simonas Daukantas (1793-1864). A
classmate of Mickiewicz at Vil'no University, Daukantas shared Mickiewicz’s
fascination with medieval Lithuania. Daukantas was, it seems, the first to treat
the 1569 union with Poland as a capitulation, and to see the spread of Polish lan-
guage as the destruction of a superior local culture. In 1822 he presented these
claims in the first scholarly history of Lithuania in Lithuanian. Although this
book was not published until 1929, another influential study appeared in 184s.
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As Lithuanian historians created this new periodization, in which the me-
dieval was glorious and the early modern was shameful, Mickiewicz’s poetry
provided the color of the glory. His epics Grazyna (1823) and Konrad Wallenrod
(1828) were both set in medieval Lithuania. Amusingly, another basis for the
idealization of the medieval period emerged from an unwitting collaboration
between Daukantas and Mickiewicz. In 1822 Daukantas translated a youthful
literary exercise of Mickiewicz from Polish into Lithuanian, apparently mistak-
ing it for an authentic excerpt from an ancient chronicle. Daukantas later in-
corporated Mickiewiczs story of the Lithuanian princess Zywila into historical
writings. By the time Mickiewicz’s authorship of the Zywila story was es-
tablished in 1884, the tale had taken a significant place in Lithuanian national
culture.® The “unmasking” of Zywila made little difference. Grazyna, another
mythical princess and by the end of the nineteenth century a common name of
Lithuanian girls, was also invented by Mickiewicz. Yet there was an important
difference between the Romantic poet and his modern Lithuanian readers.
Mickiewicz’s preface to Konrad Wallenrod closed with a citation of Schiller:
“What song makes immortal must perish in actual life.” In Mickiewicz’s view,
ancient Lithuania had indeed perished, and the proper object of nostalgia, as in
Pan Tadeusz, was the early modern Lithuania joined to Poland in a Common-
wealth. Lithuanian activists, however, followed the line drawn by Narbutt and
Daukantas: that Lithuanian history had ended in 1569, and therefore it was me-
dieval Lithuania that must be revived. This was the model of history commu-
nicated by the first modern Lithuanian publications.

In 1883, Jonas Basanavicius (1851—1927) decided to establish a Lithuanian-
language newspaper. Basanavicius was a graduate of the Mariampol high school,
which during his time of studies changed from Polish to Russian as language of
instruction, and added language classes in Lithuanian. He was among the
young Lithuanians allowed to study in imperial universities, an experience that
rendered more abstract and hence clarified his notion of Lithuania. In Moscow
he studied under French professors, befriended Bulgarian national activists,
and published on Lithuanian history (in Polish). In 1879 he completed his stud-
ies in medicine and emigrated to Bulgaria, where he worked as a doctor and
continued his studies of Lithuanian history. These led him to Prague in 1882,
where he encountered activists of the Czech national movement. Like his Bul-
garian friends, his Czech acquaintances emphasized medieval grandeur, and ex-
plained away early modern failure. It was in Prague that Basanavic¢ius decided

to found a Lithuanian-language review. Seizing an image used in Prague to sug-
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gest a nation awakening from darkness, Basanavicius decided to name the re-
view Ausra (The Dawn).”

In 1883 Basanavi¢ius made plans with compatriots in Germany to print his
newspaper. Although the Lithuanian language was legal in the Russian empire,
it had to be printed in Cyrillic characters. In Germany, Lithuanian activists
could publish in the Lithuanian language and Latin script, then smuggle their
work into the Russian empire. Basanavi¢ius edited the first numbers from
Prague, entrusting the publication in Germany to Jurgis Miksas. Miksas had to
leave Germany after an amorous adventure, and was replaced by Jonas gliupas,
who had earned his spurs in conspiratorial politics with the Polish socialist
party Proletariat. Sliupas (1861-1944) was in his turn expelled from Prussia.
Ausra’s forty numbers popularized the search for continuities with the period
before 1569 and a Grand Duchy of Lithuania distinct from Poland. It relied on
the research of Daukantas and Narbutt and the poems of Mickiewicz.®

Not surprisingly, Ausra’s decision to skip the early modern period—to go
straight from the medieval to the modern—followed the framework developed
by Czech activists at the same time. The 1569 Lublin Union was for Lithuani-
ans what the 1621 battle of the White Mountain was for Czechs: a clear marker
of the end of national life, allowing the foreigner to be blamed, the medieval
past to be cherished, the social origins of activists to be explained, and the com-
mon people to be exalted.” Just as the Lublin Union had (supposedly) deraci-
nated the Lithuanian nobility, so the defeat at White Mountain (supposedly)
transformed the Czech nobility into a coterie of foreign adventurers. Thus the
national revival required new blood, and the national traditions to be revived
could be found only among the simple folk. In both cases, this medieval-mod-
ern synthesis was first developed in an early modern language of high culture:
German for the Czechs, Polish for the Lithuanians. To convey it back to the
people in their own language was the crucial step, but this too was fraught with

a raft of contradictions.

AGE, BEAUTY, AND POWER

In the 1880s Ausra publicized this scheme in the vernacular, in Lithuanian. As
we have seen, Ausra’s title—“The Dawn”—reveals the universal conceit of na-
tions with weak state and cultural traditions: what seems to be death is only
sleep, and the sleeper will awaken as the world turns and night becomes day. Yet
the simple attempt to render this idea in writing in the Lithuanian language re-
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veals a deeper possibility within this conceit. Within the idea of national awak-
ening is the tempting possibility of exploiting backwardness by improving
upon the achievements of others. The alphabet, for example, was really only in-
vented once.!? It must however be re-created by national activists who wish to
reach the common people by codifying their vernacular speech as a literary lan-
guage: a practical necessity full of national virtue. This we observe not in the
meaning, but in the spelling of “Ausra.” In history books, it is spelled with an
“§”, whereas in 1883 it was usually spelled “Auszra.” The difference is between
the Polish orthography (“sz” pronounced as “sh” in English) in which the
Lithuanian language was usually spelled at the time, and the Czech orthogra-
phy (“” as “sh”) the newspaper’s editors tried to introduce to make their lan-
guage look less Polish. This shift had nothing to do with publishing in the Rus-
sian empire: both spellings used Roman characters, and both were therefore
illegal. The Russian police would confiscate a journal called “Ausra” and one
called “Auszra”: only something called “Aymrpa” would have been permitted.
Lithuanian activists were only concerned to extract a Lithuanian culture from
the Polish inheritance.

The ironies of the Lithuanian borrowing from Czech are four. (1) In the
Middle Ages, before the association of Poland and Lithuania, Polish had be-
come a written language under the influence of precisely Czech.!! The Polish
that entered the Grand Duchy of Lithuania in early modern times was thus
written after the fashion of Old Czech. Centuries later, the phonetic symbols
modern Lithuanian activists copied were designed by modern Czechs keen to
avoid the presence of consonant compounds as well as certain letters that they
associated with German. After this reform, modern Czech also began to look
less like Polish, since Polish preserved elements of Old Czech spelling and used
compound consonants to represent single sounds. This unintended side effect
of Czech reforms, which some Czech Pan-Slavs themselves regretted, was what
attracted Lithuanians, since their main rival was Polish culture. To give an ex-
ample: traditionally, Czech, Polish, and Lithuanians represented the “v” sound
with “w,” like German. After reform, Czech and Lithuanian used “v” instead.
Similarly, all 3 languages traditionally used “cz” to represent “ch”. After reform,
Czech and Lithuanian used “¢” instead. Lithuanians thus turned a new Czech
orthography against an older one in their struggle with Polish.

(2) But because Russia banned the use of Latin characters in Lithuanian
writing, Lithuanians could use neither system in Vilnius. Lithuanians therefore
used the Czech letters to write in their (more or less) reformed Lithuanian
across the border in German East Prussia. In this roundabout way a script de-
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signed to limit the spread of German culture made its way into Germany. (3)
Yet this particular irony runs deeper. Part of the Czech solution for Lithuan-
ian orthography was to replace “sz” and “cz” with “§” and “¢.” Another part,
advocated years before by the German linguist August Schleicher, was to
drop the Polish “}” and use “v” instead of the Polish “w.” So, in the end, a Ger-
man supported the part of the Czech solution by which Polish influence
upon the Lithuanian language could be shrouded in Russia. (4) The German
philological interest in the Lithuanian language was itself part of the Roman-
tic turn in German scholarship, which was partly an attempt to emancipate
German culture from French influence. If we can keep our feet in this house
of mirrors, we see that ideas of nationality reflected at odd angles around late
nineteenth-century Europe, even as local nationalists were absorbed in an
image they desired to see as distinct, pure, and beautiful. We also find the
original image of nineteenth-century nationalism in France, seen by many
east of the Rhine as both the home of political philosophy and a model na-
tional state.!1?

