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This article looks at the ways Lithuanian emigrants in the U.S. experience 
attachment to their homeland. The text intends to conceptualize the im-
portance of ethnicity, creation of emotional bond with the home country, 
fellow citizens, and the government. Empirical data were collected by the 
author of the article during the ethnographic fi eldtrip in the USA. A pilot 
fi eldwork was conducted in March, 2007, on the West Coast, California: San 
Diego, Santa Monica, Los Angeles, Mission Viejo, and Orange County. The main 
fi eld study was done in April-June, 2008, on the East Coast: New York (NY), 
Pittsfi eld (MA), Jersey City (NJ), Philadelphia (PA), Brattleboro (VT); and in 
the Central part: Chicago (IL). The last stage of the fi eldwork was completed 
in October-November, 2013, again, on the East Coast – in New York (NY). Dur-
ing the fi eldwork, “emic” data and visual recordings were collected through 
participant observation and qualitative semi-structured interviews.

As the article points out, while living in the U.S., “Lithuanian” symbols 
help emigrants to maintain the transnational link with their country of ori-
gin allowing to create their private spaces of “home” where they feel safe 
and, sometimes, as if they have never left Lithuania. Despite the fact that 
Lithuanian Americans express predominantly negative attitudes toward 
their home country and people who remained there, it could not be argued 
that they have emotionally distanced themselves from their motherland in 
order to re-create their own identity by denying ethnic roots. Even negative 
narratives about Lithuania reveal the presence of nostalgia, the immigrants’ 
need to talk about Lithuania and the mass of questions that remain unan-
swered or unresolved. 
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The current trends of emigration from Lithua-
nia, in a sense, cannot be called forced emigra-
tion, since the major reasons for emigration today 
are not “hunger-driven” or salvation, but rather 
search of a better life and better living conditions, 
a wish to learn about diff erent cultures, as well 
as the intensifying tendencies of “brain drain”. 
Other forces of mobility are connected to vari-
ous academic and professional opportunities, 
job exchanges, cooperation programmes, etc. 

Recent developments of communication tech-
nologies, as well as democratic forms of national 
governments, enable the emigrants to maintain 
links with Lithuania and constantly re-evaluate 
changing conditions, which played a role in their 
decision to leave the country. So, in this article, I 
would like to analyse various forms of attachment 
that emigrants from Lithuania in the U.S. express 
to their country of origin more comprehensively 
and examine their emotional bond to Lithuania. I 
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believe that this is an important step in shaping 
long-term strategies of cooperation with emi-
grants, assessing opportunities and implications 
of transnational mobility. 

Anthropologic debates on transnational migra-
tion usually focus on individuals’ need to change 
their place of residence, establishment in a country 
of destination, whether it is moving to a neighbor-
ing country or migrating across the continents. In 
some cases, a place of residence is changed once, 
leading to a stable settlement and even assimila-
tion; yet in others – migration destination can be 
changed multiple times, including coming back 
to previous places of living or a birthplace. Conse-
quently, people’s (non)adherence to several places 
of residence comes by no surprise. Perhaps this is 
why there is a need not only to analyse push-pull 
factors of migration, trends of adaptation to a new 
country, but also to try to assess migrants’ emo-
tional bond with their country of origin, attach-
ment or non-attachment arguments.

Historical perspective on migration from 
Lithuania

Historically, the emigration and re-emigration – or 
at least, everyday wish to return to the birthplace 
– are not new phenomena. Since previous obser-
vations from anthropological fi eldwork as well 
as qualitative data from the interviews included 
representatives of diff erent waves of emigration 
from Lithuania, I would like to present a histori-
cal perspective on emigration from Lithuania to 
the United States (Baskauskas 1981, Van Reenan 
1990, Fainhauz 1991, Dapkute 2006), for it illustra-
tes the context where diff erent waves of emigrati-
on have formed. Diff erent reasons for emigration 
presuppose diff erent trends of establishment in a 
receiving country, varying prospects of migrants’ 
self-perception and creation of relationships with 
the environment, diff erent opportunities for the 
potential return, as well as diff erent forms of at-
tachment to the home country.

There is no doubt that driven by personal mo-
tives single Lithuanians have emigrated since old 
times (the fi rst Lithuanian emigrant mentioned 
in written sources – A. Kursius – went to America 
as early as 1659); however, more attention is paid 
to a wave of “greenhorns” (grynoriai), known as 

the fi rst wave of emigration at the end of the nine-
teenth century, which lasted until 1930s. Russifi -
cation policy of Tsarist Russia forced a number of 
intellectuals, priests and refugees from the Czarist 
army to fl ee the country during that period (espe-
cially, after the Military Conscription Law in 1874), 
as well as many participants of the uprisings of 
1795, 1831, and 1863. However, most of these emi-
grants, counted to about 635,000 by D. Fainhauz, 
especially, after the barren years of 1867 to 1868, 
were poorly educated peasants, who left to work 
in American coal mines, factories, slaughterhouses 
with the sole purpose – to make money and return 
to Lithuania or to fund their families moving to the 
U.S. (Fainhauz 1991). Most of the emigrants stayed 
in the United States; religious ones grouped into 
the Lithuanian parishes and communities, estab-
lished organizations, published newspapers, and 
tried to keep their own language and customs 
alive.

The second big wave of emigration took place 
during World War II. Seeking to avoid the Soviet de-
portation to Siberia and in search of political asylum, 
Lithuanian intellectuals took off  to the West. At that 
time, about 60,000 people left the country. In the 
fi fth decade of the twentieth century, dipukai, i.e., 
people from Displaced Persons Camps (DPs), reset-
tled in the United States, Canada, Australia, Great 
Britain, and other countries. Thus, DPs from German 
refugee camps arrived to already established Lithua-
nian communities and parishes in the USA. The big-
gest social, cultural and political centers of Lithua-
nian political migrants fi rst emerged in Pennsylvania 
(Fainhauz 1991) and were followed by Lithuanian 
Communities in Chicago and Los Angeles. 

