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Introduction

In 1938, Lithuania commemorated the twentieth anniversary of its independence.
The occasion was marked by several publications to introduce the country to readers
both at home and abroad. One of them was a book published in Lithuanian (Kemezys,
1938) which focused on the achievements of the two decades: the contributors wrote
about the progress that had taken place in all areas over the period, from the army and
education to welfare, architecture and art. Lithuanian history did not receive any special
attention. However, the chapter on the army included a rather exhaustive historical
overview of the Wars of Independence, written by the professional historian and
lieutenant in the reserve Antanas Vasiliauskas, who worked at the army headquarters
at the time. The very first paragraph catches the eye:

After the storm of the Great War quietened down, Lithuanians freed themselves from
the claws of the double-headed eagle, and undertook to build an independent state. [...]
Lithuania’s sons, sacrificing their lives on the altar of their homeland, took up arms for
a crucial struggle and won. (Vasiliauskas, 1938, p. 46)
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The author had in mind the military action on Lithuanian territory in the period
1919 to 1920. Meanwhile, another publication by Lithuanian authors, devoted to
the twentieth anniversary and published in German, was to introduce readers abroad
to Lithuanian history and culture (Vykintas, 1938). This publication devoted much
more attention to history: altogether about half the book. The foreword stated: “It is
just necessary to point out that after the partition of the state in 1795, despite the loss of
its independence, Lithuania continued fighting intensely for its national and statehood
rights. Lithuania’s Declaration of Independence on 16 February 1918 was the logical
result of the struggles and aspirations of the Lithuanian nation” (“Vorwort”, 1938, p. 5).
In the German-language account of Lithuanian history, the Wars of Independence
received a mere two lines, which depicted the merits of Antanas Smetona, who, of
course, did not even participate in the wars (Merkelis, 1938, p. 19). Despite this,
the “Leader of the Nation” was portrayed as the main fighter for Lithuania’s unity
and independence, the key figure in the fight for freedom. Moreover, the historian
Adolfas Sapoka (1938, p. 122) called one of the subdivisions of his chapter “The World
War and the Restoration of Lithuania’s Independence”. Altogether, it was supposed to
create the unambiguous impression that the essential fight for Lithuania took place
before rather than after 1918, and that Smentona played a key role in it.

But then who did contemporaries actually understand were the main actors
that fought for Lithuania’s freedom? Were they the professional army and volunteers
in the Wars of Independence in 1919-1920, or Smetona and the others before 19182
When was Lithuania’s freedom gained: after the First World War, or during it, as is
argued by Sapoka? It seems that the two publications produced in Lithuania in 1938
witnessed the simultaneous existence of several concepts of the contributions by
different actors to national independence.

The understanding of this, at first sight trivial, idea may, in my opinion, be a starting
point for a reconsideration of the answer to the question of the significance attached to
the Great War in interwar Lithuania so far proposed by historians. In his presentation
given at a conference as early as 1998, Darius Stalitinas (2001, p. 120) stated that in
interwar Lithuania, “the focus was on those who perished in the fights for independence,
but not in the First World War”. Ten years later, Véjas Gabriel Liulevicius (2009, p. 232)
elaborated further on the statement: he believed that the period of the Great War in
Lithuania was perceived as a “passive experience”, which allegedly “was followed by
the active engagement of the Wars of Liberation from 1918-1920”. Tomas Balkelis (2014,
pp. 242, 244, 246) several years ago specified that the marginalisation of the Great War
was accounted for not by all the Wars of Independence, but by the conflict between
Lithuania and Poland over Vilnius: according to him, it was the mythologisation of
this conflict that overshadowed the remembrance of the Great War. Recently, Rasa
Antanaviciaté (2016) provided additional arguments showing that the Great War
was not considered as important as the Wars of Independence in interwar Lithuania.
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But she actually followed the path laid down by her predecessors. I mean, first of all,
that the above-mentioned researchers, when discussing the Lithuanian discourse in
the interwar period, saw the prevailing trend only. This approach, however, does not
help us see Lithuania as a normal society, in which at that time, like now, different
meanings assigned to major events of the past circulated, and in which the relationship
between those meanings was not, after all, as clear as it sometimes seems.