In a Europe where literature was universally regarded as a condition of na-
tionhood, the nearly total absence of Lithuanian literature was obscured by re-
doubled attention to the inherent virtues of the language. Basanavi¢ius con-
tended that the formal perfection of the language proved that ancient
Lithuanians had been civilized. Since nothing much in the way of secular liter-
ature survived to substantiate such claims, the age of the language substituted
for attainments. Like Tuscan towns whose medieval towers survive not despite,
but thanks to, early modern economic decline, the Lithuanian language pre-
served antique virtues not despite, but thanks to, its lack of early modern liter-
ary use. Polish rather than Lithuanian bore the brunt of Latin, German, and
French neologisms; and Lithuanian’s extraordinarily complicated grammar
survived as an obscure speech of peasants. Mickiewicz had himself called
Lithuanian “the oldest language spoken on the European mainland.” In 1843 he
linked Lithuanian to Sanskrit (and the Lithuanians to a lost tribe of Hindus).
Eightyears earlier the Lithuanian historian Narbutt had illustrated the connec-
tion between Lithuanian and Sanskrit in the first volume of his massive Polish-
language history of the Lithuanian nation. Narbutt called upon German au-
thorities such as Jacob Grimm (1785—1863): grammarian and philologist as well
as collector of folk tales. Daukantas, in his 1845 study, drew on the philological
work of Schleicher.!® Mickiewicz’s image of ancient Lithuania was also built in
part from German sources, such as the history of Prussia of August von Kotze-
bue (1761-1819).'* In making special claims for the Lithuanian language,
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Daukantas, Narbutt, and Mickiewicz all drew from the folkish side of German
Romanticism, and the achievements of German scholars. Moreover, Mick-
iewicz in his Paris exile communicated easily with French historians such as
Jules Michelet. His claims about the ancient status of Lithuanian were made in
lectures he gave in French as a professor of the College de France.!> For us, it
may seem ironic that conclusions about the Lithuanian language drawn or
publicized in Germany and France later became a central element of Lithuan-
ian nationalism. Yet these scholarly conclusions could not have been reached if
not for the brute fact that Baltic Lithuanian dialects had survived centuries of
nearly complete isolation from high culture.

In the twilight moment of the nineteenth century, when numbers were not
yet seen to be enough to make a nation, when activists were still in contact with
early modern cultures, they felt the need to prove that the new could match the
old. Romantic nationalists throughout nineteenth-century Europe accepted
common standards of nationality: high culture was necessary, literature proved
high culture, but ancient culture was better than none at all. Age before beauty,
when there is no beauty to be had. Accepting Grimm’s, Narbutt’s, and Mick-
iewicz’s claims on behalf of the age of the Lithuanian language, Lithuanian ac-
tivists of the Ausra generation simultaneously sought to show that the language
could bear the weight of modern letters. Accepting Mickiewicz’s premise that
high culture is linked to political destiny, Lithuanian writers translated Mick-
iewicz’s poetry into Lithuanian to disprove his presumption that Polish was the
high language of Lithuania. If the Lithuanian language could convey Mick-
iewicz’s extraordinary poetry, they thought, then Lithuania could be regarded
as a separate nation with a distinct future. The apparent homage to Polish cul-
ture, by the literary judo of national revival, was to reveal the equality of Lithu-
ania as a nation. Enormous efforts were expended so thata stage could be skipped,
and age could become beauty.!®

The beauty was largely to convince the Poles around them, and the Poles in
themselves. For a national movement to arise, for beauty to become power,
someone besides the activists had to be convinced. The poet Vincas Kudirka
(1858—99), slightly younger than Basanavicius, found a way between age and
beauty to the people. His was a complicated story, involving the appropriation
rather than the rejection of the early modern Polish legacy. Although Kudirka,
like Basanavicius, studied the Lithuanian language at the Mariampol high
school, the school’s main effect was to Polonize him. Consider his recollections
of his years in school. “My self-preservation instinct told me not to speak in
Lithuanian, and to make sure that no one noticed that my father wore a rough
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peasant’s coat and could only speak Lithuanian. I did my best to speak Polish,
even though I spoke it badly. When my father and other relatives visited me, I
stayed away from them when I could see that fellow students or gentlemen were
watching; I spoke with them in peace only when we were alone or outside. I saw
myself as a Pole and thus as a gentleman, I had imbibed the Polish spirit.”!”
One might ask why the Mariampol high school had such different effects on
Basanavicius, who became self-consciously Lithuanian as a student, and Ku-
dirka, who came to regard himself as a Pole. The answer reminds us of the im-
portance of the smallest details of Russian imperial policy. A few years older
than Kudirka, Basanavi¢ius had studied at Mariampol during the period of
martial law, when Russian bayonets enforced the ban on Polish. When martial
law was lifted in 1872, during the second year of Kudirka’s studies, Polish crept
back into curricula across Lithuania. Even Mariampol, as we see, once again be-
came an agent of Polonization.

Like Basanavic¢ius, Kudirka left Lithuania to obtain university education in a
Russian imperial university. Kudirka, however, studied in Warsaw, where he
considered himself a Pole, and where his baptism into politics was in the com-
pany of Polish socialists. In the end, his long encounter with Poland served the
Lithuanian cause. Whereas Basanavi¢ius had learned from Bulgarian and
Czech national revivalists, Kudirka was in a position to appropriate rather than
simply reject the Polish inheritance. The brilliant stroke of Basanavi¢ius was to
ignore the complexities of early modern history, and like Czechs and Bulgari-
ans glorify the medieval past. Kudirka harnessed the early modern Polish idea
to the modern Lithuanian purposes he accepted after his return from Warsaw
in 1889. His contribution was to present Lithuania not only as historically dis-
tinct from Poland, as had Basanavicius, but as a national equal in the present.
Despite the twists, turns, and attempts at transcendence, the concern with sta-
tus was consistent throughout. The sense that culture was to be attained and
displayed motivated Kudirkas youthful attempts to pass as a gentleman; in his
macurity, it underlay a larger project to dignify himself and his origins by rais-
ing the peasantry into politics. From his fascination with Polishness in the
1870s came the energy for his challenge of the 1890s. From his deep knowledge
of Polish came his ability to turn Mickiewicz to the new purpose of building a
peasant nation. As Kudirka saw in Warsaw, Polish national activists were turn-
ing Mickiewicz into a modern Polish patriot. Kudirka responded by transform-
ing Mickiewicz’s masterpiece into contemporary Lithuanian patriotism. From
Mickiewicz’s lonely opening “Lithuania! My fatherland!” came Kudirka’s hope-
ful rendering “Lithuania! Our fatherland!” In 1898, Kudirka incorporated the
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first line of Mickiewicz’s Pan Tadeusz, so modified, into a poem that became the
national anthem of Lithuania.'8

Two generations after Mickiewicz, the terms meant something new. Unlike
Mickiewicz, Kudirka believed that the fatherland in question was home to a na-
tion of Lithuanian speakers destined for statechood. In this understanding, alien
to the sense of the original, if compatible with its wording, Mickiewicz’s words,
translated and slightly modified, became the motto of the Lithuanian national
movement. This is something more than irony: it is the transformation of
durable Romantic ideas of an early modern Commonwealth into one of many
possible modern national forms. The failed rising of 1830 gave rise to the Ro-
manticism of the mature Mickiewicz of Pan Tadeusz; the failed rising of 1863
divided its stream into several national currents. Like Mickiewicz and Polish
Romantics after the rising of 1830, Kudirka and Lithuanian Romantics after the
rising of 1863 wished to “create a new world on the ruins of the old.” For them,
the old Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth was among the ruins.

THE GRAND DUCHY AS FATHERLAND

1863 is a caesura for Lithuanian nationality. In the Polish and Belarusian cases,
itis harder for us to distinguish the dawn of modern nationalisms from the twi-
light of the early modern Grand Duchy. Even as a new generation of modern
Lithuanian activists of the 1880s and 1890s defined a separate Lithuanian his-
tory and folk nation, Lithuanian Poles and Belarusians regarded “Lithuania” as
a geographical and political notion. To be Lithuanian, in their understanding,
was to preserve the traditions of the Grand Duchy. Many found the national
question beside the point. The “tutejszo$¢” (“localness”, or more accurately if
less literally “local-mindedness”) of much of the gentry was often a conscious
rejection of ideologies which seemed to ill fit the contours of local reality and
tradition.!® The “local-mindedness” of peasants near Vil'nia was a practical re-
sponse to the complicated patterns of linguistic assimilation and a diplomatic
way of avoiding the obligation to side with either Polish-speaking gentry or
Russian imperial officials.?® In the late nineteenth century, the superiority of
Polish as a means of communication was as widely accepted in these lands as it
had been in Mickiewicz’s student days.?!

Even after the failed uprising of 1863, gentry with political aspirations could
try to adapt the traditions of the Grand Duchy to the demands of modern pol-
itics. The most important example of this trend was the Polish revolutionary
and statesman Jézef Pilsudski (1867-1935), heir on both sides to distinguished
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Lithuanian noble families.?? Pitsudski studied and matured in Russified schools
in Wilno. After exile in Siberia, he returned to Lithuania, beginning his career
as a Polish socialist in Wilno in the 1890s. As we shall see, he would be the indi-
vidual most responsible for the creation of a Polish state in 1918, and its incor-
poration of Wilno thereafter. His patriotism was founded not upon a modern
ethnic or linguistic definition of Poland, but upon nostalgic republican ideas of
the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, which he opposed to a historical notion of an
autocratic Russia. Pitsudski, who called himselfa Lithuanian, spoke the literary
Polish of his home, the folk Belarusian of the countryside, and the rough Rus-
sian of his Siberian exile. As we shall see, his failure as a Lithuanian was guaran-
teed by the very allies who allowed his success as a Pole.?3

The appeal of Belarusian activists to the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, and
their socialist federalism, were similar to Pitsudski’s. Yet people who sought to
revive the Grand Duchy of Lithuania under the new name “Belarus” were
themselves constrained by their identification with an early modern Polishness.
The Polish language had been the local language of culture for three hundred
years, it was protected locally by elite Roman Catholic families and the Roman
Catholic Church, and was supported by millions of speakers to the west. Lith-
uanian, although by no means comparable in status with Polish, was easily dis-
tinguished by its impenetrability as a Baltic language. Its speakers, although
their number was shrinking, were better sheltered by geography than speakers
of Belarusian. Belarusian was in the most delicate position: an uncodified low-
status Slavic dialect located morphologically between Polish and Russian, whose
speakers were located socially between Polish culture and Russian power. Be-
larusian peasants regarded Polish (and, as time passed, Russian) as languages of
attainment, and what we call Belarusian as the simple speech of honest folk. To
advance from the peasantry into society was to speak and to become Polish or
Russian.?* The linguistic flexibility so valuable to the early modern Polish-
Lithuanian Commonwealth and Grand Duchy of Lithuania was a burden upon
anyone who might have wished to advance a modern Belarusian linguistic na-
tionalism.

