
LITUANUS
LITHUANIAN QUARTERLY JOURNAL OF ARTS AND SCIENCES
 
Volume 18, No.4 - Winter 1972
Editors of this issue: Thomas Remeikis
Copyright © 1972 LITUANUS Foundation, Inc.

ACCULTURATION AND SOCIALIZATION IN THE SOVIET BALTIC REPUBLICS*
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University of Connecticut

My aim here is to present some considerations and evidence on a continuing problem to the Soviet regime in the Baltic
republics evoked by the persisting contradictions between the processes of political socialization and acculturation of
autochthonous Lithuanian, Latvian, and Estonian peoples. The first of these processes will be referred to here without
extended definitions as sovietization, and the other one, broadly, as russification. I will present evidence on the continuing
clashes between the two, and will also point out certain policies of the regime which, in the eyes of autochthonous
populations, appear to be either discriminatory, or, more important, are perceived as endangering ethnic identity and
existence. In this report, the validity of claims of discrimination and of perceived dangers is not based on the regime's
proclamations or denials, but on the views held by the autochthonous Baltic peoples toward these policies (eg., the
regime's persistent assurances that no russification - assimilation policies are being pursued in Latvia runs counter to the
feelings of many Latvians who, according to the censuses of 1959 and 1970, are rapidly becoming a national minority in
their own union republic.).

The argument and conclusions presented here are based on evidence from the 1950's and 1960's, along with some very
recent examples, all of which are drawn from a close reading of the Soviet Baltic press, from interviews, and from a recent
personal visit. The basic premise, which also indirectly justifies the present paper, is that the regime's efforts at
sovietization, expended over the past quarter of a century, have resulted in a rather complete adoption of the soviet
political and economic frames of reference in the Baltic area, and internalization of basic institutional and operational
framework, but have not filled the local populations with feelings favorable, or even tolerant, of Russian national - cultural
values and content. Thus, the problem of frictional relationship between the two persists. The question, then, is why has
the process of socialization - acculturation developed in this particular fashion? What are the chances of a successful
resolution of this dilemma?

One of the clashes between political socialization and acculturation - assimilation is caused by the aroused general
apprehensions on the part of local Baltic populations. The intensity of these apprehensions tends to slow down not only the
process of acculturation but tends to hamper the process of socialization also. The feeling on the part of Lithuanians,
Latvians, and Estonians that they are being treated, in practice, unequally with Russians elicits, overcompensating reaction
that tends to overemphasize their own national peculiarities and characteristics. This reaction has resulted, at various
times, in an increased idealization of their own past.1 It shows up in the form of a nationalistic trend in the evaluations and
teachings of their national literatures2 and in a spontaneous revival and intensification of observances of traditional folk-
customs and holidays.3 It has manifested itself in a heightened emphasis on and pursuit of national folk themes in creative
music, writing, and the depicting arts.4 It shows up in increased attention to the study of national ethnography, intensified
efforts at conservation of local archeological monuments, buildings, even of religious shrines, on the grounds of protection
of national heritage.5 The manifestations of this heightened concern motivated by what can be defined only as cultural
nationalism have been added to recurring incidents of reported public slights of Russians and things Russian. It has also
resulted in demonstrations of the continued existence of national spirit and of nationalist feelings on the now forbidden
national anniversaries, eg., national independence commemorations, religious holidays, and during the traditional folk-
song festivals.6

The process of acculturation - assimilation is likely to be further slowed down by its inherent clash with the processes of
political socialization, the latter being the officially proclaimed and constantly reiterated policy in an attempt to induce
among the autochthonous populations feelings of Soviet patriotism, and loyalty to the Soviet Union, while at the same time
claiming to maintain and to support local ethnic cultures. The open proclamation and constant reiteration of these two



aspects of the policy of socialization, proclaiming, as it were, "unity in diversity," tends to contradict existing covert and
informal pressures to move the ethnic groups towards acculturation - assimilation. Indeed, these two parts of the
socialization policy have been most insistently repeated and emphasized in the Baltic republics as in other national regions
of the USSR through the indoctrination - socialization apparatus. They force acculturation or subordination of one culture to
another in the most unobtrusive fashion.