For the DPs, Lithuania remained a homeland 
whereto, after regaining the independence they 
hoped to return, to give a hand to Lithuania, to 
help their sovietized compatriots become “true 
Lithuanians” again. Some of the Lithuanian emi-
grants who came from refugee camps in the United 
States have accepted the U.S. acculturation model 
and successfully settled in terms of social and eco-
nomic wellbeing across the U.S. Most of them at-
tended colleges, became politically active, did not 
experience discrimination by general American so-
ciety; on the contrary, they established affi  liations 
and close ties, created mixed marriages, and, if will-
ing, got rid of visible marks that distinguished them 
from the host society (Baskauskas 1981, 278). How-
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ever, the majority of DPs continued living in the 
U.S. according to a complex, well-integrated social 
networking model that was formed back in refugee 
camps – they took part in associations within the 
ethnic group boundaries, applied common sym-
bols and marks (Baskauskas 1981, 279), supported 
the eff orts of active members of local Lithuanian 
communities to incorporate the newcomers into 
parish’s activities, organizations, organization of 
and participation in common events. Upon the 
emergence of political circumstances that allowed 
the return to their own or their parents’ country of 
origin, just a very small part of the emigrants took 
up the challenge. Regardless of the model of inte-
gration, a large part of DPs met the requirements 
and acquired American citizenship. 

A third major wave of economic emigration to 
the West began after the restoration of Lithua-
nia’s independence in 1990, when massive chang-
es in the political and economic situation have oc-
curred. The transition from centralized to the mar-
ket economy has resulted in decreasing number of 
jobs, wage decline, as well as growing taxes and 
uncertainty about future. Of course, individual 
emigration cases took place several years before 
the collapse of the Soviet Union, too. The name 
of this wave – tarybukai (little Soviets) – is derived 
not from nuance of establishment in a receiving 
country, like grynoriai (greenhorns), not from a lo-
cal name of a temporary residence before leaving 
for a receiving country, like dipukai (DPs), but from 
the political regime of the country of residence, 
which, as earlier waves of emigration representa-
tives in America believed, undoubtedly formed po-
litical, cultural, and moral values of the emigrants. 
However, the members of tarybukai, migration 
waves of which continue to this day, for their very 
distinctive social features, varying goals and ways 
of emigration have acquired various other names, 
for example, “third-wavers” (trečiabangiai), “new-
wavers” (naujabangiai), “new aliens” (naujieji at-
eiviai). Slowly, third-wavers get involved in ethnic 
organizations inherited and reformed by DPs from 
greenhorns; there are more cases of assimilation or 
individual propagation of Lithuanianness. Sense of 
nostalgia as well as desire to return to Lithuania are 
also strong within this wave, yet, even if formal po-
litical, economic or technological conditions for re-
turn are met, this is not a common practice among 
emigrants. 

Theoretical Perspectives on Forms of 
Attachment to a Home Country

In order to analyse the forms of migrants’ attach-
ment to a sending country, we should discuss 
“home” building strategies within the emigration 
and pay attention to the components studied by 
theorists (see more: Rapport and Dawson 1998; 
Svašek 2002; Al-Ali and Koser 2002; Barnard and 
Spencer 2006; Parutis 2006). 

In the late twentieth century, migration studies 
interpreted migration processes as movements of 
individuals from one country to another, “’pushed’ 
and ‘pulled’ by the forces of capitalism,” while, 
“more recently there has been a greater interest 
in the cultural contexts of migration, examining 
the ideas and values   around which migration is or-
ganized and the changes in these ideas and values 
that migration brings” (Barnard and Spencer 2006, 
371). Thus, we will focus on “home” building within 
the emigration, the use of ethnic items for creating 
“emotionally safe home”, by trying to distinguish 
diff erent strategies of diff erent emigration waves 
and diff erent generations. For the purposes of this 
article, we will limit our discussion to the signifi cance 
of “Lithuanian” symbols in migratory experiences, 
as well as to homeland related emotions, both posi-
tive and negative, present in ordinary routine.

Migrants constantly cross the “boundaries” be-
tween the familiar and the unknown, “own” and 
“strange”, a homeland and a foreign country, and 
“simultaneously become foreigners in the coun-
try where they live while becoming foreign to the 
country from which they came” (Waldinger, Soehl 
2013, 334). Therefore, M. Svašek raises the question 
of what and where the “home” is when the state 
borders and cultural boundaries are crossed both 
voluntary and being forced by certain circumstanc-
es (Svašek 2002, 495). Within the migratory proc-
esses of uncertainty and ambiguity, migrants are 
trying to fi nd or create something close, familiar, to 
be engaged in the activities which would not allow 
to completely lose bonds with their home country 
or that of their parents. 

As some theorists argue, “only through displace-
ment one comes to feel a real sense of belonging.” 
V. Parutis states that “in order to realize where your 
“home” is it is necessary to become estranged and 
alienated from it to some degree” (Parutis 2006, 
1). During our fi eld study a number of examples 
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revealed that immigrants from Lithuania realized 
only after they had emigrated how dear Lithuania 
was to them, how strong the feeling of nostalgia 
could be, even causing radical life changes. They 
said to have realised that they were proud of being 
Lithuanians and that their real home, regardless of 
their country of residence, would always be Lithua-
nia. Moreover, it is common to take one’s home to-
gether and reconstruct it in the new environment, 
adapting to the new circumstances, and “create a 
place where personal and social meanings are em-
bedded” (Al-Ali and Koser 2002, 7).