Why then press into this cramped space? Why pay attention to Belarusian
speakers and Belarusian national activists, given that their claim to Vil'nia
would rarely be taken seriously, and given that a modern Belarusian nation has
yet to emerge? The Belarusian branch of the traditions of the old Grand Duchy
alerts us to the dangers of assuming that past linguistic or “ethnic” groups are
simple predecessors of existing national groups, golems to be animated by the
magic of modernity. When there are already modern nations, their historians
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find it easy to “prove” descent from “ethnic groups.” The Belarusian failure
therefore provides a useful test. Here we have an “ethnic group” which is the
largest by far in the area in question. According to the Russian imperial census
of 1897, more people spoke Belarusian in Vil'na province than all other lan-
guages combined. In Vil'na, Minsk, Grodno, Mogilev, and Vitebsk provinces,
contiguous territories of historic Lithuania, speakers of Belarusian were three-
quarters of the population. In the twentieth century, this “ethnic group” did
not become a modern nation. In combination with Lithuanian and Polish suc-
cesses, this Belarusian failure helps us to perceive what national movements ac-
tually need. If their success were actually determined by fidelity to the tradi-
tions of Grand Duchy of Lithuania, or by numbers of people speaking a given
language, the Belarusians would have had more reason to hope than anyone
else. The Belarusian failure is the result of social and political contingencies

which escape national reasoning, and thus deserve historical attention.?”

A BELARUSIAN LITHUANIAN FATHERLAND?

The hope for a Belarusian Lithuania was beautifully expressed by the poet Vin-
cent Dunin-Martsinkevich (1807-1884). Dunin-Martsinkevich, heir of a petty
noble Lithuanian-Polish family, was educated in Petersburg. He debuted in
Vil'nia in 1840 with a Polish-Belarusian comic opera he wrote with Stanistaw
Moniuszko.?® He ceased work on a Belarusian translation of Mickiewicz’s “Pan
Tadeusz” in 1859. Like the Lithuanian activists we have discussed, Dunin-
Marsinkevich took for granted that the best sign of the dignity of the folk lan-
guage was a proof of its equality with Polish, and that the most convincing
demonstration of that equality was the translation of Polish literature. He
keenly felt the pressure of Slavic literary languages on both sides: by his own ac-
count, it was the Russian translation of Pan Tadeusz rather than the Polish orig-
inal that brought him to take up the project of a Belarusian translation. Like the
Lithuanians, Dunin-Martsinkevich enjoyed what could be construed as sup-
port from the poet himself. Mickiewicz called Belarusian “the richest and
purest speech of ancient origin”; Dunin-Martsinkevich intended to prove it by
translating Mickiewicz’s story “of Belarusian gentlemen” into a language that
could be read by “Belarusian peasants.”?” This was extraordinarily ambitious,
since the original poem is extremely long, complex, and beautiful, and Belaru-
sian dialects had not been codified. Although a Belarusian-Ruthenian vernacu-
lar was used as a literary language in the sixteenth century, after the triumph of
Polish after 1569 very little had been written.
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A preliminary step had taken place: Belarusian folk culture had been trans-
lated into Polish by Jan Czeczot (Chachot, 1796—1847). Czeczot studied with
Mickiewicz in Wilno, was a member of the same secret society, and was a life-
long friend. While Mickiewicz adapted Belarusian folk customs in Forefathers
Eve (two collections, 1822 and 1832) and wrote about the Polish-speaking gen-
try in Belarusian-speaking lands in Pan Tadeusz, his friend Czeczot collected
folk songs and adapted them to colorful but literary Polish.?® Czeczot’s project
was, in practical terms, far easier than that of Dunin-Martsinkevich. In a soci-
ety still overwhelmingly concerned with status, translating folk culture into a
literary language is one thing; translating literary masterpieces into the speech
of the peasants is quite another. The cultured may be charmed when someone
brings back a muddy pearl from the sty, but it does not follow that they like see-
ing their own pearls thrown before swine.

These status difficulties lay within the Belarusian patriots themselves. Few of
them had any very high regard for the Belarusian peasant. Dunin-Martsinke-
vich, like Czeczot and Mickiewicz, still imbibed the early modern patriotism of
the old Commonwealth, in which Polish was the language of politics and cul-
ture. At the same time, Dunin-Martsinkevich was aware that Polish itself was
beginning to play a new political function in a new sort of politics. Despite
Mickiewicz’s intentions, the fact that his poems were written in Polish was
helping to consolidate a linguistic (ethnic) Polish nationalism.?® As Polish
moved “down” in Poland, Belarusian patriots hoped to move Belarusian “up” in
Belarus. As Dunin-Martsinkevich knew, the dialects spoken where the action
of Pan Tadeusz was set were Belarusian, and he hoped to elevate that language
to aid the Belarusian people in Mickiewicz’s Lithuania.

A second set of problems lay within the politics in which such writers had to
live and work. At a time when Poles could publish Pan Tadeusz in the original,
and a Russian translation was available, the Russian censor confiscated Dunin-
Martsinkevich’s translation on the grounds that the work used Latin rather
than Cyrillic script.>® The Belarusian language was not banned at this time: it
simply could not be written in Latin (Polish) letters. The problem for Dunin-
Martsinkevich was that his Belarusian title page read Pan Tadeusz, exactly as it
would have in Polish, rather than “Ilan Taneym,” which would have looked
exactly like the Russian. Lithuanian activists dodged this problem by working
among compatriots in Germany; Dunin-Martsinkevich had no such expedi-
ents, since all Belarusians lived in the Russian empire. There were courageous
Belarusian activists; there were dialects that could have become a written lan-

guage; there were millions of people who could have learned to read it. Yet in
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the middle of the nineteenth century almost no one was literate in Belarusian
only, there was no place to publish among Belarusians, and there was no mar-
ket for Belarusian books.

POLAND, LITHUANIA, RUSSIA: BELARUS?

Problems apparently arising from Russian imperial policy were often rooted in
the Polish and Roman Catholic inheritance of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania
Belarusians wished to revive. At first, Russian power had actually supported in-
stitutions of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. The Jesuit order, suppressed by
Pope Clement XIV in 1773, was allowed to continue its activities in the Russian
empire. Until its abolition in Russia in 1820, its academies, schools, and print-
ing press operated mainly in Polish. Vil'no University (founded as a Jesuit acad-
emy in 1579) and the Vil'no school district, which used Polish, survived until
1832. The 1588 Statute of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania remained in force un-
til 1840. Although the Statute was written in Chancery Slavonic, which is sim-
ilar to Belarusian, dietines (local assemblies of nobles) and trials were held in
Polish. In religion, schooling, and law, Russian rule initially preserved Polish
civilization in what had been the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. This is not as odd
as it may seem. Tsar Alexander’s reign was far from the modern nationalism
through which Polish-Russian history is recalled today. That prism was inserted
after 1863. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, government was still
thought to be a matter of co-opting local elites rather than mobilizing masses,
and Alexander believed that general principles of Enlightenment—as taught
by his Polish friend Czartoryski—were the most solid basis upon which to join
new elites to the Russian state.>!

In old Lithuania the nineteenth century very much resembled the eighteenth:
Polish political ideas failed again and again, while Polish culture continued its
steady march forward. This is what the Belarusian historian Mitrofan Dovnar-
Zapolski (1867-1934), himself from a petty noble family from the Vil’nia area,
meant when he referred to Russian policy under Alexander as “Polonization.”?
Dovnar-Zapolski, who was born after 1863, saw these events in crisp national
terms that were not quite relevant at the time, but he rightly emphasized the
continuity of Polish culture in Belarusian lands before 1863. Even after the
failed rising of 1830—31, nobles now referred to as Belarusians could function
without difficulty in Polish and Russian politics, without attending to the lan-
guage or customs of the peasants around them.?? To be sure, nobles in Belarus
lost much of their traditional position when the Statutes of the Grand Duchy
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were annulled in 1840, and much of their social position after the abolition of
serfdom in 1861. Just as certain nobles turned to Lithuanian folk nationality af-
ter 1863, others then turned to Belarusian folk nationality. Here again they
faced an institutional problem, once again only superficially a result of Russian
rule.

