
IDENTITY POLITICS: MIGRATION, COMMUNITIES, AND MULTILINGUALISM
Acta Historica Universitatis Klaipedensis XX, Studia Anthropologica IV, 2010, 9–23. ISSN 1392-4095

MIGRATION / MIGRACIJA

O U T S I D E  O F I M A G I N E D  C O M M U N I T Y:  S T R AT E G I E S  O F 
I N C O R P O R AT I O N  O F L I T H U A N I A N  I M M I G R A N T S
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ABSTRACT
The article deals with the incorporation of Lithuanian immigrants into host societies and aims at iden-
tifying dominant strategies by which they are incorporated in England, Ireland, Norway and Spain. The 
main strategies of incorporation are identifying through the intensity of the immigrants’ social, economic, 
cultural and political linkages with the new society. Another focus is on the patterns of immigrants’ be-
longing. Based on the prevalence of linkage, four dominant strategies of Lithuanian immigrants’ incor-
poration into a new society are distinguished: conformist, representative, segregative, and navigational. 
Field data was obtained through semi-structured and focus group interviews with Lithuanian immigrants 
in 2007 – 2008.
KEY WORDS: immigration, integration, incorporation, identity, acculturation. 
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Research on immigrant integration has for a long time been dominated by the concept of as-
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inspired research on diaspora. Although the overall theoretical validity and practical applicability 
of cultural pluralism are still being debated, the concept of ‘ethnic communities’9 that is based on 
the idea of cultural pluralism and describes immigrant incorporation through participation in an 
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9 See: HEISLER, Barbara Schmitter. From Assimilation to Segmented Integration, from the American Experience to 
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social and symbolic networks that intersect far beyond national boundaries2.

The article aims at identifying the dominant strategies by which Lithuanian immigrants incor-
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to Identity Policies in England, Ireland, Norway, Spain and USA”, based at the Centre of Social 
Anthropology at Vytautas Magnus University and the Institute for Social Research in Vilnius. Field 
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migrants in 2007/2008. Interviewees were found through snowballing and target group sampling.

Integration: Concepts and Ways
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process of developing linkages to a new society through participation in various societal spheres. 
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several dimensions. In the analysis of structural and socio-cultural integration, for example, the 
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minorities maintain with society as a whole’<. Godfried Engbersen distinguishes among three main 
dimensions of integration: functional, moral, and expressive. The functional dimension refers to 
immigrants’ participation in societal institutions, especially education and economy; the moral 
dimension denotes civil participation and adaptation to social and legal standards; and the expres-
sive dimension encompasses the construction of individual and collective identities}. Engbersen 
recognises that harmonic functional relations within and between various dimensions and spheres 
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new balance between these dimensions and between the various 
spheres of integration5. Thus Engbersen’s model of integration presupposes a differentiated and 
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single model of integration for all migrants. 

In my opinion, however, one of the main questions concerning immigrant integration policy has 
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come feelings of isolation, develop a network of family and friends in the local community, and 
acquire local cultural knowledge”6. Migrants themselves describe this process in terms of an emic 

2 See: VERTOVEC, Steven. Conceiving and Researching Transnationalism. ���
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OUTSIDE OF IMAGINED COMMUNITY: STRATEGIES OF INCORPORATION OF LITHUANIAN IMMIGRANTS
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Bernhard Peters’ theoretical approach of a variety of pathways to incorporation appears to re-
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in education, income, property, and professional area; a cultural dimension that involves religion, 
lifestyle and value concepts; and as the fourth dimension, identity;. Different combinations of these 
four dimensions determine individual pathways of immigrants’ integration9=. With reference to the 
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involvement provided by the concepts of ethnic communities, diaspora, or transnationalism. 

In their paper on immigrants’ involvement in Germany, Nina Glick Schiller, Linda Basch and 
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This perspective contributes, in our opinion, not only to a more adequate representation of the 
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tionship between the nation-state, social structures and individual ways of living and belonging”99. 