This article has no intention of addressing all still uncovered aspects of the politics
of history in interwar Lithuania. So far, several attempts have been made to show
the changing interpretations of different symbols and public holidays in this period
(e.g. Nikzentaitis, 2002; Sirutavicius, 2001; Stalitinas, 2008). Besides, historians have
analysed public mobilisation campaigns that utilised specific historical meanings
(e.g. Maciulis, 2001, 2009). Still, these studies do not show the contradictions that
existed in the understanding of history, nor do they distinguish between the roles of
individual actors and the ruling elites in its changing utilisation. My starting points
were based on the premise that different actors in national states at the beginning of
their existence had completely different ideas about how the state had been created,
and what the merits of those actors had been in establishing those states. On turning
into narratives, through communication acts in the long run, these visions become
increasingly homogeneous and purified, and some of them make up the truths of
textbooks; however, the process takes time.

In my understanding, the essential contradictions in interwar Lithuania arose from
two issues relating to the building of a national state. The first was the date of the starting
point of the state: was it 16 February and the State Council of Lithuania, or 15 May and
the Constituent Assembly. Second, who fought for the national freedom of Lithuania?
Both issues are partly interrelated, however: the first tended to embrace discussions
on the role of specific politicians and institutions, while the second was actualised by
involving a much wider cohort of public actors. The article should not be treated as
a pretentious attempt to fill all the gaps. Rather, it provides arguments for the statement
that it was not only those who fought in the Wars of Independence that were treated as
freedom fighters in interwar Lithuania. I seek to show that the expression of alternatives
on this issue was characteristic of Lithuania all through the period of independence.
Over more than twenty years, both before and after the coup of 1926, stories circulated
simultaneously in the public discourse that provided different interpretations of which
actors played the leading role in the fight for Lithuania’s freedom.

Different fighters: role attribution in historical storylines

Narratives legitimising political and social systems frequently feature the motif of
the fight as the main one. It can account for both the already-accomplished achievements
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and for the trajectory of domestic or foreign policies that the ruling actors are leading
the nation along. This motif performs the nation-rallying function most effectively
when the experiences characteristic of as large groups of people as possible are given
prominence in the use of it. When citizens understand that their experiences are also
presented in the legitimising narrative, the understanding greatly facilitates their
engagement with the ideas that are being legitimised.

An attempt was made to merge the multitude of experiences of the generations that
lived in interwar Lithuania into wider narratives of the fight for freedom. The fight in
this case was understood not just in a military sense; the word was applied to any activity
which could be described as performed for the sake of the community, the nation, or
Lithuania. Not only different political actors, but all those who felt it was their duty
to speak publicly on one issue or another, would combine different experiences of
the fight understood in that way, and merge them into certain storylines. Storylines
assigned the role of fighters to the nation, and sometimes just to its individual leaders,
or the behaviour of the nation, relying on the Volksgeist concept, interpreted based
on the motif of the fight. In the body of texts published in interwar Lithuania, three
main storylines of that type can be identified:

(1) The first storyline covered the activity that started after the uprising of 1863-1864
in Lithuania, and continued until the early twentieth century: it was interpreted as both
national consolidation and unarmed national resistance to Imperial Russian policy.
The resistance, perceived in a simplified way as the fight against “Russification”, was
summarised from the first decade of the twentieth century at the latest as a storyline
called “national revival” (tautinis atgijimas), “awakening” (tautinis atbudimas) or
“rebirth” (tautinis atgimimas).

(2) The second storyline covered the Lithuanian government-organised armed
defence of the territory claimed by it. The defence held out on several fronts from
January 1919 until late 1920, while its individual components in a narrative sense were
merged almost immediately afterwards into one storyline, called “the struggle for
independence” (nepriklausomybés kova), “fights for independence” (nepriklausomybés
kovos), or “the wars of independence” (nepriklausomybés karai).

(3) The third storyline embraced both armed and unarmed efforts to fight for
the freedom of Lithuania and Lithuanians in the transitional period, that is, in the years
of the Great War. In that case, the most different Lithuanian experiences of the period
of the global conflict, the Great War, in accordance with the logic of per aspera ad
astra, were merged into the storylines of “regaining independence” (nepriklausomybés
atgavimas), “restoration of the state” (valstybés atstatymas), “towards independence”
(j nepriklausomybe), and the like.