In the half-century that Russian policy allowed the Belarusian gentry to drift
toward Polish high culture, it removed the religious basis for a popular notion
of a distinct Belarusian nation. When the Commonwealth was partitioned for
the last time in 1795, perhaps four-fifths of the peasants in the Grand Duchy of
Lithuania were Uniates.>* In 1839, the Uniate Church in these lands had been
absorbed by the Orthodox Church. Whereas Lithuanian activists could use
Roman Catholicism as a mark of distinction from Russia, Belarusian activists
could only regret the loss of “their” Uniate Church. After the 1863 rising, and
ever since, Belarusian patriots have bemoaned the fate of the Uniate Church.3>
Yet the Uniate Church was far from a Belarusian national institution in 1839.
Created for the Commonwealth, it operated in Polish. Its hierarchy had not re-
ally used the local vernacular for almost two hundred years. Although the shift
from Polish to Russian was initially painful and difficult, itamounted to the ex-
change of one imported literary language for another. To be sure, the Uniate
Church did become a national institution in Austrian Galicia, but this required
more than a century of state support, and an international environment of com-
petition with Russia. The Uniate Church, had it survived in Belarus, might have
become a Belarusian national institution: but this would have required a break
with, rather than a continuation of, its early modern traditions (see chart 1).3¢

AN ETHNIC OR HISTORIC LITHUANIA?

The aftermath of 1863 opened some social space for a Lithuanian national
movement; it closed the limited space available to Belarusians. Activists who
promoted an ethnic notion of Lithuania based on the Lithuanian people and
their spoken tongue enjoyed certain advantages in the Russian empire after
1863; activists who promoted an elite notion of Lithuania based on the tradi-
tions of the Commonwealth combined with the promotion of Belarusian di-
alects were at a distinct disadvantage. Whereas the aftermath of 1863 created a
new generation of modern Lithuanian activists, it kept Belarusian patriots right
between attractive Polish culture and increased Russian power. Recall Kon-
stanty Kalinowski, the Polish-speaking Lithuanian nobleman who rallied peas-
ants in 1863 with pamphlets in Belarusian. His appeal to the common people
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had a bright future in the post-1863 era of mass politics: but the Belarusian lan-
guage as a means of such appeals did not. After the 1863 uprising, Belarusians
could not publish in Belarusian in the Russian empire. Before 1905, the rest of
the Belarusian national revival had to take place in faraway Cracow, Posen, and
Vienna.?” Frantsishak Bahushevich, yet another son of minor gentry from the
Vil'nia region, published his Belarusian poems in Cracow in the 1890s—in Be-
larusian language, and Polish orthography. The Polish alphabet was still widely
used for Belarusian publications, even (after 1905) when they were legalized in
the Russian empire. The first important Belarusian periodical, Nasha niva (Our
Soil), published both Roman and Cyrillic editions. Although Bahushevich is
now regarded as the father of Belarusian literature, his poetry had limited influ-
ence in the Russian empire. It was banned in 1908: not for its Belarusian lan-
guage, but for its nostalgia for traditions that preceded Russian rule.?®

It might seem that Lithuanian activists faced similar problems. From the
1860s Lithuanian publications illegal in Russia were produced in Germany, and
the Lithuanian national movement was led by men as far away as Bulgaria and
the United States. Why then did the Lithuanian national movement attain co-
herence after 1863 when the Belarusian national movement did not? What may
seem at first glance to be disadvantages turned out to be advantages. Take, for
example, the need of Lithuanians to break with the past. Although the Lithua-
nian national idea involved extraordinary feats of historical imagination, it is
much easier to invent history by writing massive tomes than it is to change tra-
dition by changing elite behavior. Tradition involves what people actually do
now, whereas history narrates what people supposedly once did. Where tradi-
tion stops and history begins appears to depend a great deal upon the social ori-
gins of national activists. Here again the Lithuanians enjoyed an unexpected
advantage over the Belarusians. Activists of humble social origins, whose fami-
lies never played any role in early modern politics, found it easier to treat the
entire past as history. Lithuanian activists, often Russian-educated peasant sons,
happily skipped over several centuries and spoke of rebirth. Belarusian activists,
Polish-speaking Roman Catholic gentry, were bogged down in the received
truth of the actual tradition they learned from their parents and grandparents.
The idea of creating an ethnic Belarus based on the people and the language
came much harder to them than did the idea of an ethnic Lithuania to the Lith-
uanians. At the very moment Lithuanian activists sought to show their break
from Poland by inventing new orthographies, Belarusians sought to show their
distance from Russia by using Polish script and spelling.

This reminds us that Belarusian is a Slavic language similar to both Polish
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and Russian, whereas Lithuanian is a Baltic language very different from both.
The Russian ban on Lithuanian publications in Roman script was felt by some
Lithuanian-speaking peasants, and was thus useful to Lithuanian activists. If
the state deprives society of something it values, organizations can gain support
by providing what is desired. Here Belarusian activists were again in a worse po-
sition. In the Russian empire, no one learned to read in Belarusian in church or
in school. Belarusians who were literate could already read Polish and Russian.
The ban on Belarusian publications was thus of little use to Belarusian activists.
No one missed Belarusian as people missed Lithuanian. As a result, Lithuanian
activists or priests who dealt with Lithuanian peasants in their own language
had an advantage over Russian-speaking officials or Polish-speaking gentry. A
Belarusian activist, on the other hand, enjoyed a much smaller relative advan-
tage over a Russian or Polish rival. In these ways a contingent fact of philology
determined the range of influence of national activists.

This brings us back to the emigration of national activists, apparently an
equally painful problem in both cases. Although emigration plays a prominent
role in all national martyrologies, émigrés can be very useful to the national
cause. Although Mickiewicz beautifully and no doubt sincerely pined for the
trees of his native Lithuania, in fact he was bored stiff as a school teacher in
Kowno (Kaunas). Imprisonment, exile, and emigration allowed him to be the
great poet he became. The great poems cited here were published in St. Peters-
burg, Dresden, and Paris. Of course, wherever he was, he found Polish com-
pany. This is crucial. The Lithuanians who left Russia to publish Aus7z in Ger-
man East Prussia were, like Mickiewicz, Romantics who longed for a lost
homeland. Yet they too, like him, could draw upon the resources of compatri-
ots. There were about 100,000 Lithuanians in Germany. The book smugglers
who brought Lithuanian materials into Russia from Germany performed re-
markable feats of organization, but their task was at least a sustaining and plau-
sible one. Belarusians, on the other hand, were entirely contained within the
borders of the Russian Empire. It was simply impossible to cross the border and
work with other Belarusians. Belarusians trying to sustain the national project
from distant Cracow could find few local collaborators, and were liable them-
selves to drown in a sea of local Polishness. Whatever they published in Belaru-
sian had to be transported great distances to have any effect. Partition, we see,
has its advantages.

These factors—the social origins of national activists, the character of the
national language, and the location of imperial borders—fit ill into master nar-

ratives about nationality. First, they are generally absent from the explanations
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that successful national activists give for their success or failure. Second, an ap-
. . . . « . »
preciation of these factors undermines the common notion that “ethnic groups
serve as “proto-nations.” The “ethnic group” of Belarusian-speaking peasants
was ten times larger than, and growing at the expense of, the “ethnic group” of

Lithuanian-speaking peasants, yet a Lithuanian movement crystallized while a
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Belarusian one did not. Third, these factors qualify the view that modernizing
states create nations. After 1863, Russian policy contributed in unforeseen ways
to other national movements, but never under Russian rule did any very large
proportion of inhabitants of the capital of the old Grand Duchy call themselves
“Russians.”®® The “Russianness” of some of the most famous ones is insepara-
ble from the traditions of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania.

LITHUANIA AS GREAT RUSSIAN FATHERLAND

After 1863, Russian authorities generally regarded Polish elites as the enemy of
consequence, the Lithuanian national movement as a way to weaken that en-
emy, and Belorussian peasants as part of the Russian nation. Local gentry elites
lost more of their authority, due partly to a centralizing state which punished
them after 1863, and partly to the people who received their land after 1861. The
Russian state began for the first time to attend to the nationality of those mass
populations. Although the process was slow and complicated, the 1860s were a
turning point in the Russian approach to historic Lithuania, its Northwest Ter-
ritory. Rather than relying upon local elites to govern local populations, Russia
began to turn local populations against local elites, and to treat nationality as a
tool of the state.

The oppression of the Polish gentry that followed the 1863 rising is associated
with M. N. Muraviev, the governor general of Vil'na dispatched to crush the
rising. His brutality earned him the sobriquet “The Hangman” in Russian, Pol-
ish, and Lithuanian. Muraviev saw the uprising as a national war between Rus-
sians and Poles for Vil'na. His idea that Poles were born rebels was confirmed by
the rising, as was his view that Russia was something like a national state. Mu-
raviev was popular in Petersburg not only for his reliable brutality, but for his
ability to operationalize this national paradigm. In treating Lithuania as the
theater of a national war between Poles and Russians, he helped to make it so.
His policies forced aside historic ideas of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. Kon-
stanty Kalinowski, we recall, wrote in Belarusian, supported the Uniate Church,
and thought of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania as his fatherland. Muraviev had
him hanged in Vil’na in 1864 as the ringmaster of a Polish and Catholic plot.