The notion of a diversity of pathways of immigrant incorporation into a new society has in-
formed our analysis of interviews with Lithuanian immigrants in England, Ireland, Norway and 
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tivities of political and civil institutions. Research also focused on the patterns of belonging to the 
new society and on national or ethnic identity. Concerning the prevailing linkages of immigrants 
to the society of residence, four main strategies of incorporation were distinguished, which can be 
called conformist, ethnic, segregational, and navigational. 

Incorporation Strategies

Conformist Strategy. The immigrants who follow this strategy have developed fairly strong 
economic, social, and cultural linkages with the new society. This strategy is most common among 

7 See: BRETTELL, Caroline, B. The Spatial, Social, and Political Incorporation of Asian Indian Immigrants in Dallas, 
Texas. 3�4	
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those immigrants who own their own business or are managers, architects, teachers, translators, 
and the like, so they have permanent employment and a comparatively high social status concomi-
tant with their professional position. 

They have also successfully developed social and communication networks. These immigrants 
communicate with their colleagues on the professional level and they also have many friends 
among immigrants from other countries: 
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friends. In the hospital [where they work] there are twenty doctors, and approximately twelve of 
them are foreigner. 

However, as was told by our interlocutors, their primary groups – to use C. H. Cooley’s term9] – 
or their circle of closest friends, are in most cases composed on the basis of ethnicity. These rela-
tions include only Lithuanian immigrants. Regina, for instance, told us that their family had
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has a university degree and works as a manager in an international company. On a professional 
level she communicates with colleagues from Hungary, Latvia, and Poland; however, her best 
girlfriend is Lithuanian. 

The immigrants’ attitudes toward incorporation are highly rational insofar as they are based on 
the principal of availability and necessity and represent the purpose of conforming to the norms 
of behaviour, lifestyle, and culture set by the society they live in. In the opinion of Gintaras, for 
instance,
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when they used to live in their own communities with no integration into the American lifestyle. 
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wegian friends. Regina’s family prefers the Norwegian way of spending leisure time and raises 
children according to Norwegian practice: 
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whether he feels that he belongs to Norwegian society with the fairly emphatic statement: ‘If you 
want to function in a society, you have to belong’. His attitude illustrates a position according to 
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9] Quoted from: BROOM, L.; BONJEAN, Ch.; BROOM, D. .������)�#	� Kaunas: Litera Universitatis Vytauti Magni, 
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has to belong. In this case the use of the terms ‘we’ and ‘they’ is also a strategy rather than the ex-
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‘they’ when speaking about Norwegians, Gintaras explained as follows: 

It depends on who I am speaking to. Of course, if I speak to Norwegians, I never say 
‘they’. If I am in the Norwegian environment then this is ‘we’. I don’t see much difference between 
Lithuanians and Norwegians.

Erika, who lives in Spain, also considers herself as belonging to Spain. She told us that in eve-
ryday life nobody considers her to as a foreigner: 
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and, well, another inquires about some nonsense in the store; so I wouldn’t say that if I am a Lithu-
anian, I am seen as different or as a foreigner. 

