Peter Thaler

Fluid Identities in Central European
Borderlands

The debate about the nature of national identity has been
passionate and complex, and it has not led to convincing, gener-
ally applicable models. In this article, the manner in which this
identity expresses itself at its margins provides a new perspective
on the broader theoretical issue. The sense-of-self of historical
Central European border populations highlights the subjective
component of group identities.

In the countries of Central Europe, the conceptual dichotomy
of Staatsnation and Kulturnation, introduced into the scholarly
debate by Friedrich Meinecke, continues to dominate academic
discourse — notwithstanding its theoretical expansion and criti-
cal revision.! The Staatsnation, which signifies the political or
civic nation, is constructed around the citizenry of a politically
organized territory, in other words, a state, regardless of the
ethnic and cultural composition of this citizenry and of possible
ethnocultural continuities beyond the existing political borders.
It is sometimes defined as a constitutional nation when it de-
marcates the nation by the reach of a liberal constitution; this
reach will normally correspond to the political frontiers of a state.
Its dependence on a specific constitutional content gives this
conceptual variation a normative rather than an empirical
character, since even internal revisions of the political structure
would terminate the existing constitutional nation. The con-
cept resembles the comparably ideology-based, if politically
diametrically opposed, class nation, which periodically provided
the theoretical foundation of the German Democratic Republic
and was envisioned to create a structure of coherence for Soviet
Man. National community was tied to the (premised) identity of
class interest, which would create a common consciousness. Both
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the constitutional nation and the class nation can be viewed as
ideologically superstructured political nations.

By contrast, the typology of the Kulturnation, the cultural or
ethnic nation, has personal rather than institutional foundations.
According to this conception, the nation is a community of
people who share cultural attributes, the most prominent of
which is a common language. These cultural and linguistic
criteria can be supplemented with images of a common ancestry
or of shared historical experiences.? The proponents of the
Kulturnation stress non-institutional criteria — political frontiers
do not universally create or disjoin nations.

In the contemporary international debate, the juxtaposition of
civic/political and cultural conceptions of nationhood is echoed
in the juxtaposition of instrumentalist and ethnocultural interpre-
tations. The proponents of instrumentalism merged an essentially
Marxian focus on socio-economic interests with a more subjec-
tive intellectual tradition that criticized the nationalist paradigm
from a standpoint of conservative universalism.3 Focusing on the
mythical superstructure that frequently surrounds the national
self-image, these authors developed and refined modernist
theories of nationalism, arguing that nations are social constructs
rooted in the self-interest of nationalist elites.

One of the pioneers of the new concept was Ernest Gellner,
who explained the emergence of nationalism in terms of the need
for homogeneity arising in modern industrial societies.* Whereas
different social groups in feudal agrarian societies were separated
by too deep a gulf to permit the development of national com-
munity, the industrial state required interchangeable, culturally
standardized populations that could be transferred according to
economic needs. Nations are not inherent or natural institutions,
and they did not engender the age of nationalism; instead, it was
nationalism that gave rise to nations. In these new nations, uni-
fied high cultures take the place formerly held by established
local cultures. Although nationalism relies on the symbolism of
traditional community, it ultimately erodes this community by
building up an industrial mass society.

Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities expands further
the concept of constructed identity.> Anderson attributes primary
importance for the rise of nationalism to the professional needs
and experiences of local elites. In Spanish America, the local-
born European — also called Creole — elites who dominated the
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mid-levels of colonial bureaucracy initiated the struggle for
political independence. Their realm of experience — the admin-
istrative colonial sub-division — became the new nation-state.
Because of the relative underdevelopment of Spanish America,
no encompassing Spanish-American nationalism was viable. In
Europe, nationalism was carried by the bourgeoisie, which,
contrary to the cosmopolitan nobility, based its professional
and social coherence on linguistic communality. Both Creole
functionaries and the European educated classes created nations
along the lines of their professional universe.

This instrumentalist theory of nationalism, which bases nation-
hood on constructed traditions that serve the particular interests
of the elites who generate them, found its most comprehensive
expression in the work of Eric Hobsbawm. In his contributions
to The Invention of Tradition, which he co-edited with Terence
Ranger, and in his study Nations and Nationalism since 1780,
Hobsbawm documents the adaptations and innovations that
surround national symbols such as folk dances, national dress
and ethnic festivals.® Hobsbawm deconstructs such tradition-
carrying symbols by pointing to their conscious creation or trans-
formation and applies the implicit lesson to the concept of the
nation in general. Much of the subjective content of national
identity is the outcome of careful social engineering. The under-
lying motivation of this invention of tradition lies in the political
and economic interests of ruling elites.

While dominant in the contemporary debate, this instrumental-
ist interpretation has also encountered criticism. Anthony D.
Smith is the pre-eminent representative of a school that stresses
the necessity of ethnic roots for the subsequent development of
national identity.” Not only were most nations built upon pre-
existing ethnic foundations, but the absence of such foundations
would constitute a serious impediment to the intended creation of
a nation. While acknowledging the modernity of the nation-state
and nationalism in their contemporary meanings, Smith under-
scores the continuity of cultural communitarianism.? In this
focus, he echoes John Armstrong’s allusion to the existence of
‘nations before nationalism’, which tries to disengage the con-
cepts of modern nationalism and culture-based group cohesion.’

In the sophisticated form represented by Smith and his closest
associates, ethnist theory does not ignore the differences between
traditional ethnicities and modern nations. John Hutchinson sees
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modern cultural nationalists as moral innovators who stake out a
median path between universalist modernizers and isolationist
conservatives by embracing development but insisting on follow-
ing an autonomous path.!® And Smith himself acknowledges the
pivotal role of ethnic intellectuals, who turn a largely unreflected
cultural affiliation into a conscious political reality.!' In pursuing
this objective, these ethnic intellectuals might indeed instrumen-
talize traditional symbols to gain legitimacy for their reformist
agenda. Smith insists, however, that this selective reading of
an ethnic past could only function within the limits set by living
traditions.!?