This approach unexpectedly created the conditions for a new national align-
ment, at all levels of society. Before 1863, the most common self-appellation of
the largest group in Russia’s Northwest Territory— Belarusian-speaking peas-
ants—was apparently “Lithuanian.” After 1863, Russian religious policy, Rus-

sian repression, and Russian classifications forced this traditional idea to the pe-
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riphery of social awareness. By treating the Orthodox as “Russian,” the empire
forced a choice between national labels. By century’s end, such Belarusian
speakers called themselves “Russian” if they were Orthodox, “Polish” if they
were Roman Catholic, and “local” if they were watching out for themselves. By
removing the historical sense of the term “Lithuanian” in the popular mind,
Russian power cleared the way for a modern, ethnic definition of Lithuania,
and simplified the task of Lithuanian activists.4° Like Lithuanian activists after
1863, Russian historians likewise rediscovered the Grand Duchy of Lithuania,
the latter treating it as a fledgling Russian state. The failure of the 1863 rising
was presented, in the national idioms then emerging in Russia, as the end of
alien Polish and Catholic influence in Russian and Orthodox lands.

In 1898, when Poles elsewhere in the Russian empire were raising statues to
commemorate the centenary of Mickiewiczs birth, Russians and loyalists in
Vil’na erected a statue to Governor General Muraviev. Mickiewicz had inspired
patriotic aspirations to free Wilno from Russia; Muraviev accelerated the process
by which these aspirations became modern nationalism. Still, something had
changed since 1863, as we can see from the career of Prince P. D. Sviatopolk-
Mirskii, governor general of Vil'na from 1902 to 1904. Whereas Muraviev was
a brute the tsar needed to crush a rebellion, Mirskii was a delicate soul favored
by the empress. Whereas Muraviev governed strictly on the basis of traditional
principles, Mirskii harbored grand plans for reform. Like Muraviev, Mirskii
took for granted that the Poles (and their Jewish allies) were the great enemy in
Vilnius and historic Lithuania. Unlike Muraviev, Mirskii distinguished Polish-
ness from Catholicism. He argued that imperial policy had driven non-Polish
Catholics to Polish nationality, and that a more subtle approach could build
loyalty among Lithuanians and Belorussians. One of Mirskii’s last acts as gov-
ernor general, in 1904, was to persuade the tsar to allow the Lithuanian lan-
guage to be published in Latin script. As interior minister in 1905, he went so
far as to support Belorussian nationality. Of course, Mirskii believed that these
national movements had no future in the grand historical contest of Poland
and Russia. In his view, they would slow assimilation to Polish nationality, buy-
ing time for the inevitable Russian victory.4!

As some grateful Lithuanian activists realized, Mirskii was no intruder upon
the lands he governed. Like dozens of Russian imperial officials who adminis-
tered Poland and Lithuania for the tsar, he was the scion of an old Lithuanian
gentry family. In the Grand Duchy, where most noble families were in fact of
Orthodox origin, the Mirskiis and others “reconverted” to Orthodoxy under
Russian rule. Literate Polish-Lithuanian gentry families provided not only
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much of the bureaucracy of the Russian empire, but some of its conservative
thinkers.%2 In the early twentieth century, when Mirskii governed Vil'na, the
Great Russian idea was imperial with a modern national element. The new na-
tional component was inclusive, in that it provided for the “return” of “lost”
Slavic lands and peoples to the Russian fold. The Grand Duchy of Lithuania
was seen in this narrative as a Lithuanian-Russian state, torn away by Poland
and Catholicism, now returning to Russia and Orthodoxy.

This Great Russian view of history is startlingly similar to that promoted by
modern Lithuanian activists after 1863. Both the modern Lithuanian and the
modern Russian perspectives cast away early modern history, the two centuries
of the Commonwealth, in favor of a medieval Lithuania that met the needs of
modern politics. In the Lithuanian case, ancient history meant the history of
ethnic Lithuanians in their own realm. In the Russian case, it meant one
branch of a Great Russian narrative. After 1863, both Lithuanians and Rus-
sians returned to medieval names for the capital of the old Grand Duchy.
Lithuanians began to call the city “Vilnius,” and Russians began to call it
“Vil'na”: yet both were rejecting the same Polish form, “Wilno,” heretofore
universal. Both the Lithuanian and the Russian national historiosophies are
syntheses of medieval and modern which omitted the early modern. In the
name of supposed continuity with the medieval past, both recommended rad-
ical changes in the present to do away with early modern inheritances. Both
views justified dramatic changes in family allegiances in the name of a deeper
historical logic. Lithuanian activists were often Polish-speaking gentry who “re-
turned to their roots” by associating themselves with the people. Tsarist officials
were often Polish-speaking gentry who “returned to their roots” by converting
to Orthodoxy and helping the tsar gather in the East Slavs.

Such Russians not only believed in the fusion of East Slavic elements into a
Russian nation, they were examples of its reality as a historical process. In all
likelihood Mirskii saw no irony in his return to Vil'na. Lithuania was his fa-
therland, too.
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Chapter 3 The First World War
and the Wilno Question
(1914-1939)

Death, perhaps, will heal his wounds.
—Adam Mickiewicz, Forefathers’ Eve (Dresden, 1832)

By 1914, the old capital of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania was a desired
political capital to Lithuanians, Belarusians, and Poles wishing to lead
nations; a spiritual capital to the Jews who were the city’s most dis-
tinctive group; and an ancient Russian city to the officials who exer-
cised power. Most of the city’s schools taught in Russian, most of its
churches were Roman Catholic, more than a third of its inhabitants
were Jews. The population of the Vil'na province of the Russian em-
pire had more than doubled since 1863; the percentage of city dwellers
within the province nearly tripled; the population of Vil'na itself
more than tripled.! In an era of industrialization and urbanization in
the western Russian empire, each generation after 1863 had been more
urban and educated than the last. The city was still known by a variety
of names— “Vilnius” in Lithuanian; “Wilno” in Polish, “Vil’nia” in
Belarusian, “Vil’na” in Russian and “Vilne” in Yiddish. After the Rev-

olution of 1905, when ethnic claims to the city were mooted for the
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first time, this variety of language increasingly represented irreconcilable points
of view.

Vilnius was for Lithuanian activists the capital of the Grand Duchy, built by
Grand Duke Gediminas at the dawn of Lithuania’s glory. Increasingly, they saw
the medieval Grand Duchy as the antecedent of an independent Lithuanian
state within something like ethnic frontiers. Although Lithuanian activists pre-
ferred to work in Vilnius, speakers of Lithuanian were but a tiny minority in
the city (perhaps 1 to 2 percent).? Although the practical basis of Lithuanian
distinctiveness was language, Lithuanian activists claimed Vilnius on historical
grounds. This ambiguity was covered by formulations such as the 1902 pro-
gram of the Lithuanian Democratic Party, which spoke of an independent
Lithuania within “approximate ethnographic frontiers.” During the Revolu-
tion of 1905, a Lithuanian national assembly organized by left and center par-
ties called for a an autonomous Lithuania “formed from a nucleus of the pre-
sent ethnographic Lithuania,” to include Vilnius and surrounding lands. The
word “present” modifying “ethnographic” was no accident. Like Polish Na-
tional Democrats and other nationalists of the day, Lithuanian activists treated
ethnography as both established by science and subject to political change. On
their view, people in and around Vilnius who seemed to be Poles or Belarusians
were Lithuanians who happened to speak Polish or Belarusian. In the right cir-
cumstances, “ethnographic Lithuania” could expand.®> As we shall see, they
were right about that.

Belarusian national activists were as present in Vil'nia as their Lithuanian ri-
vals. They too harkened back to the Grand Duchy, regarded themselves as its
heirs, and claimed Vil'nia as their capital. Unlike Lithuanian activists, who
were convinced that the 1569 union with Poland had destroyed Lithuanian in-
dependence, Belarusian activists favored a revived Polish-Lithuanian Com-
monwealth. This reflected, as we have seen, an important difference in histori-
cal interpretation. The Lithuanian critique of the Polish connection began in
the 1840s, and was publicized in the 1880s; it appears that no Belarusian thinker
even questioned the value of the old Commonwealth before 1910.° In the early
twentieth century, the Belarusian claim to Vil'nia was advanced by socialists,
sons and daughters of Polish-speaking Roman Catholic gentry families, who
thought that socialist internationalism was consistent with traditional federal-
ism.® The Revolution of 1905, during which Polish and Lithuanian parties
showed new decisiveness and mass support, was a much more modest proving
ground for the Belarusian movement. In its aftermath, the Belarusian idea be-

gan to seriously compete with the imperial idea of Belarus as “West Russia.””
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The first important Belarusian periodical, Nasha Niva (Our Soil), appeared in
1906. Before 1914, no one thought in terms of a Belarusian nation requiring
state independence. As we see, there was no simple connection between “eth-
nicity” and nationalism in politics. In Vil'nia city, Belarusian speakers far out-
numbered Lithuanian speakers. In the Vil'na province as a whole, speakers of
Belarusian were more than half the population. In Vil'na, Minsk, Grodno,
Mogilev, and Vitebsk provinces, contiguous territories of historic Lithuania,
speakers of Belarusian were three-quarters of the population. Nowhere, how-
ever, did Belarusian peasants much benefit from industrialization, and nowhere
did Belarusians dominate urban life. In every city in which Belarusian speakers
were a significant fraction of the population, they were less literate as a group
than the rest of the population.®

Although Vilnius/Vil'nia was important for Lithuanian and Belarusian ac-
tivists, these activists were not really important to Wilno. In 1914, Polish domi-
nated public life, although it was not the same Polish spoken in Warsaw. Under
Russian imperial rule, a special sort of Polish culture consolidated its hold on
Wilno and the Wilno region (Wilesiszczyzna). Despite a series of laws aiming to
transfer land ownership to Russians and Orthodox, in the early twentieth cen-
tury Poles still owned most of the land in Vil'na province.” In 1914, the Poles
were probably, by a small margin over the Jews, the city’s plurality. Depending
upon one’s point of view, Polish was either the dominant nationality in and
around Wilno or not a nationality at all: assimilation to Polish language was re-
garded not so much as joining a distinct national society as joining respectable
society.!? In historic Lithuania, there was little thought of “awakening” speak-
ers of Polish to their “true” national identity, since the culture was attractive
anyway, and since mastery of the language itself signaled social position. Polish
culture in the old Grand Duchy was not seen as an “ethnic” reality to be trans-
lated into political power by the energetic work of activists, but rather as a hu-
man quality whose representatives (whatever their “ethnic” origins) set the
terms of cultured conversation.