Erika claims that she herself wants to blend with the crowd, she wants to feel a sense of living 
in that particular place, to feel ‘part of local community’: 
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Certainly, what you do or feel, or how you live when you are at home, no matter whether you are 
Lithuanian or not, is a different thing. But in public life, in social life I somehow try to be a Spanish, 
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The feeling of ‘being a part of society’ is supported by the conception of home. This conception 
was demonstrated in the narrative of Gintaras, Regina, Erika and some others. Erika has no doubt 
that Spain is her home. In her opinion, it would be problematic to think otherwise: 
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tinction made by Pnina Werbner9} between transnational and cosmopolitan migrants. Although the 
concept of ‘cosmopolitan’ by and large may be negotiable, Werbner’s understanding of migrants’ 
linkages to a new society and her criteria of distinction are very interesting from a methodological 
point of view. Despite moving between different societies, transnationals, according to Werbner9�, 
create around themselves fairly closed cultural worlds that are encapsulated from the society of 
residence. Unlike transnationalism, the ‘cosmopolitan’ mode of migrant experience is based on 
cultural openness and susceptibility and on a deep cross-cultural knowledge. It is typical for well-
educated immigrants with a high social status. 
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Werbner’s study9� also shows that, although ‘cosmopolitans’ may interact closely and inten-
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national or ethnic difference under certain circumstances. Their openness to ‘otherness’ does not 
always imply that they are ready to use these differences as a resource of social identity construc-
tion. Finally, different models of dealing with different cultural experiences produce diverse ways 
of creating ethnic identity. Transnationalism may imply essentialist or national identity policies 
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Regarding national or ethnic identity, the interlocutors’ stories show that no matter how suc-
cessful the strategy of incorporation and the individual perception of ‘belonging’ may be, they do 
not create a national identity that is shared with the new society. Lithuanian-ness remains unchal-
lenged as the ethnic identity of immigrants. 
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often two different things for an immigrant”9@. According to our informant Gintaras, for example, 
he will remain a Lithuanian forever because he ���	�����	
�	
. Lithuanian-ness means to him his 
‘surname, mentality, and parents’. Erika told us that, although she has become ‘somewhat cosmo-
politan’, living in a new society ‘does not change her nationality’.

For these reasons Lithuanian immigrants continue to practice Lithuanian-ness. Frequently this 
is limited to a small circle of family members, friends or a formal Lithuanian community. A Lithu-
anian community provides a context in which, through the use of language or the celebration of 
‘an occasion’ as an emulative tradition, Lithuanian-ness is represented. Gintaras told us that they: 
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children, youth about entertainment.

The ties of many of these immigrants with Lithuania are rare and far from intensive: they are 
mainly maintained by visiting parents or other relatives once or twice a year. Relations with friends 
are usually disrupted by the migration or maintained only with the closest friends. Erika, for exam-
ple, has parents, a sister, and a few friends in Lithuania; however, she says: 

There is little that ties me to Lithuania. It is fun to come back, to visit them, to see them, 
but I don’t feel a great desire to return to Lithuania and I don’t experience much happiness there.

The strategy of representing ethnic culture. This strategy of immigrant incorporation into the 
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ages and social networks; however, it differs in terms of the immigrants’ cultural involvement.
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The development of social networks by immigrants represents the conformist strategy in terms 
of their structure and intensity. The stories told by our interlocutors show that at their arrival in 
a new country they communicated mostly with fellow Lithuanians and many of them lived or 
worked with Lithuanians. However, in a few years’ time these relations usually were interrupted. 
1�����	
X<��
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3��>��) story is typical. At her arrival to Norway it was very important 
for her to communicate with Lithuanians: 
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Within two years’, the network of her social relations changed and nowadays it is shaped by 
common interests rather than ethnicity: 
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hobbies, what the people are like, what they do, what they are interested in, and then you screen 
people. 

Presently Ilona interacts with numerous colleagues and neighbours; however, her 
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When the cultural strategy of Lithuanian immigrants consists of the representation of Lithu-
anian ‘ethnic culture’, this is determined mainly by a negative attitude toward acculturation, which 
is perceived as the adoption of the new society’s lifestyle, mode of behaviour and traditions. 

The immigrants themselves explain their negative attitude toward acculturation with reference 
to the multicultural environment that encourages expressions of cultural diversity, as well as to 
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I live in a Lithuanian family, I work in a Lithuanian enterprise, I interact with Lithuanian 
customers, I mainly speak Lithuanian or Russian, I use English only to write documents or to talk 
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lives in the centre of Lithuania, or let’s say, a Russian in the centre of Lithuania, where there is 
nobody but Lithuanians, then I would certainly try to be with them and speak their language, but I 
live in a country which is kind of ‘multinational’, where the English themselves are a minority, thus 
nothing makes you be or speak English’. 