One aspect of national identity that does not fit easily into
either theoretical framework has not always received the
scholarly attention it deserves: the national sense-of-self among
transitional populations. In much of the scholarly debate, nations
have been understood as clearly defined social entities. Although
subjective definitions of this entity have by no means been rare,
they have largely been introduced to permit a choice between two
or more predetermined group identities.!* Thus, Ernest Renan’s
often cited definition of the nation as a daily plebiscite aimed at
integrating non-native speakers of French into the French nation
and at reminding all French citizens of the need for continuously
affirming the French national tradition.!* By the same token, the
right to national self-determination, which strongly influenced
the formulation of war aims and peace treaties in the era of the
First World War, tended to entail primarily the choice of which
larger political unit to join.

The subjectivity of national identity can also express itself in a
more fundamental manner, however. In a number of European
border regions, any final determination of national identity
proved to be challenging. In such cases, local identities did not
conform to the national paradigm, be it based on political or
linguistic standards. It is this specific border environment with its
ambiguities and interdependencies that forms the focal point of
this article. In particular, I will explore the nature of border iden-
tities along the historical divide between the German-speaking
world and its Slavic and Baltic neighbours to the east. For this
purpose, I will examine four pre-1945 border environments
stretching from the Klaipéda region of contemporary Lithuania
via the now Polish provinces of Poznania and Silesia to the South
Styrian hill country in today’s Republic of Slovenia. The terri-
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tories examined have undergone highly divergent political histo-
ries; all the more significant are the many similarities in their
national experience. The analysis of Central Europe’s historical
borderlands alerts us to the potential fluidity of national identity.

Polish-speaking Germans, German-born Poles — Shifting Identities
in Silesia, Masuria and Poznania

Historical relations between Germans and Poles are widely seen
as tense and confrontational. Considerably less is known about
the many peaceful interactions between these two peoples. Along
the German-Polish language divide from southern Silesia to
eastern Masuria, there traditionally extended a zone of ethnic
contact and passage, which could be situated in historically
German (e.g. Upper Silesia) or Polish (e.g. the Poznan region)
territory. Ethnic interaction could occur in different forms. In
many towns and villages, Germans and Poles were living side by
side, and numerous families straddled the ethnic divide. In some
instances, the fluidity of national identity resulted from a process
of homogenization in which isolated linguistic splinters were
assimilated into their larger environment, but there also existed a
more enduring aspect of ambivalence, which expressed itself in
transitional populations with ties to both larger communities.

The Cassubians along the lower Vistula exemplify such a
Slavic-speaking population shaped by long-term interaction with
both Poles and Germans. The Cassubians are the remnants of
the historic West-Slavic people called Pomeranians, who were
largely Germanized after their duchy was incorporated into the
Holy Roman Empire during the middle ages. Alternately under
German and Polish rule, some Cassubians adopted a Polish or a
German identity, but others insisted on remaining uniquely
Cassubian. At the beginning of the twentieth century, between
100,000 and 200,000 Cassubians populated the districts sur-
rounding the important Baltic port city of Danzig/Gdansk, and
their descendants continue to live there today, even though the
removal of the German population in the aftermath of the Second
World War and the subsequent influx of ethnic Poles has led to
their accelerated assimilation into Polish culture.!’

Even more interesting for the question of fluid identities than
the interdependent but distinct ethnicity of the Cassubians are the
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intermediary identities that used to typify the cultural landscape
of Upper Silesia and the south-eastern quadrant of East Prussia.
In these territories, German- and Polish-speakers lived alongside
each other for centuries under German, or German-dominated
transnational, governance. While the two settings resembled each
other, there were also visible differences, which modified the oth-
erwise similar response of the local populations to the challenges
of modern political nationalism and thus allow us to weigh the
relative importance of individual social and cultural characteris-
tics in the formation of national identity.

The village of Gwozdzice/Gwosdcziitz lies in the Opole/
Oppeln district of Upper Silesia. In Silesia, the Germanic popu-
lation had been replaced by Slavs in the early middle ages, but
by the twelfth century new German settlers began to move into
the region. After Silesia had been incorporated into the Holy
Roman Empire in the early 1300s, much of Silesia became
monolingually German, while Upper Silesia, the south-eastern
part of the province, remained predominantly Polish-speaking.
After the First World War, the Allies allowed the local popula-
tion to decide its political future. The area was divided after
707,554 Upper Silesians had voted for Germany and 478,820 for
Poland. Gwosdcziitz remained in Germany until 1945, at which
time the Allies awarded all of Silesia to Poland.

In the mid-1920s, a clear majority of 71.5 per cent in the
community of Rogau/Rogow, to which Gwosdcziitz belongs,
declared Polish and German as their native languages; 15.66 per
cent indicated Polish, and 12.82 German.!® An examination of
the Gwosdcziitz war memorials of the First and Second World
Wars reveals more than 75 per cent Slavic surnames, which in
the fairly stable European surname environment confirms the
substantial Slavic contribution to the local ethnogenesis. But in
the 1921 plebiscite, 87.2 per cent of the population of Rogau
expressed its German sentiments by voting for Germany. The
population of Rogau predominantly bore Slavic last names, was
bilingual, and defined itself politically as German, which indi-
cates that a large percentage of the declared Germans in this
traditional border region had strong Slavic family ties.!”