The potential clash between policies of political socialization and acculturation, like the clash between socialization and
discrimination, was recognized early by Party leadership. There is evidence indicating that both Lenin and Stalin realized
that permissiveness on the part of the All - Union Communist Party leadership towards manifestations of Great Russian
chauvinism would turn the task of creating loyalty to the Soviet system among the national minorities into a very complex
and delicate one.7 It was further recognized that a russification policy by itself known today euphemistically as "insufficient
attention to national peculiarities"8 would call forth an intense anti-Russian feeling, and thus, presumably, would make the
task of political socialization, that of creating loyal Soviet citizens, even more difficult.9

In other words, Party leadership realized at times that official pressure to assimilate, to russify, or even to sanction
discrimination on any grounds would only create national minority counter pressures, and that the resulting tension,
together with its eventual outcome, would not necessarily be in the long-term interests of the Party or the Soviet state.

Indeed, objectively, the Communist Party had had in the past, and continues to have today, two basic alternative courses
of action in the field of nationality policy: either to move the autochthonous nationalities towards greater loyalty to the
Soviet Union as a whole (socialization), or to attempt to acculturate - assimilate them (russification). These two broad aims
are inherently contradictory in their mass emotional appeal, and, therefore, a persistent, open pursuit of both policies
simultaneously was and is unlikely, while the longterm success of these policies, even if both are attempted at the same
time, is extremely doubtful.

In fact, apart from very short-lived aberrations, the evidence in the Soviet Baltic republics shows that only "Soviet
patriotism" and the very distant fusion (Sliianie) of all nations into a "socialist culture" has been publicized outside the
USSR, while open or even covert references to the potential loss of cultural identity to the Russians are completely
absent,10 Since 1961, emphasis has been placed on the continued close cooperation and greater unity among all soviet
socialist nations. The programmatic statements made on the All-Union level throughout the sixties recognized, at least on
paper, the continued existence of ethnic-national differences for the foreseeable future,11 and indicated that the process of
moving the nations and their cultures closer together will be accomplished on the basis of "voluntariness and
democratism"12 Similar interpretations of the question of national identities continue to be echoed by the local Baltic
authorities in their own republics.13

The second part of the officially announced mode of socialization, namely, the development of ethnic cultures "national in
form and socialist in content," also tends to impair to a considerable degree the efforts at local russification, while affecting
negatively — although to a much lesser extent — the efforts at doctrinal-ideological integration. The regime, in persuit of its
goal to demonstrate to the Baltic peoples their national cultural sovereignty under socialism, and perhaps in order to
provide at least partially acceptable substitutes for political activity, has consciously fostered mass participation in cultural,
sports, and recreational functions. The increased active popular participation in such events has been consistently hailed
by the local Baltic Party functionaries as the clearest manifestation of the flourishing of the Latvian, Lithuanian, and
Estonian cultures, and as evidence of the great national-cultural benefits that these peoples have reaped under the
Soviets.14

Indeed, there is a plethora of Soviet data indicating that there have been substantial increases in the numbers of amateur
artistic, choral, and folk-dance groups.15 The number of active participants in sports competitions has also been on the
rise.16 The institution and fostering of such mass activities appears to have been utilized in an effort to combat local
manifestations of political and cultural nationalism and to diminish the attractiveness of local religious observances and
festivities. The competition with religious rites has been stressed more recently, and, generally, a concerted effort has been
made to impart more "socialist content" to the leisure activities of the populations.17 For example, the former traditional
celebrations of religious and ethnic-national significance have been replaced by regional and republican mass song and
folk-dance festivals, sports competitions, and other entertainments, held at the time of former commemorations, and these
now have been declared to be of a "folk traditional nature."18

On the other hand, the organization of mass folk-festival in the Baltic republics, in which tens of thousands of performers in
national costumes, and hundreds of thousands of spectators participate,19 is likely to increase over the long run, rather
than diminish the difficulties the local Party encounters with local nationalism. It is true that many of the compositions
performed at these festivals have been created during the Soviet period. Many songs are translations whether from
Russian or other languages, or are performed in the original languages in which they were written. It is also true that all of
these compositions are permeated with varying amounts of "socialist content." However, a considerable number of works
performed are still of the traditional-national Baltic folk variety.20 These are the well-known "classics" of longstanding,
whose performance on a grand scale rings a nostalgic, nationalistic note in at least some of the listeners' hearts. As a
result, the local national pride in its own culture, language, and traditions is increased, the feeling of national separateness
and identity is magnified, the feeling of loss of true independence for one's own national culture is made more acute, and



thus much of the regime's intended impact of ideological indoctrination and cultural assimilation is diminished, if not
altogether destroyed.21 It is therefore not surprising that some of the mass festivals, eg., more recently the Estonian
folksong festival in Tallinn held in 1969, turn into very thinly veiled public manifestation of the spirit of local nationalism.22