Moreover Aleksandras claims that adaptation in the cultural sphere is impossible: 
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you are and will be an immigrant. You are not ‘part of them’. You are not an organic part. You will 
never become English. 

In Aleksandras’ opinion, adaptation is only possible in the economic and social, but never in 
the cultural sphere: 
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will never adapt to their cultural space. 
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think it raises your self-esteem when you are capable of adaptation but at the same time are capable 
of maintaining your identity and your own culture.
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immigrants that follow the strategy explicated above do not consider themselves as belonging to 
their new society. Thus, Ilona told us that she feels well adapted to the society in which she lives 
��$��	�
	%�
%�	
`�������
%�
����	
�)
%�
�����!
*$$������
�
%���
%�
��	�����$�
�)
%�
����	
�)

everyday life and interaction is undeniably an important and necessary condition for a versatile 
participation in the professional and social life of a society. On the other hand, however, she has 
strong doubts that the time will ever come when she feels like belonging to, or being a part of, 
Norwegian society: 
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‘To be part of a society’, or ‘to belong to it’, means according to our informants being born into 
it. It means having a long cultural experience gained through the knowledge of traditions and other 
cultural forms: 

I’m not part of them’ [Norwegians] because I don’t have the experience of the past, I 
haven’t imbibed Norwegian traditions with the mother’s milk, and I haven’t been raised on Norwe-
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Stasys expresses the same idea: 
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they ‘belong’: 
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Regarding the national or ethnic identity of the immigrants who follow this strategy, our re-
search has revealed only few aspects of their identity construction. Like in the conformist strategy, 
the immigrants’ ties to Lithuania are neither intensive nor permanent. The immigrants travel to 
Lithuania once a year to visit their relatives or to deal with matters of property: 
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out your property or do something else; otherwise, it’s the end [Aleksandras]. 

Some, who have many friends in Lithuania, return several times a year and communicate with 
their friends through the internet: 
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munication brings a lot of happiness for me [Regina].

However, as our research data show, the most important elements of the immigrants’ national 
identity construction in addition to trips to Lithuania and the perception of Lithuanian-ness as an 
inborn trait are symbolic and emotional linkages to Lithuania. Immigrants practice this strategy by 
identifying themselves with their country of origin through emotions and remembrances: 
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remind you of something, and something makes you shiver inside. I couldn’t have similar feelings 
about Norway [Stasys]. 

Such imaginary returns are employed as mechanism of self-assurance, stability, and rootedness 
in a situation of uncertainty, ambiguous linkage and abeyance.

As in the conformist strategy, Lithuanian-ness is also invoked in the private realm by speaking 
Lithuanian, by celebrating traditional holidays, by reconstructing the way of common Lithuanian 
daily life or by participating in the activities of formal Lithuanian communities. Ilona, for example, 
is presently not involved in any activities of Lithuanian communities, but she tries to follow the 
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do when I was little”.

In contrast to Ilona, Aleksandras is taking an active part in the activities of the Lithuanian reli-
gious community. He talked about the community school, events organised by the community, the 
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community was invited to celebrate St. Patrick’s Day. During this celebration the Lithuanians 
were wearing national dress and brought souvenirs, thus representing their community to the town 
community. According to Glick Schiller et al., immigrants who follow the path of incorporation, 
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they welcome participants in a particular locality. Through performing their difference, the persons 
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ologies of multiculturalism contain this tension. Belonging and integration come through recourse 
to differentiation”9;. 