Upper Silesia demonstrated that a substantial number of
Slavophones in this part of East-Central Europe identified with
the German political sphere, but it also showed that this orienta-
tion was not shared by all Slavic-speakers under German rule.
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Although Silesia had not been Polish since the middle ages, the
Polish national movement had made substantial inroads. Forty
per cent of the overall electorate in the plebiscite zone, and, thus,
a majority of the Slavophones, did opt for Polish political control.
In Upper Silesia, sentiments were divided, and the rift cut
through villages and families. In East Prussia, by contrast,
national identity was more uniform, yet no less interesting to the
researcher.

Beginning in the fourteenth and expanding in the fifteenth
century, the Order of Teutonic Knights that ruled what later
became FEast Prussia allowed settlers from the neighbouring
Polish territory of Masovia into their south-eastern borderlands.
These Masovian settlers merged with the local Balto-Prussian
and German inhabitants and became the dominant population
in a region subsequently named Masuria after them.!® The
Masurians came to share the political destiny and the Lutheran
faith of their German-speaking neighbours, but long retained
their Slavic speech; it was in the course of the nineteenth century
that a growing number of Masurians first gave up their ancestral
dialect in favour of German.

Even those Masurians who retained the dialect were nearly
impossible to reach by the Polish national movement, as was
consistently demonstrated by their Prussian—-Conservative voting
pattern. Throughout most of the Wilhelmine era, the govern-
mental district of Gumbinnen, which included the bulk of
Masuria and Prussian Lithuania, had one of the most Conserva-
tive electoral records of the country.'” From 1878 to 1907,
Conservative candidates consistently won between 55 and 80 per
cent of the vote; only in 1912 did National Liberal competition
push the Conservative share somewhat below the 50 per cent
mark.? Polish-oriented candidates only reached the 10 per cent
mark with the approximately 6000 votes gained by the ambigu-
ously named Masurian People’s Party in 1898; their support
dwindled to 4699 votes in 1903 and to 1451 in 1907 and re-
covered slightly to 2698 of approximately 70,000 votes in the last
pre-war elections in 1912.%!

In classic Masurian election districts, the results tended to be
even more pronounced. With its 97 per cent Protestant and over
55 per cent Slavophone population, the electoral district of
Oletzko-Lyck-Johannisburg constituted one of those arche-
typical Masurian districts.??> Apart from 1877, when it went to a
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Liberal, the seat was always won by a Conservative in the first
round, and usually by large majorities.?> For Polish candidates,
the district was hopeless, as can be seen in the election results of
1903 and 1907.

Table 1
Election results in the electoral district of
Oletzko-Lyck-Johannisburg in 1903 and 1907

Party affiliation Percentage of vote in 1903 Percentage of vote in 1907
Conservative 89 94.6
Social Democratic 6.3 2.9
Liberal 3.9 3.8
Polish 0.7 0.2

Source: Kaiserliches Statistisches Amt, ed., Statistik der Reichstagswahlen von 1907
(Berlin 1907), 4ff.

The Masurians retained their political orientation in the face of
the German defeat of 1918. In the district of Sensburg (now
Mragowo), German-speakers amounted to less than half of the
population at the beginning of the twentieth century. In the cen-
sus of 1900, 20,447 inhabitants of the district declared German
to be their mother tongue, whereas 14,704 listed Masurian, 9784
Polish, and 3010 a combination of German and one of the two
Slavic idioms.?* Of an overall population of 48,403, 42 per cent
listed German alone as their native tongue. As a consequence,
the Polish government vigorously claimed Sensburg and other
Masurian districts for its re-emerged state as the new German
borders were debated at the peace conference at Versailles. When
the Allies decided to solve the dispute through an internationally
monitored plebiscite, they were surprised to find that in a pre-
dominantly Slavic-speaking district such as Sensburg, a mere 25
votes were cast for Poland as opposed to 34,334 in favour of con-
tinuous inclusion in Germany.?’

The results in Sensburg were echoed in the overall outcome of
the 1920 plebiscite, where 363,209 votes were cast for German
East Prussia versus 7980 for Poland. If one examines these
numbers more closely, one finds that most of the Polish vote did
not originate in Masuria but in the Catholic region of Warmia/
Ermland, whose southern tip contained a consciously Polish
segment of the population. Of the not quite 8000 votes in favour
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of Poland, 6002, that is, three-quarters, accrued in the Warmian
plebiscite districts, where they amounted to 6.7 per cent of the
overall tally of 89,482. In Protestant Masuria, by contrast, the
1984 Polish votes represented a mere 0.7 per cent of the total.
Their largely Slavophone origins notwithstanding, the Masurians
clearly identified with the German political sphere.

During the same period, cultural and political sentiments
developed quite differently in another sector of the German-—
Polish borderlands. In the early 1700s, the city of Poznan in
Western Poland, which had suffered gravely from the ravages of
the Nordic War and the epidemics that ensued, invited German
Catholic farmers to settle on city-owned agricultural lands in
its environs. Since many of the early settlers, of whom the
Poznanians expected a rejuvenation and modernization of their
ailing farm economy, hailed from communities in the vicinity of
Bamberg in Franconia, the Polish inhabitants began to address
these German Catholic farmers generically as ‘Bambergers’. The
arrivals from the West thrived in their new environment and
became a familiar facet of Poznanian life.