The concept of “home”, particularly in the con-
text of transmigration, is rapidly changing with the 
challenges of globalisation. According to Al-Ali and  
Koser, ”a postmodern approach to the lives of tran-
snationals, where local space is opposed to global 
one, leads to formation of global identities and 
“home” as multi- or translocal” (Al-Ali and Kosher 
2002, 6). Therefore, transmigrants, while crossing 
geographical borders of their home countries, of-
ten remain committed to their motherland and si-
multaneously create “home” in a new country.

Paraphrasing A. Giddens, M. Svašek argues that 
it makes sense to form a theoretical distinction 
between a place of residence and space (Svašek 
2002). A place should be understood as an ac-
tual, everyday structure in which we are housed 
(Parutis 2006). “Space, by contrast, is the gener-
al idea people have of where things should be in 
physical and cultural relation to each other (…). It 
is rather a mental picture than a particular locality” 
(Svašek 2002, 498). In our case study we may draw 
clear parallels between the idealisation of “native 
home” by displaced Sudeten Germans, analysed by 
M. Svašek, and the political emigrants from Lithua-
nia, since both of these groups, after having lost 
their physical residence, were forced for the dec-
ades to be content with only the idea of native 
“home”, which was idyllically formulated, based 
on ethnic symbols, and, territorialized. 

Contemporary “home” is “neither here nor 
there, rather, itself a hybrid, it is both here and 
there – an amalgam, a pastiche, a performance” 
(Rapport and Dawson 1998, 7). Over the time, ties 
with the country of immigration become stronger, 
whereas ties with the country of origin begin to 
weaken. A successful creation of home in the new 
environment reduces migrants’ nostalgia for home 
as well as their chances to return. “Therefore, 

home in the minds of migrants is often something 
that no longer relates to space and time, but to 
their origins, which become the basis of their iden-
tity” (Parutis 2006, 5). 

Methodology of the fi eldwork 

The anthropological fi eldwork was conducted 
in the United States, where “the largest, best or-
ganized Lithuanian diaspora has been eff ectively 
functioning to this date” (Kuzmickaitė 2004, 15). 
Nevertheless, this study is nearly an anthropologi-
cal research “at home”, among “our own people”, 
for the researcher is culturally and socially close to 
most of the study informants – her mother tongue 
is Lithuanian, too, moreover, she is acutely aware 
of the social, cultural, and economic context, which 
they have left behind. On the other hand, various 
factors, for instance, that she does not reside in the 
U.S., does not face the same problems as they do, 
does not always have a good sense of the political 
and economic context of the informants’ country 
of residence – have increased the distance between 
the researcher and informants. For the emigrants, 
she was not “one of them”, but the one, who is still 
staying in Lithuania for some reason. Therefore, the 
researcher did not experience the trouble of so 
called ”cultural blindness”, when some things are 
seen as obvious and self-evident, thus, not neces-
sary to put on a record.

Collection of ethnographic data took place in 
three phases. Having established initial contacts 
with potential informants living in California, while 
still being in Lithuania, the exploratory fi eld study 
was carried out in March, 2007, on the West Coast 
of the USA, in California (CA): San Diego, Santa 
Monica, Los Angeles, Mission Viejo, and Orange 
County. The main fi eld study was done in April-
June, 2008, on the East Coast: New York (NY), 
Pittsfi eld (MA), Jersey City (NJ), Philadelphia (PA), 
Brattleboro (VT), and in the central part: Chicago 
(IL). The third phase of the study took place in Oc-
tober–November, 2013, again, on the East Coast: 
New York (NY). Informants were searched in dating 
websites, using a “snow ball” method, and, fi nally, 
visiting Lithuanian community venues. 

Empirical data were collected by the methods 
of semi-structured interviews and participant ob-
servation. The method of observation was used on 
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a daily basis both, in formal and informal environ-
ments1 – at the work or leisure places of today’s 
immigrants from Lithuania and Lithuanian-Ameri-
cans. Intense and persistent visits that researcher 
paid to informants’ meeting places and their homes 
allowed her to become “one of them”, to gain con-
fi dence and critically observe behavior and actions 
of individuals in informal, ordinary situations, allow-
ing to collect reliable data. 

The data observed was regularly described in 
the “journal of fi eld notes” by recording the non-
verbal communication, the informants’ moods 
and changes of moods, informants’ gestures and 
meaningful position in the course of the conver-
sation, fragments of informal conversations, the 
informants’ relationship with the surrounding 
people or with the environment, personal refl ec-
tions of the researcher, as well as most frequent-
ly recurring and most highlighted by informants 
topics. In the study journal, there have been de-
scribed over 100 spaces, events, meetings ob-
served during all phases of the fi eld study. It 
should be noted that during the fi rst phase of the 
fi eldtrip, the researcher has stayed with the fam-
ilies of nine informants (from 2 to 8 days each). 
Ethnographic study involved making photographs 
of the informants’ activities and relationships. Of 
high importance are also the data from second-
ary sources of information, for example, personal 
photographs of informants or the snapshots that 
document activities with the researcher involved. 
This allows the researcher to interpret attitudes 
of the informants and emotional involvement in 
certain activities. 