Also, such seemingly politically harmless activity as the increased participation of sportsmen from the Baltic republics—
individuals or entire teams—on the All-Union, inter-republican, or even international competition level, have, on occasion,
given rise to manifestations of local national feelings, and of local national pride of considerable intensity.23 The inter-
republican team—sports events in Moscow and in other cities where the meets take place, apparently cause outbursts of
ethnic nationalism, which, in the context of the usual common alignment of national ethnic groups against the Great
Russians, manifest more than just a passing fans' interest in the outcome of a particular event.24

In addition to the contradictions noted in the regime's pursuit of socialization within the context of its formula "national in
form and socialist in content," there also exists a policy or at least a strong popular suspicion of one that also tends to
hamper or work at crosspurposes with the process of political socialization. This policy is a much less clearly delineated
and more covert effort to acculturate local populations by cultural penetration in a more narrow assimilationist sense, in the
form of russification. The policy of russification (and it is not particularly important for our purposes here whether it is truly
"real" in its intent, or partially "imaginary" — a figment of feverish nationalist imagination) can be defined, in the setting of
the Soviet Baltic republics, as a conscious, but not necessarily openly admitted pursuit of certain policies by the regime.
The results of them consists at least in part of the effective imposition of Great Russian cultural values, language, or
customs on the autochthonous Baltic nationalities, or in a dilution of their cultural-national heritage, and thus they pose a
threat to the continued ethnic existence of these nationalities. This definition would then include even those policies
pursued by the regime in the cultural, economic, or ideological fields, which the local Baltic peoples merely perceive as
representing conscious russification, and as a result not only view them with great apprehension but also resist them.

The policies of russification, or those viewed as such by the local populace, are in reality so closely intertwined with the
more general policies of ideological penetration — socialization that it is difficult to separate them and their impact even for
the purposes of analysis. Available evidence suggests that even for a Lithuanian, Latvian, or Estonian national presently
living in the USSR, the problem of assigning any one of the three possible classifications (socialization - sovietization,
acculturation - russification, or both) to any given Kremlin policy pursued in the Baltic republics is mainly a question of
subjective, emotionally heavily tainted, and largely nationalistically colored judgment.

Upon closer examination it appears that this judgment is primarily dependent on the intensity of one's feelings of local
nationalism, and on one's personal acceptance or rejection of the proclaimed Soviet overall goals with respect to the
nationality of which one is a member. That is, ostensibly a specific policy pursued by the Kremlin such as the requirement
of intensive study of the Russian language in local schools may be regarded by some local "ultrapatriots" as an outrage to
the local nationality, while others, of more moderate patriotic persuasion, may view it as a useful and reasonably justifiable
measure introduced for the sake of improved intercommunication and more efficient management of the Soviet Union.25

A study of materials relating to the views and suspicions of the Baltic peoples expressed towards russification during the
fifties and sixties suggests that for the purposes of analysis, the Soviet regime's policies can be grouped under five
headings to which the label of Baltic russification was and to some degree still is attached by a considerable number of
local nationals. Since I have done a more detailed analysis of these five categories elsewhere,26 I will list these five kinds
of typical policies together with the typical views that they have evoked.

The first of the policies to which an "assimilationist" label could be attached was that of cultural isolation of the Baltic
peoples combined with an effective severance of family ties with their own nationals in the West, many of whom especially
among the Lithuanians had emigrated before World War I. This policy was consistently pursued by the regime until the late
fifties, and only presently does it appear to have become less restrictive, consequently being less resented.27

The second policy was that of claiming Russian cultural superiority and technical excellence of the 1946 -1948
"Zhdanovshchina" variety advanced during the forties and early fifties, which probably made very little real impact, and was
generally met with derision, especially among the more culturally and economically advanced Baltic peoples.28 Combined
with these claims are the continuing, references glorifying the Great Russian nation and its leading role in the USSR, which
appear to give continued affront and thus provide considerable justification to the local outcries of russification.29

The third policy consists of extensive revision of the historiography of the Baltic peoples which, in their eyes, goes far
beyond the demands of the Marxist - Leninist ideology. The revisions throughout the fifties and sixties appear to attempt to
inculcate into the Baltic peoples feelings of traditional friendship to the Russians and the Tsarist state, and emphasize the
progressive cultural influences which have devolved upon the Baltic nationals from their being incorporated into the
Russian Empire in the eighteenth century.30 The regime's decision to permit teaching of local Lithuanian, Latvian, or
Estonian history only within the general framework of the history of the USSR, instead of treating it as separate subject,
also gives rise to continued accusations of cultural russification, because of the shortage of class time which can be
devoted to this — in the eyes of local Baltic peoples — very important aspect of their national historical heritage.31