As a consequence of Poland’s dismemberment in the late
1700s, the Poznan area was incorporated into the Kingdom of
Prussia. At that time, the immigration of the Bambergers was
only a few generations removed, and their communities had
remained German in customs and speech. For another half
century, this basic cultural environment was preserved, but then
a surprising development took shape. Under the influence of
their predominantly Polish-speaking neighbours and especially
of the consciously Polish clergy, the Catholic Bambergers were
drawn into the Polish national sphere. The equation of Polish
and Catholic, which formed a central aspect of contemporary
Polish national ideology, put into question the Germanness of
the Bambergers, who indeed encountered Germans primarily as
Protestants in this part of Central Europe. The Bambergers
began to support Polish candidates in the highly ethnicized politi-
cal elections in Poznania and increasingly defined themselves
as Poles. As can be seen from the language statistics in
two Poznanian communities, the cultural parameters of the
Bamberger settlements were fundamentally transformed.?®

At a time when their region formed part of Prussia, many of
the Catholic German settlers in the vicinity of Poznan became
Poles. They were assimilated by their Polish coreligionists



528 European History Quarterly Vol. 31 No. 4

Table 2
Linguistic affiliation in two Poznanian communities in 1861 and 1880

1861 1880
German Polish German Polish
Debiec/Demsen 219 22 56 273
Lubori/Luban 175 25 9 246

Source: Max Bir, Die ‘Bamberger’ bei Posen (Posen 1882), 74.

although they were governed by Germans. As many contempo-
rary sources from the early settlement period document, the
Bambergers had been unequivocally German when the Masurian
population still centred largely in itself: one hundred years later
the socio-psychological environments had changed consider-
ably.?” In Central Europe’s borderlands, it was not uncommon to
encounter people whose group identification did not correlate
with that of their parents or even with their own linguistic back-
ground.

The People Between: Prussian Lithuania and an Old Wives’ Tale

Lena Grigoleit was born in 1910 in the village of Bittehnen not
far from the regional centre of Tilsit in northern East Prussia.?®
Like most inhabitants of her area, she was Protestant and had ties
to both German and Lithuanian culture. At the beginning of the
twentieth century just over half the community’s inhabitants
declared Lithuanian to be their mother tongue, and the per-
centages had been higher in previous decades.?® The Grigoleits
were bilingual, with the grandparents more attached to their
Lithuanian heritage and the parents increasingly integrated into
the wider German societal sphere.

Located on the north shore of the Nyeman/Memel/Nemunas
river, East Prussia’s Bittehnen became Lithuania’s Biténai in
1923. A number of Catholic Lithuanians from Lithuania proper
moved into the area, but in general, life continued as before, since
the international Memel Convention of 1924 had guaranteed the
indigenous population basic cultural rights.’® Lena Grigoleit’s
marriage to one of the Catholic newcomers tied her more closely
to Lithuanian society than was common among her peers. This
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caused hardships during the Second World War, when the area
was reattached to Germany, but proved helpful thereafter, when
most of the local families fled or were deported from Bittehnen.
Beginning in the mid-1950s, another wave of emigration to
Germany took further autochthons, including all of Lena’s
remaining fellow Bittehners and a number of her family mem-
bers, to a Germany that had become far removed from the
Memel river and its historic German-Lithuanian coexistence.3!
Lena Grigoleit, now KondrataviCiene, remained the only local
Little Lithuanian in Biténai, where she became something of a
window into the past for the new settlers and a vestige of home to
the old Bittehners, who were able to visit the area more freely
after the collapse of Communism. She died in the provincial
capital of Klaipéda in 1995.

In a scholarly analysis that focuses on data and numbers, the
individual human experience can easily fade into the back-
ground. Lena Grigoleit’s biography, on the other hand, offers us
an opportunity to take a glimpse into the historic border environ-
ment from the perspective of the individuals who lived in it. Her
life story was unique, but her cultural background was not. At
about the same time as Masovian Poles migrated to the south-
eastern sector of the later East Prussia, Lithuanian settlement
expanded in the underdeveloped woodlands of the north-east.??
The long historical association and intermarriage with Germans
and the religious divide created by Reformation and Counter-
Reformation separated them from the Lithuanians in the Grand
Duchy, but they long preserved their unique Prusso-Lithuanian
identity. During the time of increased Russian cultural pressure
in the Grand Duchy, Prussian Lithuania even became a cultural
beacon for the budding Lithuanian national movement on the
other side of the border. Throughout the 1800s, however, the
impact of modernization, mass education and occupational
mobility drew the Prussian Lithuanians ever closer into the
German cultural sphere, and by 1900 no more than 100,000 East
Prussians declared their mother tongue to be Lithuanian.?

In the districts to the north of the river Nyeman, the
Lithuanian language had stood its ground the best. The 25,000
Lithuanian-speakers in the district of Memel amounted to 43 per
cent of the local population in 1900; the 24,000 Lithuanian-
speakers of the district of Heydekrug even constituted a majority
of 57 per cent.’* Altogether, the 140,000 East Prussians who
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lived to the north of the river were divided about equally between
German- and Lithuanian-speakers on the eve of the First World
War.? This strong Lithuanian presence induced the Allies to sep-
arate the area from Germany after the war and to put up only
token resistance when Lithuania annexed it in 1923.3¢ Since the
region had not formed an administrative unit but contained the
former East Prussian district of Memel as well as parts of the dis-
tricts of Heydekrug, Niederung, Tilsit and Ragnit, there was no
established name for it. In the inter-war period, it came to be
known as Memel territory in English (Memelland in German),
whereas the Lithuanians tended to call it the Klaipéda littoral
(Klaipédos krastas) or Little Lithuania (Mazoji Lietuva) as
opposed to the Greater Lithuania represented by the former
Grand Duchy.?’

To the outside observer, the national dilemma in the Memel
territory might arise from the presence of two equally numerous
linguistic groups and the ensuing difficulty in assigning the
region to either of the larger national communities. Upon closer
inspection, however, the issue reveals a deeper complexity that
displays little similarity with the initial appearance of national
bipolarity. On the one hand, the rural inhabitants of the area
undoubtedly were of predominantly Lithuanian descent. This
basic fact can be seen in the larger share of Lithuanian surnames
and in the historical dominance of Lithuanian as the language
of the rural population in this part of East Prussia. Greater
Lithuanian nationalists took these factors as evidence of the
purely Lithuanian character of the region and utilized them to
buttress Lithuania’s political claim to it.