Another method of inquiry, supplementing the 
observation methods described above and off ering 
as much valuable information, is a semi-structured 
1 It is worth mentioning Maironis Lithuanian School in 
New York, Alexandra Kazickiene Lithuanian Saturday 
School in Riverhead, St. Casimir Lithuanian School in Los 
Angeles and the celebration of the March 11th that took 
place in it, Transfi guration Roman Catholic Church and 
Annunciation of the Blessed Virgin Mary Catholic church-
es in New York City, St. Casimir’s Church in Los Angeles, 
Lithuanian Catholic Religious Aid Organization, the parish 
hall, where Lithuanian American Community’s New York 
County 4-district council meetings took place, Mother’s 
Day celebration festival, Consulate General of Lithuania 
in New York, the basketball team’s practice hall, Lithu-
anian Square, Brattleboro “Neringa” camp in Vermont, 
as well as bars, cafes, restaurants, parks, saunas, private 
houses of informants.

interview with open-ended questions, which, after 
the verbal consent of the informants, were record-
ed with the voice recorder. The informants were 
informed that data collected would be used only 
for scientifi c purposes, anonymously. Throughout 
all the phases of fi eldwork, there were 43 inter-
views conducted in total. Informants’ age ranged 
from 24 to 71 years, involved 25 men and 18 women. 
During the fi rst interviews the researcher has no-
ticed that informants were very reluctant to speak 
about their education, work experience acquired in 
Lithuania, their current immigration status, while 
some openly said they wanted to forget everything 
that happened before arrival to the U.S. and start a 
new life here, look for new opportunities; they said 
they wanted to be appreciated for what they were 
now, rather than what they had been there. There-
fore, in each case, the researcher did not attempt 
to learn about social characteristics of the inform-
ants and classify them accordingly. 

Upon her return from the fi eldtrip, virtual re-
lationships are maintained, key informants, who 
and provided the most useful information for the 
study and eventually became friends, are met dur-
ing their holidays in Lithuania. There are good con-
ditions to maintain the access to the fi eld, retain 
within the problematics of research spaces, keep 
in touch with the informants and continue “ob-
serving” their lives.

The meaning of symbols in the transnational 
migration

As the fi ndings from the fi eldtrip have shown, a cen-
tral basis for emotional security of Lithuanian im-
migrants in the U.S. is “Lithuanian” symbols. They 
not only help to maintain transnational links with 
Lithuania, but also allow creating their “home” in 
the U.S., ethnic private space of home where mi-
grants feel safe, and, sometimes, even as if they 
have not left their home country.

Since most items do not mean anything per se, 
but rather hold the importance as symbols that “give 
us the capacity to make meaning”   (Cohen 2003, 16), 
thus, such items make you feel like in Lithuania. A 
25-years-old student in the United States says, I do 
not focus on items from Lithuania so much, I rather 
focus on the feeling that I am in Lithuania. This way, I 
create Lithuania at home in America.
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First and foremost, migrants refer to the tri-
color fl ag and the coat of arms of Lithuania as the 
decoration of their homes. It should be noted that 
such symbolic artifacts are not usually brought 
along by the informants as necessary household 
items. Usually, their relatives and family’s elder-
ly take care of this, seeing Lithuanian identity as 
closely connected to the citizenship and ethnicity, 
whereas young people downplay such feelings. 
Yep, you know, grandma has sent me a fl ag, so I’ve 
got the fl ag now, not so openly displayed, in a small 
vase… this fl ag. Such a small, my grandma’s, says a 
28-years-old woman.

During the fi eldtrip, the researcher has found 
out that, regardless of age or social status, im-
migrants from Lithuania have at home variety of 
things: paintings, amber or stoneware, candles, 
Lithuanian seaside sand, T-shirts with “Lithua-
nian” attributes, table cloths, small angels, maps 
of Lithuania and Europe, Lithuanian carvings, his-
torical books, photo albums about Lithuania. In-
formants have often admitted that they had not 
kept such symbols at home back in Lithuania and 
nobody had ever made such gifts. Therefore, it can 
be assumed that today’s immigrants actively sup-
port “little transnationalism” (Vertovec 2009), ex-
pressed by active social memory, connection with 
family members. 

Every time my daughter goes to Lithuania she 
buys lots of books, and I also always bring them along 
and, and... You know, photobooks about Lithuania, 
it’s an exhausted topic, and yet, there are diff erent 
kinds of interesting ones, for example, History of 
Lithuania by Bumblauskas, such a thick recent book 
“History of Old Lithuania” that we have brought. 
Now, my husband said he bought a book in Lithuania 
about the Battle of Grunwald, a very attractive and 
interesting book edition, well, that one is for sure to 
be brought (a woman, 67). 

At home of practically all informants, you can 
fi nd family photos, pictures resembling travel im-
pressions – photos capture the longing, I feed good 
and do not think I’m so lonely anymore, confi des 
52-years-old woman, whose daughter is living in 
Ireland, and the other one has stayed in Lithuania. 
On the house number plate, people tend to glue a 
tricolor or Lithuanian squirrel in order to inform pas-
sers-by that Lithuanians are living here. The same is 
true for small Lithuanian fl ags on car number plates 
or stickers with symbols of Lithuania on people’s 

cars. Quite negative comments are on Rupintoje-
lis, the agonizing Christ, as a symbol of Lithuanian 
culture, which Lithuanians are even ashamed to ac-
quaint foreign friends with: 

Well, a symbol of Lithuania is offi  cial and nation-
al, namely, national. Oh, right, there is such uncle, 
he’s sitting, with his cheek resting on the palm of his 
hand, and thinking... and its name is Rupintojelis, just 
try to explain it to a German or American... why, the 
hell, is he sitting and thinking and does noooothing 
at all? (a man, 36). 

Some of the youth tend to have a clean walls 
policy and do not exaggerate things. So, when they 
are being sent items resembling their country from 
relatives in Lithuania, perhaps, so that Lithuania 
and its identity would not be forgotten, they do not 
bother to stow all of them at home. 