Segregational strategy. Immigrant who follow this strategy are linked to the host society only 
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migrants very tightly among themselves it is doubtful that such transplanted social networks that 
are based on kinship and limited to a narrow circle of relationships, serve to tie immigrants to the 
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are mainly from Lithuania or Eastern Europe. The circle of Rima’s personal relationships is quite 
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Rima does not participate in the activities or attends the events of the Lithuanian community 
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����! Her attitude toward it is very sceptical. Rima explains 
her refusal to participate in the activities of the Lithuanian community by shortage of time and too 
much work: 
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She also avoids visiting other public gatherings of Lithuanians as her attitude towards Lithu-
anians is very negative: 

�
%����	
��>��	
�
Q�%
>%���
%���
���
\�%������	!
�%��	
%�
>��
�
�	
��
^������!


Cultural involvement, as the representation of ethnic culture, is limited to the knowledge of the 
rules of everyday interaction. This knowledge allows the immigrants to feel as being part of the 
new society: 
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somehow feel connected [Rima]. 
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Like in the strategies described above, national or ethnic identity is perceived by the Lithuanian 
immigrants following this strategy as an inborn trait. For this reason, according to our informants, 
it is impossible to turn into somebody else: 

�
%�>
�	
�
��		����
�
��
��
*����$��
�)
���
���
�
\�%�������
�/����&�!

Many of these immigrants maintain relations to Lithuania only through a few close acquaint-
ances: 
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moved [Rima].

Although Rima occasionally watches Lithuanian television, she claims that she is not con-
cerned very much about what is happening either in Lithuania or in England: 
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The scope of her interest is limited to her family: 
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Navigational strategy. The navigational]9 strategy is employed by those immigrants that have 
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family values and social relations, and how the larger society perceives them. *
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immigrant who maintains an orientation to the home country”22. In other words, such immigrants 
maintain very weak links to the immigration society and live in the anticipation of returning to their 
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to communicate with the English. I have several English friends but I never invite them to my 
place because of the folks [people he lives with], because then there are English, and Lithuanians, 

]9 This concept of describing one’s ability to orient oneself in the space of everyday relations was introduced by 
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or French, and they speak in English among themselves while the Lithuanians sit in the corner and 
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Another feature of this type of social networking among immigrants is the belonging to a very 
restricted primary group of social relationships or even the complete lack of such a primary group. 
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shop-assistant, Spain]. 

According to the informants’ statements, many of them are not interested in what is happening 
in the immigration country, they rarely ever listen to the news and do not read the local press; they 
are more interested in life and events in Lithuania. When asked whether they feel like being part of 
the new society they answered as follows: 
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Although most of our interlocutors claim to have ‘adapted’ to the new country, their limited 
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turally, even in the ‘navigational’ sense. 
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argue that there are many different pathways of incorporation, patterns of belonging and identity 
construction employed by different types of immigrants in different contexts. 

Lithuanian immigrants that adopt a conformist strategy have developed strong economic-pro-
fessional and social linkages with the new society. Their social networks by far exceed the bounda-
ries of the formal Lithuanian community or of primary groups constructed on the basis of ethnicity. 
The cultural involvement of these immigrants is driven by their intention to simultaneously adopt 
dominant cultural models and maintain Lithuanian-ness in their private lives. 

The strategy of ethnic cultural representation strongly resembles the conformist strategy in 
terms of economic and social linkages developed by the Lithuanian immigrants. Their cultural 
involvement, however, is limited to the knowledge of the rules of everyday life or ability to ‘navi-
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cultural identity based on their society of origin. 
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The navigational strategy is being employed by immigrants who live with the expectation to 
return to their country of origin and have little motivation to incorporate into their society of resi-
dence.

Political participation is the only form of involvement that remains the same with regard all 
four incorporation strategies. Almost all of the immigrants who have participated in the research 
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Only few immigrants, however, vote in the national Lithuanian elections, and some of those 
who employ the conformist strategy may vote in local elections. 

The analyses of the above mentioned leaves much space for further research. They can hardly 
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new society that Lithuanian immigrants have developed. 
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