Next to such arguments that resolve the national impasse of the
Memel territory in favour of the Lithuanian side, there were,
however, potentially more significant ones that pointed in the
opposite direction. Among the local population there never arose
much enthusiasm for the Lithuanian national movement, and
Lithuanian parties gained only limited support in the parliamen-
tary elections. In 1898, the Lithuanians won their first seat in a
run-off election due to an alliance with the Liberals; on their own,
they never managed to win a seat even in the most Lithuanian-
speaking electoral districts.?® The difference between the
German-Lithuanian electoral landscape in northern East Prussia
and its German-Polish equivalent in Poznania was palpable.

Based on the census of 1900, the electoral district Posen Two,
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consisting in essence of the Poznanian political districts of
Obornik, Samter, Birnbaum and Schwerin, contained 69,562
native-speakers of German and 90,143 native-speakers of
Polish.?° Thus, Polish-speakers accounted for approximately 56.5
per cent of the population versus 43.5 per cent German-speakers.
This relative distribution of German and minority population was
roughly comparable to the conditions found in the electoral
district of Memel-Heydekrug, which was split evenly between
native speakers of German and Lithuanian. Of the district’s
102,622 inhabitants, 50,390 declared German as their mother
tongue, 50,139 Lithuanian, and 1760 both.*® In spite of these
cultural similarities, the parliamentary elections of 1903 and
1907 produced noticeably different outcomes.

Table 3
Support for minority candidates in two electoral districts in the
Reichstag elections of 1903 and 1907 (1st round)

Minority candidate
Electoral district Non-German-speakers 1903 1907
Obornik-Samter-
Birnbaum-Schwerin 56.5% Polish-speaking 53.8% 52.3%
Memel-Heydekrug 50% Lithuanian-speaking 25.1% 23.2%

Source: Vierteljahreshefte zur Statistik des Deutschen Reichs, various issues;
Preuflische Statistik, various issues.

Although the Lithuanian-speaking population of Memel-
Heydekrug was almost as strong as the Polish-speaking popula-
tion of Obornik-Samter-Birnbaum-Schwerin, Lithuanian candi-
dates obtained only half the electoral share of their Polish
counterparts. These divergent voting patterns alert us to the
different self-images of Prussia’s non-German-speaking minori-
ties.*! Whereas consciously Polish populations rallied around
ethnic candidates, Lithuanian-speaking East Prussians did so to
a much smaller extent, and Masurians hardly at all. In order to
ascertain the full significance of such electoral differences, it
seems advisable to rule out the influence of other variables. The
most logical outside factor would be government interference.
Even though one would expect such influence to have been felt
universally and not just among the Prusso-Lithuanians, it seems
worthwhile to follow the continuation of electoral trends in the
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inter-war era, when the tables had been turned and the central
government was Lithuanian instead of German.

The census of 1925 confirms that Lithuanian linguistic back-
ground, not to mention Lithuanian ancestry, did not translate
directly into a Lithuanian national identity. Whereas the German
census of 1910 had shown 71,000 German speakers and 67,000
Lithuanian speakers in the Memel region, the first census in
the Lithuanian period, which contained a question for nation-
ality, found 59,337 Germans, 37,625 Lithuanians and 38,404
‘Memelites’.#?> If one considers that a number of Germans had
left the area after its separation from Germany and that
Lithuanians from the Grand Duchy had begun to move there, it
becomes clear that most local German-speakers subscribed to
German nationality, whereas many Lithuanian-speakers did not
identify with the Lithuanian nation and chose the local Memel
identity instead.

A look at the inter-war voting pattern in the Memel territory
further accentuates this national environment. In the six elections
to the Memel diet between 1925 and 1938, German-oriented par-
ties consistently gained more than 80 per cent of the votes; in
1925, they even exceeded the 90 per cent mark.*

Table 4
Elections to the inter-war Memel Diet

Percentage for German parties  Percentage for Lithuanian parties

1925 94 6
1927 84 16
1930 82 18
1932 81 19
1935 81 19
1938 87 13

Source: Alfred Bohmann, Menschen und Grenzen (Cologne 1970), I11: 202.4

Compared to the pre-war, German period, Lithuanian parties
lost further ground, particularly if one focuses on the indigen-
ous population. Under German rule, a considerable share of
Lithuanian-speakers had supported Lithuanian candidates as an
expression of regional cultural identity, without thereby express-
ing any desire for union with Lithuania. In the inter-war era, such
apolitical cultural identification with Prusso-Lithuanian tradi-
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tions no longer seemed possible. Forced to choose between
Germany and Lithuania, most Klaipéda Lithuanians opted for
the former.

The final chapter of the German-Lithuanian symbiosis along
the Nyeman river is no longer fully within the scope of this study.
From 1939 to 1945, the territory was ruled by Germany once
more, and at the end of the Second World War most of its inhabi-
tants found themselves transplanted westward along with the
other inhabitants of Prussia’s historic eastern provinces. Today
the estimated 10,000-15,000 autochthons of the Klaipéda district
form a much smaller share of the population not only than the
Lithuanians proper, but also than the Russians.*> Most of the
original inhabitants of this region, Germans and Lithuanians
alike, live in the smaller post-war Germany, and to their off-
spring, Lithuania is no less exotic a country than the various
other former Soviet republics. In the pulsating western cities of
Bremen and Hamburg, the story of Lena Grigoleit’s life at the
intersection of German and Lithuanian identity is merely an echo
of a distant past.