Jesus, they bring a lot, send everything here, I 
barely manage to throw those things away, no end 
to this stuff . Why to keep it? To hang a coat of arms 
in the room? Nope, no crosses in my room either (a 
woman, 28). 

Emigrants who do not appreciate “Lithuanian” 
symbols, explain that any item, even with the sym-
bolic meaning, needs to have their practical use. A 
26-years-old informant told me that upon her stay 
in Lithuania, her mother reminds her every time to 
buy an amber necklace, but she adamantly refuses, 
since she will neither wear such jewelry in Lithuania, 
nor will she put it on in America. This is partially due 
to continuous traveling mood and no permanent 
place of residence, and partially – due to withstand-
ing archaic traditions. Well, I   think a Lithuanian, per-
haps, is a little exaggerating with that homeland of 
his, as if to the edge of doom (a woman, 33). 

It is therefore not surprising that DPs’ home, as 
a “muzealisation” of “Lithuanian” symbols (Kockel 
2002), for some of today’s immigrants from Lithua-
nia is a beautiful style, for others – a weird hobby, 
a whimsy, a pastime. None of the third-wavers has 
mentioned that “Lithuanian” symbols in houses of 
political refugees were a chance to spiritually sur-
vive the pain of loosing Lithuania, the support to 
Lithuanian artists, as a frequent DP tells. 

There are people whom you visit and may imme-
diately say, you just walk into their apartment and 
can immediately tell that Lithuanians are living here. 
The whole lot – carved wooden plates with Lithua-
nian motifs and towel-horses, and hanging bands... 
Just very much of that (a woman, 67). 
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An item, falling neither in a category of “Lithua-
nian” symbols nor Lithuania-resembling household 
articles is a body art. At one basketball training, re-
searcher have accidentally noticed a permanent 
tattoo on the player’s stomach, which was not 
publicly displayed and represented the image of 
Lithuanian Vytis. 

Thus, today’s immigrants from Lithuania per-
ceive home as a stable physical place of residence 
(Svašek 2002, Parutis 2006), it is not connected 
to such emotions and feelings that political refu-
gees from Lithuania have attached to their home. 
Therefore, “Lithuanian” symbols do not deserve 
a special attention, are not collected at home and 
even cause a discontent when being sent by rela-
tives from Lithuania, especially – impractical items 
that symbolize “Lithuanianness“ and emphasize 
ethnicity in a foreign community. This could be 
explained by modes of continuous movement of 
third-wavers, constant construction of cultural 
identity, the search for new forms; thus, confi rming 
the position of U. Kockel, who claims that detach-
ment of material objects and everyday experiences 
from their real-life context, called “muzealisation” 
or fi xation, enables talking about the “invented cul-
ture”, rather than inherited or preserved (Kockel 
2002).

Narrative of disappointment in Lithuania 

The fact, that today’s immigrants from Lithuania 
have chosen the role of emigrants would cause an 
assumption that they are not satisfi ed with what is 
happening in Lithuania, with existing private lives, 
however, during the study, the emic approach was 
applied, that is, a “demotic” discourse analysis was 
conducted (Baumann 1997) in order to hear their 
own attitudes, arguments, as well as observe how 
much of the opinion, expressed emotions about 
Lithuania are important for decision of the third-
wavers to be transmigrants, perhaps, to pursue 
assimilation in America, or, maybe, to return to 
Lithuania, or simply create an (un)attachment to a 
home country.

The disappointment... disappointment in Lithua-
nia, yeah, complete... in other words, waiting for hit-
ting the bottom so that then, perhaps, to start from 
nothing again. When returning before the European 
Union, after the European Union – it was like a ghost 

town for me so ... somehow ... all of them... as I say, 
all of the brains gone. After all, the brain drain has 
stopped, ‘cause the brains have long been drained 
from Lithuania (a man, 36). 

However, a DP interviewed in California would 
oppose the latter informant, in the discussion with 
other representatives of her migratory wave she 
objected that the majority of today’s emigrants 
from Lithuania are educated individuals: 

Hey, look, there are, as far as I meet them through 
my son, there are indeed. You know what, most in-
telligent ones and those who have the best oppor-
tunities, are not afraid to stay in Lithuania, as they 
see that they’re going to have a bright future. The 
ones leave who cannot do anything in Lithuania (a 
woman).

American Lithuanians are frustrated by the 
abundance of scandals in Lithuania and by the un-
willingness, inability, incompetence of politicians 
to work for the good of the country, by their med-
dling in politics for purely selfi sh gain; the old Soviets 
just want to fi ght the new politicians. Most of the 
informants are convinced that just a few percent 
of those holding ranks in Lithuanian Parliament are 
worthy of being in that position. I don’t like this kind, 
this carnage in Seimas and stuff  like that, and I’m far 
from willing to read about all this, I’m totally not in-
terested, said a 37 years-old man, who has gained a 
master’s degree in one of New York’s universities. 

Immigrants from Lithuania are concerned about 
the situation of teachers and retirees in Lithuania 
since elderly parents of many informants remained 
living in Lithuania. Much pain is caused by listening 
about high numbers of accidents and people killed 
in them. Low level of intelligence and personal cul-
ture of news commentators online are depressing. 
Country’s economic and political instability is truly 
worrying. Giving a real example of what happened 
to his relatives, a DP from California criticizes the 
spread of corruption in Lithuania: 

If you want the country to even begin to live 
rightly, we have to put the court system in order, but 
look what’s going on now? There is a backing system 
in force, everything is run under the table. They de-
mand from anybody and for anything. My brother 
had run a company, so, they told him – either you pay 
50 thousands Litas or the company will go bankrupt. 
He still tried to fi ght it, but how can you fi ght? He was 
forced to fall to pieces. The corruption becomes like 
the rule, destroying everything (a man, 75). 
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Bribery has also shrouded an evaluation system 
in schools. The latter cited DP continued his story 
as follows: 

I have heard from relatives that even in Lithua-
nian schools parents bribe schoolteachers so that 
their child is a good pupil. While teacher smiles, prais-
es, a child thinks that it’s for his merits, but, in fact, 
it was daddy who just bribed a teacher (a man, 75). 