Elite participants in this version of Polishness, known after 1905 as the “kra-
jowey” (“natives”), regarded it as distinct from the Polishness of the Polish
crownlands to the west. Aware of their families’ roots in the Lithuanian nobil-
ity, and often bilingual or trilingual themselves, they regarded the Grand
Duchy as the most beautiful part of the Polish inheritance. For such Poles,
Wilno was the center of the civilization they had formed, sustained, and wished
to represent in a reborn Poland. Far from seeing Wilno as an “ethnically” Polish
city in the northeastern corner of a future “ethnic” Poland, they regarded it as
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the capital of a historic Lithuania whose association with the Polish crownlands
was a central question of politics. All of them saw Lithuania, in its post-1569
historical definition, as their political homeland. Most of them assumed that
historical Lithuania would form a common entity with the Polish crownlands,
although some preferred to leave this question to a future parliament in
Wilno.!! The “krajowcy” were more faithful students of Mickiewicz than ei-
ther modern Polish or Lithuanian nationalists. In the early twentieth century,
their political views were given a federalist structure by patriotic socialists such
as Jézef Piksudski.

Such Lithuanian Poles presumed that their Polishness was superior to others’
by virtue of the traditions of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, and that Polish
culture in general was of a higher quality than that available in the Lithuanian
or Belarusian languages. As modern ideas of nationality spread, this double
confidence set a trap. On the one hand, because the sense of superiority vis-a-
vis the Polish crownlands was based upon local tradition, it could not be ac-
cepted by Poles in Warsaw or Cracow. The ongoing appropriation of Mick-
iewicz as simply Polish was proof of this. On the other hand, cultivation of
those very local traditions risked a bitter harvest. There was no censure of those
who carried out the first stages of the Lithuanian and Belarusian national re-
vival in Polish, since folk culture was seen as part of the heritage of the Grand
Duchy.!? Yet the images and tropes of these works were available to modern
challengers of the dominant culture, who reproduced them in Lithuanian and
Belarusian. As some members of elite Roman Catholic families “defected” to
the Belarusian and Lithuanian national movements after 1905, and as Lithuan-
ian activists emerged from the countryside, Polishness slowly became a choice
which had to be defended.!?

During the Revolution of 1905 the Lithuanian assembly won meaningful
concessions from the tsarist administration. Some Polish Lithuanians, such as
Michat Rémer (later Mykolas Romer’is, 1880—1945), drew the lesson that Lith-
uanian nationality was a force to be taken seriously. Rmer believed that his-
toric Lithuania should be created as a multinational state of Lithuanians, Be-
larusians, Jews, and Poles, in which Lithuanians could play the leading role,
and in which Poles would mediate among cultures. This imaginative solution,
faithful to the traditions of the Grand Duchy and alert to the new Lithuanian
movement, was not easily acceptable to modern national activists. True, lead-
ing Lithuanian activists such as Basanavi¢ius and éliupas had flirted with some-
thing similar.!4 As we have seen, such Lithuanian national activists faced prac-
tical problems in the appropriation of this multinational legacy, problems
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which led them to define Lithuania in ethnic terms. By the time some Lithuan-
ian Poles were ready for such a compromise, Lithuanian activists were deter-
mined to replace Polish culture with Lithuanian within a more or less ethni-
cally defined Lithuanian state.!>

Jews, whose connection to an ancient civilization was unquestionable, and
whose distinctiveness was palpable, escaped such dialectics. The Jews, who rep-
resented 40 percent of the city’s population and perhaps three quarters of its
traders in 1914, had inhabited the “Jerusalem of Lithuania” in large numbers for
four hundred years.!® The “Lithuania” in question was the old Grand Duchy,
which had included cities such as Minsk (by this time about st percent Jewish),
Homel (55 percent Jewish), Pinsk (74 percent Jewish), and Vitebsk (st percent
Jewish). The Vitebsk of this era is best known from the paintings of its native
son, Marc Chagall (1887-1935). Vilne had been one of the great centers of Tal-
mudic scholarship, home to scholars such as Elijah ben Solomon (1720-97),
known as the Gaon of Vilne and recalled as great opponent of the Hasidic move-
ment. These oppositions should be kept in perspective: the Gaon, like the Ha-
sidim, tried practical Kabbalah, and learned herbal medicine from Christians.
He even tried to make a golem. In the nineteenth century Vilne was the major
center of the Haskalah, or Jewish Enlightenment, in the Russian empire. The
children of the Haskalah tended to become the founders of modern Jewish po-
litical parties. Although participation in politics was limited to a secularized (or
secularizing) minority of young people, the atmosphere of the city was pro-
ductive of Jewish political organization within historically viable possibilities.
What was absent was a political assimilationism, which (as in contemporary
Vienna or Lwéw) linked public use of the dominant language to loyalty to the
political regime. In Vilne the dominant Christian culture was Polish and Ro-
man Catholic but the political regime was Russian and Orthodox, and there
was no hope among Lithuanian Jews at the end of the nineteenth century that
Polish culture could liberalize a Russian regime.!” This great distance from Pol-
ish politics made Vilne (Wilno), unlike Lemberik (Lwéw), the source of visions
of alternative forms of modern Jewish politics.

Although Zionism was a form of nationalism and Marxism a form of inter-
nationalism, both posed problems for Polish culture in Vilne. Zionists and Jew-
ish socialists alike were more hostile to Polish than to Lithuanian national aspi-
rations, on the logic that a Lithuanian state would be multinational and weak,
whereas a Polish state might be national and strong. Zionism was a reactive na-
tionalism, a means to preserve and dignify the Jewish people by promising

them their own territorial homeland. Since Jews were concentrated in cities
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and towns throughout the old Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth (most of
which had become the Russian Pale of Settlement), this was a special sort of na-
tional project. Zionists could not lay claim to a European territory on grounds
of past statehood or present demography: their putative homeland lay in Asia
(or, in some variants, Africa). Zionists could not compete for the territory of
the old Grand Duchy, butin their use of Yiddish and their advocacy of Hebrew
they could further distance Jewish culture from Polish. Jewish socialists in his-
toric Lithuania, by contrast, conceived the future in terms of a European or in-
ternational revolution. Legacies of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania and the striv-
ings of modern nationalists would be mooted by this great transformation. In
the meantime, however, it was necessary to organize the revolution, and the
language of politics for such Jews was Russian or Yiddish. Jewish socialists in
Vil’'na annoyed Polish political activists by using Russian rather than Polish: in
one instance Pitsudski proposed Yiddish as a compromise.'® Russophone so-
cialists of Jewish origin from historic Lithuania formed the Bund in Vil'na in
1897, and played a local part in the Revolution of 1905, and then a major part in
the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917.

WORLD WAR AND NATIONAL CLAIMS

The Bolshevik Revolution and the First World War allowed the creation of new
states in historic Lithuania. The defeat and collapse of the Russian empire
opened the way for the creation of Lithuanian and Polish states, and for their
contest for Vilnius/ Wilno. After the Polish-Bolshevik war of 191920 and skir-
mishes between Polish and Lithuanian armies, Poland seized Wilno in 1920.
Although this operation was organized by Polish federalists, it served the cause
of Polish nationalists.

Although we have concentrated upon the Polish federalism of the Wilno re-
gion, the dominant trends in Polish nationalism were decided in Warsaw, L6dz,
Cracow, Poznani and the central Polish countryside. In the old Polish crown-
lands, historical and social differences ensured that the Polish idea took a mod-
ern turn. Here Polish-speaking elites were confronted not with peasants who
spoke another language, but with peasants who spoke Polish; Jews and Ger-
mans in the cities and towns; and Russian, German, or Austrian agents of em-
pire. That some areas where peasants and workers spoke Polish had not been
part of the Polish crownlands only strengthened a linguistic over a historical
definition of nationality. In the late nineteenth century, linguistic (ethnic) na-

tionalism could unite elites and masses in central Poland: it was no source of
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shame to use a language the people could understand, and that language was al-
ready codified and rich. Indeed, in central Poland the preservation of Polish
culture became the first priority of patriots; and Polish language, Roman
Catholic religion, and familiarity with Romantic poetry became markers of
Polish nationality.'” Whereas the Polish patriotism of Wilno was located in
elite families who referred to the historical statehood of the Grand Duchy of Lith-
uania, the Polish nationalism of the crownlands—the National Democratic
movement of Roman Dmowski (1864—1939)—was concerned with preparing
Polish peasants and workers for a modern national state.