Their Fathers’ God: Religion and National Identity in Upper Silesia

The link between national and religious identity has surfaced
repeatedly in this examination of historical Central European
borderlands.*® Their Protestant heritage limited the receptiveness
of Masurians to Polish nationalism, whereas German Catholics
in central Poznania proved susceptible to gradual Polonization.
It is important to note that this religious identity did not neces-
sarily correlate with active participation in religious life, but can
be seen as a cultural phenomenon even more than a theological
one. Even in an era of increasing secularization, traditional
denominational affiliations continued to influence ethnic and
national identity.*’

Such cultural landscapes as Masuria and Prussian Lithuania,
in which compact regional populations shared history and reli-
gion with their German fellow citizens, whereas their linguis-
tic background tied them to the dominant nationalities of
neighbouring countries, represented multidimensional macro-
environments that alert the researcher to the underlying phenom-
enon but are not sufficiently differentiated to prove it. In essence,
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these regions contained populations that were large enough to be
self-sufficient and whose distinction from potential co-ethnics
was not denominational alone. The political response to this
multi-layered cultural environment is instructive, but the
presence of additional variables invites questions as to the true
significance of the religious factor. Thus, it is vital to filter out the
religious component in a more narrowly circumscribed regional
environment, in which religion constitutes the only independent
variable. The district of Kreuzburg/Kluczbork provides the ideal
setting for such an investigation.

Kreuzburg used to form the northernmost district of German
Upper Silesia; today Kluczbork lies at the northern tip of the
Polish voivodeship of Opole. Historical Kreuzburg bordered on
Polish territory to the north, on Lower Silesia to the west, and on
the Upper Silesian districts of Oppeln and Rosenberg (now
Opole and Olesno) to the south and east. Its somewhat peripheral
location helps explain its idiosyncrasy within the historical Upper
Silesian cultural environment: unlike most of the province,
Kreuzburg was predominantly Protestant. In 1900, 31,627 of
Kreuzburg’s 46,827 inhabitants were Protestant; the resulting
percentage of 67.5 per cent Protestants was unusual in a province
more than 90 per cent Catholic.*?

In itself, this religious distinction would not add much to the
analysis, which has already shown the perceptual differences
between, for example, the Protestant Masurians and the Catholic
Poles. What made Kreuzburg unique, however, was the fact that
its distinctiveness was almost exclusively denominational.
Whereas the historical experience of Protestant Little Lithuan-
ians and Masurians had been different from that of their linguis-
tic brethren of Catholic faith for hundreds of years, the inhabi-
tants of Kreuzburg had partaken in the broader trends of Upper
Silesian history. As a consequence, they also shared in a central
Upper Silesian characteristic: the interpenetration of German
and Polish ethnicity. In turn, the combination of religious
idiosyncrasy and cultural normality resulted in another regional
specificity: a sizeable Polish Protestant population.*®

In 1900, the district of Kreuzburg was 40 per cent German-
and 60 per cent Polish-speaking.’® It contained 13,000 German
Protestants next to not quite 5000 German Catholics as well
as 18,000 Polish Protestants next to not quite 10,000 Polish
Catholics. The 18,000 Polish Protestants constituted almost
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40 per cent of the district’s overall population and formed its
single strongest cultural element. As emphasized above, their
overall numbers were too small and their historical development
too interwoven with the rest of Upper Silesia to have given
the Polish Protestants of Kreuzburg a distinctiveness comparable
to the separate ethnicity of the Masurians. Nonetheless, they
demarcated themselves noticeably from other Polish-speaking
Silesians.

Firstly, the Polish Protestants of Kreuzburg showed an uncom-
mon tendency towards Germanization. A considerable share
of the 13,000 German Protestants of 1900 were the result of
fairly recent assimilation. The district’s proportion of declared
German-speakers had grown from 31 to 40 per cent during the
last decade of the nineteenth century. This development distin-
guished itself markedly from the linguistic trend in the adjacent,
Catholic districts. In Rosenberg, the German share of the popu-
lation had only grown from 13.5 to 15.3 per cent over the same
time period, and in the district of Oppeln it had actually
decreased from 18.7 to 18.3 per cent.

Table 5
Protestants in the district of Kreuzburg by mother tongue
Polish German
1900 18,258 13,360
1905 18,077 14,869
1910 14,936 17,073

Source: R. Baumgarten, ‘Evangelische Polen in Posen und Schlesien’, Die
Grenzboten, 73:30 (1914), 192.

The Germanization of Kreuzburg’s Polish-speaking Protes-
tants continued in the new century and eventually tipped the
balance between German and Polish Protestants. By the time of
the First World War, German-speakers had surpassed in number
Polish-speakers among the district’s Protestants; this shift was
not caused by migration but by an ongoing assimilation process.
This outright Germanization of many Protestant Polish-speakers
in Kreuzburg only completed their identification with the
Prussian state, however. In addition to — and interconnected
with — their religious idiosyncrasy, the inhabitants of Kreuzburg
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had long demarcated themselves from the rest of Upper Silesia in
another important respect: they had a very distinct electoral
record.

The largely Catholic province of Upper Silesia constituted a
bastion of Germany’s Centre Party, which claimed the allegiance
of much of the country’s actively Catholic population. The
nationality conflict challenged the sectoral dominance of this
party in the Prussian east, where a large proportion of Catholics
was Polish-speaking. The Polish electoral movement reached
Upper Silesia comparatively late, and the fluid boundaries
between Germans and Poles introduced some of the national
conflict into the Centre Party, whereas it tended to be fought
between opposing parties in the more polarized Poznanian
environment. Nonetheless, Polish candidates won four and five
of Upper Silesia’s twelve seats in the two final pre-war elections
to the German Reichstag. All but one of the remaining seats went
to the Centre Party; the exception was Kreuzburg-Rosenberg,
also referred to as Oppeln One.