Disappointment is expressed not only in formal 
institutions, offi  cers in Lithuania, but also in the at-
titude of remaining inhabitants of Lithuania who, 
maybe, being jealous, or, maybe, resenting that 
emigrants are not involved in Lithuania’s develop-
ment process, condemn the emigrants and do not 
try to understand in what diffi  cult conditions they 
are living: Lithuania’s people are either uninformed 
or misinformed, they do not realize how we live here 
(a women from Riverhead). While on the other 
hand, people staying in Lithuania keep sending the 
symbols of “Lithuanianness“ to America as if invit-
ing emigrants not to forget their motherland, ethnic 
roots, not to hide and openly display their origins, as 
if expressing their reliance on those well-represent-
ing Lithuanian culture in a foreign country.

The state of Lithuania is doing everything to be 
despised by us, however, it does not want to be de-
spised. After all, we send money home. In any case, 
the money fl ows to retirees. So bad, it’s very silly that 
Lithuania condemns emigrants (a man). 

However, dissemination of information that 
conveys the true living conditions of emigrants 
would remedy the situation, so that Lithuania 
would not repel or condemn those who have left 
for the United States. Third-wavers from River-
head, half-seriously – half-jokingly say: to reach mu-
tual understanding with Lithuanians in Lithuania, we 
need to exchange places of residence for fi ve years. 

The informants highlight that they have got 
familiar with negative attitudes of Lithuanians in 
Lithuania towards emigrants via the media, through 
hearsay. However, the validity of invited reviews 
in publications, motivating emigrants to return to 
Lithuania, with emphasis on their acquired compe-
tencies and signifi cance for Lithuania, is question-
able. The informant, who came with a Lithuanian 
friend to the church, before the start of the Mass, 
said:

I do not get what’s going on in Lithuania, so many 
articles are against emigration and calling us back. 
It’s even irritating, ‘cause if everything was all that 

good, then people would not run from Lithuania like 
this (a woman, 26). 

The study revealed one tendency: there was 
no emphasis on economic reasons for emigration 
from Lithuania; instead, emigrants have stressed 
that leaving Lithuania was induced by accidentally 
won “Green Card”, an impulsive decision to travel, 
study, take the opportunity to “Work and Travel 
in the USA,” do the “Au Pair in the USA” program, 
also, frustrated personal life, desire to try oneself 
in facing new challenges, as well as marriage to a 
foreigner acquainted via the Internet. Neverthe-
less, some informants are openly happy to have left 
Lithuania for in their homeland nothing but depri-
vation, a lack of opportunities and no work in ac-
cordance with one’s education could be expected.

I don’t spit in Lithuania’s face, but I could not fi nd 
a job matching my profession. And since I studied and 
worked in Lithuania I cannot work as a cleaner there 
(a woman). 

While living in the U.S., informants try not to be 
overly concerned with negative things that take 
place in their homeland, as they perceive it. Al-
though loved ones, parents, friends of third-wavers 
are living in Lithuania, they try to distance them-
selves from the analysis of political, economic, and 
social situation in Lithuania, since it no longer has 
any direct impact on their lives; nonetheless, the 
“little” transnationalism (Vertovec 2009) is ac-
tivated by the social memory when liaising with 
relatives. As one third-waver, an active member 
of Lithuanian community in Riverhead has put it, 
here you even stop worrying about that nonsense 
produced by Lithuania. You focus on the community, 
children and try to do your best for your children. So, 
at practical level, there is a clear disappointment in 
Lithuania, in opportunities to reside there, while at 
the emotional level by engaging the selectivity of 
social memory (Svašek 2002), Lithuania is beloved 
and idealized. 

The role of nostalgia in everyday life of 
expatriates

Despite the fact that interviews with Lithuanian 
Americans are predominated by negative attitude 
toward Lithuania and people remaining there, one 
cannot conclude that migrants have emotionally 
distanced themselves from the mother country 
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and recreated their own identity by denying ethnic 
roots. Even the negative narratives about Lithuania 
evidence the presence of nostalgia experienced by 
immigrants from Lithuania, their need to talk about 
Lithuania, and the existence of unanswered or un-
resolved questions.

In the era of globalization, the recent techno-
logical boom along with a better access to the 
means of communication, enabled emigrants to 
not feel isolated from their mother country, virtual-
ly and directly communicate with relatives, friends 
in Lithuania, follow everything what is going on in 
the homeland. Today’s communication technology 
as well as symbols of “Lithuanianness“, brought 
along or invented, make emigrants feel like living 
in Lithuania day to day, allow them being “sur-
rounded” by Lithuanians, when needed, or, in oth-
er words, let them create “Lithuanianness“ not in 
their living place, but in their space (Svašek 2002). 

The vast majority of research participants men-
tioned they were reading Lithuanian newspapers 
online and contributing to the “yellow press” by 
writing comments in the commentary fi eld while 
drinking their morning coff ee at work or home. Oth-
ers said they skip through Lithuanian newspapers 
published in the U.S., e.g., “American Lithuanian” 
(“Amerikos lietuvis“), “Worker” (“Darbininkas“). 
However, as emigrants admit, they do not follow 
the news systematically or very closely; just take a 
look in a hurry. Others said they learn relevant news 
by talking to relatives by phone or via Skype. This 
kind of relationship to Lithuania would be defi ned 
as “participatory in cybernetic communities” by S. 
Vertovec (2009, 48) and R. Cohen (1999).