Dmowski and Pilsudski represented different sorts of Polishness and imag-
ined different sorts of Polands. Pitsudski’s socialist federalism was an exemplary
reaction of Lithuanian Poles to modern politics. His conspiratorial socialist ag-
itation in the Russian empire flowed naturally from the eastern Polish self-im-
age as cultured elite with superior knowledge of the order of things. The 1892
program of his Polish Socialist Party (PPS) envisioned a federation. This social-
ist federalism, a halfway house between early modern patriotism and modern
mass politics, can be distinguished from Dmowski’s National Democracy in
three ways. First, it was inherited tradition rather than invented history. Elite
families who wished to restore the Grand Duchy were operating within gener-
ationally continuous conceptions of nationality. Second, socialist federalism
was advanced not by enlightening the masses but by conspiring with trusted
comrades. National issues were hotly disputed within Pitsudski’s PPS, but un-
til the party split in 1905 the party leadership never considered following the
masses rather than leading them. Third, socialist federalism presumed that the
nation was not a linguistic but a status group. The point was not to imagine
that everyone on a given territory was of the same ethnic group and therefore
deserved a national state, but to recognize differences and channel them within
a republican idea of Polish citizenship. Sons and daughters of eastern Polish
gentry families, confident of their superiority to local Lithuanian or Belarusian
peasants and Jews, could believe that such a republic would be Polish in culture.
Such people were quite numerous in the conspiratorial politics of imperial Rus-
sia before 1914, and there is reason to think that Polish gentry in the Wilno re-
gion voted for the federalist Left in democratic Poland after 1918.%°

Dmowski, a stonecutter’s son from a central Polish backwater, drew different
political conclusions from a different historical situation. Whereas Pitsudski
envisioned a Polish political nation floating above the multinational border-
lands he called home, Dmowski saw a Polish folk nation in fierce competition
with wily Jews and disciplined Germans. From the putative folk nation he drew



First World War and Wilno Question

the criteria by which Poles could be distinguished from others: language and re-
ligion. Dmowski added fashionable Social Darwinian arguments as to why
such groups must consolidate around such features and defend themselves
from others. Whereas Pitsudski was nostalgic, Dmowski called himself “a mod-
ern Pole.” Dmowski openly sought to destroy the legacy of the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth, and replace it with a modern Polish identity. Although Pitsud-
ski was the socialist, Dmowski was more concerned with social change and with
the ideological content of mass politics. Before the First World War, Dmowski’s
social achievements were less dramatic than the spectacular coups of Pitsudski
and his socialists, but did more to determine the content of Polish nationality.
Dmowski’s definition of Polishness was all but hegemonic by 1914, and his Na-
tional Democratic movement the most important in Polish lands.?! It was his
party that won the most votes in Poland as a whole in elections held after 1918.

Pitsudski’s and Dmowski’s ideas mattered not simply in the long run of so-
cial history, but at crucial moments when it might seem, at first glance, that
only military force decided the course of events. At the end of the First World
War, Wilno was the scene of three overlapping contests: (1) between represen-
tatives of these two ideas of Polishness; (2) among believers in internationalist,
multinationalist, and modern nationalist definitions of “Lithuania’; (3) among
Bolshevik, Polish, Lithuanian, and Belarusian activists for physical control of
the city. By 1918, all the groups mentioned thus far—internationalist children
of the Grand Duchy (Slavs, Jews, and Balts alike) who became Bolsheviks, loyal
children of the Grand Duchy who became Polish or Belarusian socialist feder-
alists, Lithuanian national activists, and Polish modern nationalists—had firm
ideas about the proper form of state organization and the proper arrangement
of state borders. The Bolsheviks expected communism to embrace Vil’na; Pol-
ish and Belarusian socialist federalists agreed that Wilno/Vil'nia would be a
capital of a multinational state; Polish and Lithuanian nationalists agreed that
Wilno/Vilnius would be included within a nation-state (while disagreeing
about which one). As we shall see, federalism was more demanding than na-
tionalism or internationalism. Federalist solutions required well-chosen bor-
ders, compromises among local elites, and the consent of the governed. They
were inherently more complex than the annexation of Wilno by either Bolshe-
vik Russia or a national state.

Polish and Lithuanian nationalists proved correct that Wilno/Vilnius would
be annexed by a national state, with the Polish nationalists right about which
national state this would be. The prophets and victors, Polish nationalists, were
far from the strongest group. Locally, they may have been the weakest. Unlike
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Lithuanian nationalists and Belarusian federalists, they did not even expect
mass support in the lands of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. Unlike the Bol-
sheviks and the Polish federalists, they never fielded armies that occupied
Wilno. Unlike every other single group (including the Bolsheviks), they made
no reference to the legacy of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. The triumph of
both their preferred idea of the state and their preferred arrangement of borders
reveals the advantages of modern nationalist ideas at moments of imperial col-
lapse. Pilsudski had material advantages, but was trapped by inherent compli-
cations of the federalist project. When other parties rejected a federation,
Pitsudski found himself with no choice but to throw his forces behind what was
effectively Dmowski’s policy. This was not so much a victory for Poland, as for
one vision of Poland. It was not so much an example of postwar self-determi-
nation, as the triumph of modern nationalism over the traditional multina-
tional patriotism of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania (and in some measure over
the internationalism of the Bolsheviks).

By 1918, Mickiewicz’s poetry, the fruit of nostalgia for the Grand Duchy of
Lithuania, had entered the canons of modern Polish and modern Lithuanian
nationalism. In 1920, Pilsudski’s federalism, the hope to revive the Grand
Duchy of Lithuania, motivated the soldiers who took Wilno and brought it
within the borders of a Polish national state. Let us retreat from the realm of
irony to the world of war, to see how this happened.

THE FIRST WORLD WAR AND THE
POLISH-BOLSHEVIK WAR

The Bolshevik Revolution of November 1917 and the end of the First World
War in November 1918 created a very confusing situation in Russia’s Northwest
Territory, the former Grand Duchy of Lithuania. The German army would
submit in the West to Britain, France, and the United States, but it was unde-
feated in the East. Meanwhile Soviet Red and Russian White Armies battled
each other, and local politicians in historic Lithuania declared national inde-
pendence and tried to raise armies of their own. The Entente powers” support
for self-determination provided the normative basis for Polish independence,
but Western states lacked the military power to determine or enforce outcomes
in the East. German troops withdrew fitfully, and in many cases found reasons
to stay and fight the Bolsheviks.??

Lithuanian and Belarusian activists hoped to use the presence of German
troops as cover for the creation of their own new states before the Bolsheviks ar-
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rived. The Belarusian claim to Vil'nia was the first to fail. The Belarusian Na-
tional Council, led by Anton Lutskevich (1884-1946), had proclaimed Vil'nia
part of an independent Belarus in March 1918. The Belarus they had in mind
was to be multinational, and their territorial claims were combined with a
statement on toleration. Lutskevich wished to recreate the old Grand Duchy of
Lithuania as a modern socialist federation stretching from the Baltic to the
Black Sea. The declaration was made under German occupation, although it
enjoyed no German support. In any event Lutskevich and most of the Council
fled Minsk before the arrival of the Red Army in December 1918. In Vil'nia,
they proposed a Belarusian-Lithuanian confederation. Belarusian socialists be-
lieved that federation would save Vil'nia from a “clerical bourgeois” Lithuanian
national state.?? Lithuanian leaders, in dire straits themselves by this time, were
uninterested in that form of salvation. Thus ended, for the time being, the pro-
ject to re-create historic Lithuanian under the name Belarus. From this failure
came a quiet success. Although the Bolshevik Party was centralized, it promised
a Belorussian Soviet Socialist Republic to the Belarusian activists who stayed in
Minsk.24 Although initially but a sliver of territory around Minsk, the Be-
lorussian SSR would expand enormously after the establishment of the Soviet
Union in 1922, and survive for seventy years.

The Bolshevik Revolution had removed loyalism to Russia from Lithuanian
political life, and the experience of war had clarified the goals of Lithuanian na-
tionalists. The war’s final year had whetted appetites for full independence. In
September 1917, a Lithuanian national council (Zaryba) enjoying the protec-
tion of the German army declared in Vilnius the necessity for an independent
Lithuanian state “within ethnographic frontiers.” Having endorsed the procla-
mation of a Kingdom of Poland, the Germans wished to prevent Polish claims
to Wilno and Lithuania. Lithuanian activists were perfectly aware of such Ger-
man strategic considerations, and sought to make the most of them.?> On 11
December 1917, the Zaryba declared independence in Vilnius, at the same time
accepting the status of a German protectorate. Lithuanian activists watched
anxiously as German and Bolshevik negotiators at Brest-Litovsk both used ar-
guments of self-determination to secure their own claims to Lithuania. In Feb-
ruary 1918 the Zaryba once again declared independence, this time without the
pledge of loyalty to Germany. Berlin paid little attention, as its troops advanced
deep into Russia. It was German defeat in the West that allowed the Zaryba in
October 1918 to plot a new course.?® There was no time for celebration. The
Red Army began a quick advance. Hasty negotiations for Polish troops to pro-
tect Lithuania broke down in December 1918. The Lithuanian government,
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having failed to raise an army, evacuated exposed Vilnius for more westerly
Kaunas. Local Polish volunteers were no match for the Red Army, which took
the city on § January 1919. Vilnius then became the capital of the Lithuanian
Soviet Socialist Republic, led by two Lithuanian communists. This creation
was shortly merged with the new Belorussian Soviet Socialist Republic, and
Vilnius became the capital of the “LitBel” Soviet Socialist Republic. For Pit-
sudski, Lithuanian patriot, Polish federalist, and republican socialist, this was
the worst possible outcome. In Warsaw, he wept.?”