Although Rosenberg was heavily Polish Catholic, the electoral
district of Kreuzburg-Rosenberg contained a strong Protestant
minority of almost 40 per cent. About half of the electorate was
Polish Catholic, somewhat less than a quarter Polish Protestant;
the remaining quarter was German-speaking, predominantly but
not exclusively Protestant.’! Alone among the Upper Silesian
districts, Kreuzburg-Rosenberg consistently sent a Conservative
to the parliament in Berlin. Only in 1881 did the Centre Party
manage to secure the seat, which was held by the Free Con-
servatives before and by the Conservatives in all the elections
thereafter.’> To be sure, the unique dominance of the Conserva-
tives, who almost always won an outright majority in the first
round of voting and did not depend on a run-off election, was re-
inforced by an agreement with the Centre Party, which — in
exchange for a Conservative withdrawal from unattainable
Catholic districts in the area — commonly did not file candidates
in the difficult terrain of Kreuzburg.’®> The Centre Party’s will-
ingness to give up Kreuzburg-Rosenberg merely reflected its
appreciation of the district’s distinctiveness, however, and the
failure of Polish candidates to ever win a majority within the more
than 70 per cent Polish-speaking electorate demonstrates that the
local Polish Protestants almost universally sided with the Con-
servatives, who were effectively the Prussian governmental party.
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In the plebiscite of 1921, Kreuzburg demonstrated its special
character one more time. Although still 47 per cent Polish-
speaking in the last pre-war census of 1910, the district voted
96 per cent in favour of remaining part of Germany.* This
virtual unanimity confirmed that most Polish votes in the com-
bined electoral district of Kreuzburg-Rosenberg had not origi-
nated in Kreuzburg but in predominantly Polish—Catholic
Rosenberg, where over 30 per cent voted for Poland in 1921.
Moreover, it put Kreuzburg into a category more reminiscent of
Masuria than of the rest of bicultural Upper Silesia. Although
the fact that one-third of Upper Silesia’s Polish-speakers pre-
ferred Germany over Poland alerts us to the subjective nature of
national identity in this border region, a majority did support
Polish sovereignty. Among the Protestant Polish-speakers of
Upper Silesia, by contrast, hardly anyone did. Against the forces
of history and religion, the Polish national movement could not
succeed.

Where the Self Meets the Other: A Southern Styrian Town in
the Late Habsburg Period

The transitional identities examined so far were situated in the
Prusso-Polish and Prusso-Lithuanian borderlands. The competi-
tion between the German and other Central European national
movements was not restricted to the Prussian sphere of influence,
however. In fact, the history of the late Habsburg Empire has
become the classic image of national strife, and a number of
important theorists of nationalism and national identity have
taken the Habsburg experience as a starting point for their
analysis and model-building.*

Next to the lands of the Bohemian Crown with their protracted
competition between Germans and Czechs, the Alpine provinces
of Styria, Carinthia and Carniola formed the second focal point
of German-Slavic conflict in the Habsburg Monarchy. Since the
relationship between Germans and Slovenes was not fully as
crucial to the viability of the Habsburg state as were German—
Czech relations in the rich and populous province of Bohemia, it
has not attracted the same amount of international scholarly
attention as the latter.’® For the populations involved, however,
this conflict was no less significant, and it offers intriguing
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insights into the nature of national identity among culturally or
politically ambivalent border populations.

The cultural environment in the south-eastern Alps was char-
acterized by a gradual movement toward homogenization. Thus,
the share of Slovenian-speakers fell from 32.74 per cent in 1880
to 29.38 per cent in 1910 in predominantly German-speaking
Styria and, even more noticeably, from 29.72 to 21.24 per cent in
neighbouring Carinthia. In Carniola, by contrast, the share of
Slovenian-speakers rose from 93.67 to 94.36 per cent, with a
corresponding reduction of the German presence from 6.15 to
5.36 per cent and an even more pronounced decrease in the
capital city of Ljubljana, where the German share dropped from
approximately 23 per cent in 1880 to less than 15 per cent in
1910.7

Below the level of this larger trend, however, there were local
idiosyncrasies that underscore the potential instability of national
sentiment in border regions. What makes this instability particu-
larly interesting is the nature of the measurement in which it
expressed itself. The Austrian censuses of the late Habsburg
period did not ask people to identify with a cultural or political
entity. Instead, they contained a question about an individual’s
Umgangssprache, a term best translated as that person’s language
of (predominant) daily use, or primary language. Although this
question appears to be directed at an objectively defined charac-
teristic, it soon took on distinctly political overtones, and activists
on all sides attempted to turn the answer to the linguistic question
into a national plebiscite. The consequences of this politicization
can be seen in Styrian census results of the late Habsburg period.

The territory of the modern province of Styria had a long
history of German-Slavic coexistence. The Alpine Slavs, who
had moved into the area soon after the withdrawal of the
Romans, had been subjugated by the Bavarians in the early
middle ages, and the territory was integrated into the Frankish
kingdom and the Holy Roman Empire that succeeded it. The
Babenberg dukes of Austria and their Habsburg successors tied
the region ever closer to the Austrian sphere. In the census of
1880, 794,841 Styrians listed their primary language as German
and 388,419 as Slovenian, which made the province two-thirds
German- and one-third Slovenian-speaking. This linguistic ratio
resulted from an overall compilation and did not reflect local
conditions, which tended to be more homogeneous, with an
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almost exclusively German-speaking north and a predominantly
Slovenian-speaking south.

Many towns and cities in southern Styria had German majori-
ties, however, and much of the region’s ethnic strife revolved
around these German-speaking urban centres surrounded by
rural Slovenes. The specific demographics of southern Styria
introduced an element of volatility, which constituted the most
noteworthy aspect of the local nationality conflict. In the lan-
guage statistics of the small town of Sostanj/Schénstein, this
volatility demarcates itself particularly well. In the final four cen-
suses held under Habsburg auspices, the local distribution of
German- and Slovenian-speakers was as shown in Table 6.