Immigrants who read Lithuanian newspapers col-
lect plenty of conversation topics for a longer time:

Talking about Lithuania is as if wreaking your an-
ger, I think. You know, it’s kind of giving… giving, 
somewhat, 20 minutes to the subject ... of the entire 
conversation and, and ... and, and, and all the talks 
result in “but need to go back, we should go back,” 
and that’s all, and no more talks about it, as it is a 
completely exhausted topic (a man, 25). 

When visiting Lithuania, some of the informants 
feel the distinction from local inhabitants, seek a 
special attention from them, arrange parties for 
friends, make schedules for meetings, bring gifts. 
Also, they try to provide support for those who 
stayed in their homeland – they think such support 
is essential:   obviously, they are poor, so I bought a 

music CD. I will rather support them than anyone else 
(a man, 39). The informant, who has been living in 
America for 12 years now, then adds: 

I’ve brought gifts, don’t know, have bought Nikes 
here (Nike t-shirts), you know what, somewhat 
around fi ve dollars, twelve Litas here, gifts for eve-
rybody; while in Lithuania you come to a store – they 
cost 200 Litas, so, you know, it’s cool for a kid. I don’t 
know, it’s just everything simpler here (a man, 39).

The informants, who maintain strong and in-
tense relationships with relatives in Lithuania, have 
a fi nancial capacity and, most importantly, the legal 
status, to meet with their relatives every year. Being 
able to visit one’s country of origin and home shows 
a higher status than being just arrived in a foreign 
country, and that is an indicator of the quality of life, 
showing the potential to get emotional benefi ts of 
close relationships with family and friends in their 
home country (O’Flaherty, Skrbis and Tranter 2007, 
819). Part-time studies in Lithuanian higher schools, 
when emigrants fl y from America, where they work 
unskilled jobs, to Lithuania during the sessions or 
just to pass exams, could be examples of “circular” 
migration (Vertovec 2009) between Lithuania and 
the U.S. It also concerns the sales of cars that are 
shipped to Lithuania and a search for prospect buy-
ers there, annual health checkups and treatments 
in medical institutions, the use of beauty industry 
services, and so on. Although emigrants do not feel 
any threat of deportation, however, the illegal sta-
tus precludes them from returning to Lithuania for 
longer years.

Several informants could not return to Lithua-
nia for more than ten years because of the fair of 
losing the possibility to ever come back to America. 
Third-wave family from Riverhead mentions desir-
able options to solve this problem: the visa-free 
regime would re-unite many families. At least, they 
would see their families. But those who live here – 
would not dare to go to Lithuania. 

Also, as it turned out at the party, one-month 
long vacations in Lithuania help to recover from 
America. It is emphasized that, even though it is 
fi nancially more comfortable to live in America, 
however, morally better it is in Lithuania: It is more 
secure in America, but in Lithuania – better for the 
soul (a man, 51). 

To recover from America (laughing), well, seri-
ously, well, not kidding, as others have said, yeah, 
others also ask me, so, why do you go to that Lithua-
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nia, you’d better go, well, to some Dominica, Florida, 
well, Hawaii, somewhere else... (a man, 40). 

On the other hand, the vacation in Lithuania 
puts the informants out of balance, as they say, 
they begin to feel unstable in both countries: in 
Lithuania, they experience a strong emotional 
shock, whereas upon return to the United States 
it is hard to re-adapt, to get into the fl ow of activi-
ties. Before each vacation in Lithuania migrants are 
afraid of returning to the U.S., and this jumping re-
ally freaks me out, so, I haven’t been to Lithuania for 
two years now, says a 25 years-old student. 

It is not a secret that vacation in Lithuania for 
a family with two children would cost about 10 
thousand dollars, which is a lot of money, and not 
every family can aff ord such luxury. “As everyday 
cross-border activities are resource-absorbing, not 
to mention the legal status, only a selected minor-
ity of migrants enjoy “living lives across borders” 
(Waldinger 2010, 23). They also mention a negative 
attitude toward emigrant status in Lithuania. It is 
very humiliating experience that remains engraved 
in one’s memory for a long time: 

It off ends when, upon arrival to Lithuania, offi  -
cials act up, asking about money, personal stuff . This 
mocking in customs, it hurts for a long time thereaf-
ter (a man). 

Some of the informants say that time takes its 
toll: you lose your friends, all links disappear, espe-
cially, if you sell a real estate. There is no longer any 
motivation to come back to Lithuania for celebrat-
ing festivities or spending vacation. A 26 years-old 
woman, living in America for 6 years, is joking by 
saying, so, then, I look, the more I come back, the 
more I somehow think – gosh, what is there to do 
for me? Thus, after several years passed in America, 
when a circle of friends in Lithuania shrinks, emi-
grants begin spending their vacations in other U.S. 
states or countries. The only object of attraction in 
Lithuania remains their families, unless they have 
not immigrated to America by the time and a “fam-
ily reunifi cation” has not taken place. 

If adaptation to the U.S. is successful, this coun-
try becomes a home where they feel secure, and re-
late their future plans only to the U.S. However, the 
availability of resources for being constantly mobile 
and the absence of political constraints remain im-
portant, together with the realization that the world 
turns into “transnational social fi eld linking migrants 
and stay-at-homes” (Waldinger and Soehl 2013, 335).