The fourth category of complaints, more important and apparently more intensely felt than those already mentioned,
concerns the requirement to study Russian language in all schools, starting with the second grade.32 It is true that since



1959 the meeting of the requirement has ostensibly been made voluntary.33 Nevertheless, it appears that the study of the
Russian language is urged by local Party authorities and in practice is universally enforced.34 The official urgings to
improve this knowledge, the creation and maintenance of a considerable number of schools in which nationalities are
purposely mixed, and the stress laid on effective bilinguality among the populace, all indicate the significance of the
language question. The question of the knowledge of local Baltic languages by new arrivals from other republics, as well
as the mastery of local languages by state, party, and technical cadres appointed to local positions of responsibility in the
Baltic republics, continues to be a significant local irritant, as events in Latvia in 1959, and in the other two Baltic republics
since then have shown.35

Given the Eastern European context in which nationality closely follows language, it is not surprising that language
problem has increased the cultural and linguistic sensibilities of the autochthonous Baltic peoples. Increasingly, they have
begun to view the preferential status of tht Russian language and culture as a discriminatory attack upon themselves and
their own cultural values, and, therefore, have begun to retaliate. Incidents have been reported in the Soviet Baltic press
and by eyewitnesses, in which Baltic nationals have publicly refused to understand or speak Russian,36 boycotted artistic
performances by Russian ensembles,37 refused to applaud or even booed Russian works performed at concerts,38 and in
other ways have continued to demonstrate "their ethnic particularities" whenever opportunity arose.39 Thus, the language
question, which is of the utmost importance for its role in long-range cultural assimilation, still continues to be a highly
sensitive one in the Baltic area. This explains the use of the language issue as an occasion for open manifestation of
feelings of local cultural nationalism that carries within itself only thinly disguised political overtones.

The fifth category of policies in the area of potential russification is that of a conscious, or possibly inadvertent, creation of
a "melting pot" environment for the local Baltic nationalities. This is done through transfers of autochthonous populations
out of the three republics,40 and was a common occurrence for a variety of reasons until about 1953.41 It was also done
more commonly, through the migration of a large number of Russians, Byelorussians, and Ukrainians into the Baltic area,
and has continued up to the present time. As the 1970 census data show, the cumulative impact of population transfers
into the Baltic republics has been unequal. By 1970 there were already some 705,000 Great Russians in Latvia; in Estonia,
335,000; and in Lithuania, 268,000; comprising 29.8 percent, 24.7 percent, and 8.6 percent of the total populations in
these three republics, respectively.42 The continuation of this trend in Latvia has elicited objections on the part of local
Latvian Communist Party leaders as early as 1959,43 and apparently even more recently,44 but without much avail. The
long term impact of such continued transfers is likely to turn local Baltic peoples into minorities within their own republics,
with all the dangers such a development would entail to the continued preservation of their separate national - cultural
identities. Even the Lithuanians, who are less affected by this policy, are also aware of the "melting pot" danger, as
published Soviet denials of such apprehensions indicate.45 Eyewitness accounts suggest the existence of a considerable
amount of local hostile feeling toward the new arrivals, widespread and intense unwillingness of the Baltic nationals to be
employed outside of their own republics for prolonged periods, and even ostracism of those who emigrate for their own
personal advantage.46

Space does not permit an extensive evaluation of the impact of all of these assimilation's policies on the Baltic peoples,
since we are dealing here with the problems and clashes arising between the processes of socialization and assimilation.
The available evidence suggests, however, that the regime's attempts to eliminate, or at least effectively subdue, the
feelings of local cultural nationalism have not yet borne satisfactory results. The manifestations of local nationalist-colored
"deviations," a list too lengthy to present here,47 and the constant need to repeat exhortations and call for increased
vigilance in "internationalist upbringing" by local Baltic Communist Party leaders48 suggests that the 25-year effort to
achieve complete political socialization in the Baltic republics continue to be hampered effectively by local nationalism.
This indicates that the enormous indoctrination efforts that have been expended locally to insure political socialization —
an automatic, completely internalized, conformity only with Soviet - approved values — have not yet been completely
successful. Due to the contradictions between these two sets of policies, the degree of overall social-political
transformation is, at the present time, still below levels that the local Baltic Party leadership and its Kremlin superiors would
like to see. Thus, the problem of policy toward national groups in the Soviet Baltic republics remains in part unresolved,
perhaps less so in its political-ideological aspects, but certainly more so in its cultural - social aspects.
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