Yet neither in Warsaw nor in Kaunas was this outcome seen as final. In carly
1919, the presence or absence of military forces little affected how Lithuanians
and Poles thought about Vilnius/Wilno. Lithuanian leaders saw Vilnius as
their national capital, and from a position of extreme weakness they demanded
that Poland renounce its claims. Pitsudski, now Polish head of state, was pre-
pared to grant Wilno to the Lithuanians, on the condition that Lithuania join
Poland in a federation. The idea of joining a Polish state was anathema to
Lithuanian politicians, who feared Polish high culture and numerical predom-
inance, and by now desired full independence.?® These fears and aspirations
was not fully grasped by Pitsudski and Polish federalists, although theirs was
more liberal than the other Polish position. Their rivals in Poland, Dmowski’s
National Democrats, assumed that tiny Lithuania (if it survived at all) had no
choice but to become a Polish satellite.? Polish and Lithuanian nationalists
were in accord on the main issue: that the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth
was dead, that no multinational federation could arise.

The practical issue of Bolshevik power was seen within the framework of
such moral imperatives. In February 1919 Polish troops marched east to engage
the Red Army. The Polish parliament was divided as to the territorial aims of
the undeclared war, but could proclaim that “the northeast provinces of Poland
with their capital in Wilno” should be liberated.?® Pitsudski’s army drove the
Red Army from Wilno on 21 April 1919. Lithuanian and Belarusian commu-
nists fled to Minsk, blaming each other for the fall of the “LitBel” SSR. Before
the attack, Pilsudski had sent fellow Polish Lithuanian Michatl Rémer to Kau-
nas to try to form a Polish-Lithuanian government, but no Lithuanian minister
had been interested. On 22 April, Wilno heard Pifsudski promise, in his “Proc-
lamation to the Inhabitants of the Former Grand Duchy of Lithuania,” that the
local population would be allowed to choose its own government. Polish and
Lithuanian nationalists both condemned the oration. In Warsaw, Polish Na-
tional Democrats thought it absurd to treat Wilno as anything but a Polish city;
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in Kaunas, the Lithuanian government treated Pitsudski’s appeal to the Grand
Duchy as a facade for Polish imperialism.

During summer 1919, as the Entente powers tried to decide on a final terri-
torial dispensation in Paris, Polish and Lithuanian troops fought a series of in-
conclusive skirmishes. In August 1919 Pitsudski proposed two plebiscites, one
in the lands occupied by Polish troops, and another in the rest of Lithuania.
Lithuanian leaders rejected this proposal on the grounds that Vilnius was
Lithuanian ethnic territory regardless of the expressed opinions of its inhabi-
tants. Foreign Minister Augustinas Voldemaras believed that “a nation is com-
posed more of the dead than the living,” which presumably raised practical
problems in terms of counting votes.?! Pilsudski then tried in August 1919 to
overthrow the Lithuanian government in Kaunas, but his plotters found no
Lithuanian collaborators and soon found themselves under arrest. If there had
been any supporters of alliance with Poland among leading Lithuanians, this fi-
asco would have silenced them.

In winter 1919—20, Pilsudski believed that Russia could be defeated on the
battlefield, and that the Wilno question would then answer itself. In April 1920,
Pitsudski’s Poland in alliance with Symon Petliura’s Ukraine mounted an offen-
sive against Bolshevik Russia; Bolshevik-Lithuanian treaty negotiations opened
at about the same time. By the time Lithuania and Bolshevik Russia were ready
to sign their bilateral treaty, in July 1920, the tide of battle had turned against
Poland. Anticipating the coup de grice, Bolshevik Russia offered Vilnius to
Lithuania, in return for free passage of the Red Army through Lithuania into
Poland. Lithuania agreed to attach a secret protocol to this effect to the Treaty
of Moscow of 12 July 1920; and the Red Army quickly occupied Vilnius, later
turning it over to Lithuania. Then, in August 1920, the Polish Army reversed
the Red Army’s advance at the edge of Warsaw, and drove the Red Army from
Poland.3? Had the Poles been defeated in summer 1920, Bolshevik Russia
would have certainly absorbed the tiny Lithuanian state. The Lithuanian gov-
ernment, preoccupied with Poland, believed that a Bolshevik victory would
both preserve Lithuanian independence and grant Vilnius to Lithuania. This
was surely mistaken.??

As Polish and Bolshevik delegations began to talk peace at Riga in Septem-
ber 1920, the Entente powers pressed Poland and Lithuania to resolve their dif-
ferences. The two sides reached a political agreement on 7 October 1920, pro-
viding for an armistice line that left Vilnius on the Lithuanian side. In secret,
Pitsudski had already planned the military operation which would return
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Wilno to Poland and revive hope for a renewed Grand Duchy of Lithuania. He
entrusted the mission to General Lucjan Zeligowski (1865—1947), another Pol-
ish Lithuanian. Zeligowski was a former officer in the Russian army, husband
to a Russian wife, speaker of a form of Polish we would hear as Belarusian: a
child, in other words, of the Grand Duchy. In Pitsudski’s address to the other
officers of the “Lithuanian-Belarusian” division on their way to Wilno we can
hear the appeal to a very local patriotism: “You're from these parts, you've been
armed, so go on home.”®* On 9 October 1920 Zeligowski marched about
15,000 troops into Wilno. The Lithuanian army offered no resistance, and the
city’s Polish population welcomed the troops. On 12 October Zeligowski pro-
claimed “Central Lithuania,” which was to be one canton of a Lithuania joined
to Poland in a federation.

The other two cantons were to be an ethnic Lithuania with a capital in Kau-
nas, and a Belarusian Lithuania with a capital in Minsk. The idea of a Lithua-
nia of cantons attached to Poland in a federation did not arise from the mo-
ment. It had been proposed during the uprising of 1863, and was discussed for
decades by socialists. In the context of 1920, however, it was impossible to im-
plement. A revived and federated Grand Duchy of Lithuania required at the
very least all three cantons, and Zeligowski and Pitsudski could create only one.
The Lithuanian government in Kaunas, of course, had no wish to be can-
tonized; and an invasion of Kaunas would not only have violated the spirit of
federalism, it would have provoked the European powers. The Polish National
Democrats made sure that no Belaruso-Lithuanian canton ever arose. The very
day Zeligowski proclaimed “Central Lithuania,” the Polish delegation at Riga
declined the Bolshevik offer of Minsk and other lands then occupied by the
Polish army. Everyone understood that this doomed the federalist program.
This Polish delegation was dominated by the National Democrat Stanistaw
Grabski (1871-1949), who wished to create a Poland in which Poles could pre-
dominate. He overcame the federalist line represented by Pilsudski’s ally Leon
Wasilewski.>> The delegation represented the democratic Polish government
and constituent assembly, and not Pitsudski, the head of the Polish state. Be-
hind Pitsudski stood the army and its officer corps, but behind Grabski stood
the assembly, dominated by National Democrats.

The idea of a federation was doomed by the reinforcing refusals of Polish
National Democrats in Warsaw and the Lithuanian government in Kaunas,
who prevented the Belarusian and ethnic Lithuanian cantons from arising.
This was a silent alliance of modern nationalists to create new national states,

and to bury the early modern traditions of the Polish-Lithuanian Common-
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wealth. Lithuania, to avoid any ambiguity, had formally renounced the 1569
Lublin Union.

NATIONAL CONSEQUENCES OF
RIGA, 1921-1939

Belarus. Belarusian activists regarded the Riga settlement as treason and trag-
edy. Although other blows would follow, after Riga it was hard to see Warsaw as
an ally of Belarusian aspirations. Although the Polish state kept Wilno and
some west Belarusian territories, this was not enough to make the idea of a fed-
eration credible. The Riga borders left the Belarusian-speaking minority in
Poland small and rural, as the National Democrats intended. Without Minsk,
the Belarusian intelligentsia was too small to serve as an ally for any Polish po-
litical formation; once Minsk became Soviet, Belarusian national aspirations
within Poland were seen as crypto-Bolshevism.3® The Soviet Union did indeed
exert a powerful attraction on Polish Belarusians. After the Riga settlement of
1921, the Soviet Union was established as a nominal federation of republics in
1922. One of these was a Belorussian Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR) with a cap-
ital in Minsk. Soviet policy, enforced on the Communist International, was
that the Belorussian SSR should be extended westward to include ethnically
Belorussian lands within Poland.

In the 1920s, the communism exported to Poland exploited antistate nation-
alism as well as peasant land hunger. In these early years of the Soviet Union,
two of Lenin’s tactical innovations—the alliance with the peasantry and the ex-
ploitation of national self-determination—were used to foment revolution in
Poland. Agitation abroad was supported by action at home. The ethnic princi-
ple, the basis for the revanchism of the Belarussian SSR and the Communist
Party of Western Belorussia established in Poland, was actually implemented
within the Soviet Union. In 1923, 1924, and 1926 the territory of the Belorus-
sian SSR was extended to the east at the expense of the Russian republic. In the
1920s Moscow supported Belarusian culture. While there had been no schools
teaching in Belarusian in tsarist times, Soviet Belorussia in the 1920s boasted an
Academy of Sciences, a State University, an Institute of Belarusian Culture, a
Belarusian State Library, and fo