Table 6
Primary language in goétanj/Sch(‘instein 1880-1910
German Slovenian Total
1880 118 615 734
1890 410 421 835
1900 179 908 1096
1910 874 368 1257

Even if one considers the substantial in-migration expressed in
the overall population growth, the inconsistency of the results is
striking. The citizens of So$tanj/Schonstein clearly treated the
question regarding their language of predominant daily use as
directed at their national identification, because their language
use could not have vacillated as forcefully as suggested by the
census data. They were sufficiently well-versed in both German
and Slovenian to see either one as a potential primary language
and turned their census replies into conscious political state-
ments. Moreover, many local citizens felt close enough to both
national communities to alternate between them. Thus, at a time
of protracted conflict between Germans and Slovenes in
Austria’s Alpine provinces, the inhabitants of Sostanj/Schon-
stein would at times be found on the German side, at times on the
Slovenian. They would be the self, but they would also be the
other.
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Conclusion

This article has examined transitional identities in historical
Central European borderlands on both an individual and a
collective level. Regions as far apart both geographically and
politically as northern East Prussia and southern Styria displayed
intriguing socio-cultural similarities, which illuminate the nature
of national identity as it expressed itself at its margins.

In the political and scholarly debate, the special cultural
parameters of border regions have often been seen in a context of
public policy. During the final decades of imperial Germany, to
take one important historical setting, one will indeed notice
governmental attempts to strengthen the position of German
culture and language in the eastern borderlands. The measurable
impact of these policies remained small, however, especially vis-
a-vis the primarily affected Polish Catholics; when Poznania
reverted to Poland after the First World War, the region had
changed little in overall ethnic composition since Poland’s
partition in the late 1700s.°® Instead, the divergent reactions of
different minority populations to their political environment
highlight the primary importance of broader socio-cultural
factors. Catholic Polish-speakers in a historically Polish territory
such as Poznania fully retained a Polish identity under Prussian
rule. The Catholic Polish-speakers of historically German Upper
Silesia were divided by the impact of modern nationalism: one
segment of the population adopted a Polish national identity,
another segment rejected it. And among the Polish-speaking
Protestants in historically German Masuria, the Polish national
movement made few inroads.

In some cases, the national development counter-caricatured
the political setting. The Prussian government had no interest in
the assimilation of its German-speakers into a different linguistic
community, but the Bambergers of central Poznania adopted a
Polish identity nonetheless. Similarly, the inter-war Lithuanian
authorities proved unable to turn the Lithuanian-speakers of
the Memel territory into conscious members of the Lithuanian
nation. Instead, the personal confrontation with Greater
Lithuanian authorities and the nationalization policies they
pursued seem to have estranged most Memel Lithuanians even
further from the Lithuanian political sphere and to have com-
pleted their emotional integration into that of Germany.
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Rather than reinforcing the role of short-term public policy
measures in the creation of social identity, the history of the
German-Slavic and German-Baltic borderlands points to a more
gradual process of cultural confluence. The border environment
reveals that culture does not consist of language alone but
encompasses a wide array of mores, traditions and attitudes,
among which religion and historical experience prove especially
significant. It demonstrates furthermore that people can be
members of a linguistically defined minority population within
one nation-state without therefore representing an offshoot or
extension of the co-lingual national community beyond the
border.>®

On a theoretical plane, the historical border regions between
the German-speaking world and its eastern neighbours illumi-
nate the complexity of national identity on the crossroads of
language, religion and history. On a more practical plane, they
also alert us to the value of transitional regions as links between
larger national communities. The borderlands traditionally con-
tained a zone of contact and passage. Numerous nerve lines tied
together different cultural groups, and group identification
visibly became a matter of personal choice. Environments such
as these created zones of fluid identity. The border populations
understood their neighbours; they learned from them, transmitted
this knowledge on to other members of their respective cultural
communities, and thus contributed to a constant flow of inform-
ation between larger cultural spheres.

The border regions were no peaceful multicultural paradise.
They were frequently marked by tension and antagonism, but at
the same time they constituted a natural zone of transition from
one cultural realm to another. There were families with both
German and Slavic or Baltic branches; sometimes even siblings
chose different sides. Such accumulated knowledge and familiar-
ity across ethnic lines helped to create a border environment in
which numerous ties bridged the divide.

There are echoes of such transitional identities in contempo-
rary Upper Silesia — whose regional culture has survived the
vicissitudes of twentieth-century European politics better than
many comparable border cultures — and arguably along the
Austro-Slovenian frontier.®® On an even smaller scale, isolated
remnants of a Masurian and Little Lithuanian cultural sphere
have weathered the storm, although their political surroundings
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have been transformed to the point of irrecognizability.®! But for
the most part, the intriguing national ambivalence in the heart
of Europe is a thing of the past. The removal of the German
population from large tracts of East-Central Europe has also dis-
continued the ethnic symbiosis that used to characterize these
regions.

The history of these border populations continues to be signifi-
cant to the scholarly community, however, because it draws
attention to a more fluid side of national identity. Not that these
findings can be transferred indiscriminately to other political
environments. The analysis of border identities supplements and
refines the broader literature on nationalism and national identity
rather than invalidates it. The renewed strength of ethnicity and
nationalism in the Eastern Europe of the late twentieth century
has rekindled interpretations that focus on the persistence and
resilience of these social sentiments. Before the eyes of history,
however, the sharp edges of national boundaries begin to blur,
and smaller regional as well as overarching transnational identi-
ties tie together seemingly very disparate political entities. By
drawing attention to ambivalence, malleability and fluidity, the
history of Central European borderlands adds an important facet
to the interpretation of national identity.
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