Just as you live out here, well, then, like they say, 
you feel at home here, you know. Well, indeed, all 
the same, as you think, those eight hours and there, 
so... well, ten hours. Besides, how you’ll plan your 
trip… But, on the other hand, anyway, everybody... 
you might look globally at all of that whether here is 
house or there is home, there is home everywhere 
now, what’s the diff erence. But after reading Lithua-
nian newspapers – it is suddenly no longer home... (a 
woman, 33). 

Both, virtual communication with Lithuania 
and visits to the homeland, verify the transnational 
experience of today’s immigrants from Lithuania, 
therefore, it should be researched by focusing not 
only on personal ties of migrants, but also on gov-
ernmental and civic institutions, cultural structures, 
such as national identity and values   (O’Flaherty, 
Skrbis, and Tranter 2007, 819). Transnationalism 
is “a social process whereby migrants operate in 
social fi elds that transgress geographic, political, 
and cultural borders” (Brettell 2008), where they 
are assisted by a variety of transportation services 
available, opportunities provided by telecommu-
nications, that reduce the distance between the 
home and receiving countries. Thus, a constant 
online contact with a family, relatives in Lithuania 
or visits to Lithuania, without employing DPs’ pro-
posed strategies on saving the “Lithuanian” iden-
tity, helps immigrants from Lithuania to re-invent 
identity and “to adapt quickly to their new environ-
ment” (Kuzmickaite 2004, 83). 

Conclusions and discussion 

The goal of this article was to try to answer the 
questions: What are the forms of attachment to 
home country of emigrants from Lithuania in the 
U.S.? What main emotions toward Lithuania pre-
vail in narratives of casual conversations? We have 
presented empirical data of the anthropological 
fi eldwork conducted in three phases, and have ana-
lyzed the research material. 

In the era of globalization and intensifi ed migra-
tion, “few people in the world today do not have a 
friend, relative, or co-worker, who is not on the road 
to somewhere else or already coming back home, 
bearing stories and possibilities” (Appadurai 1996, 
4). Thus, it is particularly important to understand 
the migration process-induced areas, intensity, 
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localization, transnationality of moving personal 
identities. Therefore, anthropological fi eld studies 
are indeed important not only in a sense of integra-
tion, acculturation of immigrants, emergence of 
their confl icts with surrounding environment and 
people, but also for the evaluation of potential op-
tions of re-immigration to their home country. 

Immigrants from Lithuania in the United States 
do not seek to completely assimilate, but frequent-
ly attempt to remain “Lithuanian”, go into a mode 
of nostalgia, and make their private home spaces 
cozy by collecting “Lithuanian” symbols. Econom-
ic situation in Lithuania, instability of labor market, 
poor social benefi ts, and discrimination on the 
grounds of sexual orientation would not let them 
even think about building a permanent home in 
Lithuania. Despite that, rarely one categorically 
claims to never come back to live here. In any case, 
none of them are going to take any real actions and 
will rather remain content with transnational ties to 
Lithuania, thus, opposing C.B. Brettell, who states 
that “in most cases, return to their home country 
is infl uenced by maintenance of close family ties, 
rather than the economic failure, lack of fi nancial 
success” (Brettell 2008, 116). For that reason some 
of the transmigrants remit money to the relatives 
staying in Lithuania and keep coming back there for 
vacations, public holidays. However, within such a 
short period, they lack time to experience a real 
life here, they are caught by ambiguous feelings – 
uncertainty over where their real home is and the 
feeling of “always and yet never at home” (Rap-
port and Dawson 1998). 

Some other immigrants, particularly those hav-
ing successfully adapted, and who “even after hav-
ing lost their own homeland, acquired a new one” 
(Øverland 2005), have established new strong so-
cial relationships in the U.S., no longer have any mo-
tivation to keep coming back to Lithuania. Especial-
ly, if with time they have lost relatives in Lithuania, 
have sold real estate, and are no longer keeping in 
touch with friends.

It is emphasized that the “Lithuanianness does 
not change”. However, a deeper interpretation of 
identifi cation can take diff erent forms. During the 
fi rst year of living in a foreign country, nostalgic 
moods of overestimating the mother country’s 
culture usually dominate. Over the years, upon 
getting familiar with a cultural diversity of a new 
receiving country of residence, these feelings are 

not so much emphasized and become of little im-
portance. 

Attachment to Lithuania diminishes with the 
course of time due to the non-renewal of practical 
knowledge; however, the spiritual liaison remains. 
It is emphasized that in the public space, where 
conditions and circumstances allow, Lithuanian 
emigrants show resemblance to Americans. How-
ever, within the ethnic community of compatriots, 
organizations or private homes, they stay or try to 
stay Lithuanians. Again, this can be explained by 
transmigrationalism of today’s immigrants from 
Lithuania in the U.S. Their identity does not under-
go assimilation moods into the mainstream of the 
receiving society or political constraints in engag-
ing with the country of origin (Glick Schiller 2005), 
therefore they do not have the necessity to devel-
op their ethnic identity, as political migrants did.

Contemporary immigrants from Lithuania in the 
U.S. often judge their home country and Lithua-
nians in Lithuania quite negatively, thus, the fre-
quency of third-wavers’ trips to Lithuania to visit 
the relatives decreases, aff ecting the prospects of 
return to re-settle in the country. Summing up the 
climate prevailing among immigrants from Lithua-
nia in the U.S. in terms of possibilities to return 
to live in the country of origin, we can conclude 
by these two quotes: all of us would come back to 
Lithuania, but let’s be realistic (a man, 25). The last 
who leaves Lithuania, please, turn off  the lights at the 
airport (popular phrase in online forums).
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