Thus, three storylines basically expressed the events assigned to three different
periods, with the participation of diverse actors performing dissimilar actions:
starting with the transport of banned Lithuanian books in the Latin alphabet across
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the German-Russian border, or the attempts to articulate political ideas and act on
behalf of all Lithuanians, and finishing with the armed struggle for these political
ideas. Later in the article, I shall provide an interpretation of the dynamics of the public
expression of these storylines.

Democratic pluralism before the coup of 1926

The material available to me does not indicate that any of the three storylines defined
above prevailed over others in the first half of the third decade. Before the coup of 1926,
all were more or less equally covered in the Lithuanian public discourse. In the case
of the first storyline, even though it was not totally clear from interwar publications
what the authorities of the Russian Empire wanted to Russity, the land or the people,
the key event to remember was the resolution by the Russian Cabinet of Ministers,
approved by Nicholas IT on 7 May 1904, called the “press restoration” or “press recovery”.
The anniversary of 7 May was remembered in the interwar period more than once,
in fact many times, thus reminding people of a more general storyline, and applying
the motif of a fight to explain its process. The very resolution of 1904 was called
“a victory by the nation” in the long fight with “giant Russia” (cf. Ciabuvis, 1924, p. 1;
Rt., 1924, p. 1; “Siandien 20 m. suéjo...”, 1924, p. 1; “Spaudos sukaktuves”, 1924), while
the perception of the fight resulting in victory can be illustrated by a quotation from
Trimitas (Trumpet) magazine on the occasion of the twentieth anniversary of 7 May.
It stated that in Lithuania, “a persistent struggle for the restoration of the press had
been going for decades, which required numerous victims, and which raised plentiful
resolute people and spiritual giants” (“Spaudos sukaktuvés”, 1924, p. 1).

To illustrate the third storyline, I shall deliberately use a quotation from the same
Trimitas magazine from the same year. On the occasion of the tenth anniversary of
the beginning of the conflict, Trimitas wrote about the Great War and its significance:

When commemorating the war, we have to remember how successfully, under
the circumstances of that time and through the efforts of our patriots, we managed to
liberate ourselves from the Russian yoke. [...] In one way or another, our country, just
like other small countries, liberated itself during the Great War, and for us the Great War
will always be a more remarkable event than for anybody else. (5. S., 1924, p. 11)

Thus, we see the same narrative: liberation and the struggle for freedom. And
finally, the second storyline will be illustrated by another quotation from Trimitas
of the same year. In one of its issues, the magazine commented on three postcards
produced by the Lietuvos karo invalidy Vy¢iy brolija (Lithuanian Vy¢iai Brotherhood
of War Invalids), which presented the first victims of the Wars of Independence
Povilas Luksys, Antanas Juozapavic¢ius and Pranas Eimutis individually, and a fourth
postcard, where they were presented all together. All of them were defined by Trimitas
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in a laconic manner: “Our first soldiers who died an honourable death in the battles
for the independence of Lithuania” (“Knygos, rastai”, 1924, p. 47). Thus, they also
represented the fight for freedom and the victims of the fight. I have illustrated the three
storylines with quotations from the same magazine from the same year not because
there is no more material to illustrate them. I chose Trimitas, published by the public
organisation Lietuvos $auliy sgjunga (The Lithuanian Riflemen’s Union), only to show
that, at least in the mid-1920s, all three storylines about the fight for freedom were
still developed simultaneously in parallel.

The statement applies both to the discourse intended for a wider audience and
to professional literature. This is proven by the content of the first five volumes
(appearing in the years 1925 to 1929) of the journal Karo archyvas (Military Archives),
published by the Department of Military Sciences of the Lithuanian Army Staff. In
these volumes, attention was paid both to the uprising of 1863-1864 (the opinion
prevailed that the “Russification” of Lithuania started after that), and to episodes
in the Great War, especially the formation of Lithuanian national units in Russia in
the years 1917 to 1919, as well as to the Wars of Independence, which in fact, at least
in latter volumes of Karo archyvas, had not yet merged into one storyline. Moreover,
when the War Museum was established in Kaunas at the beginning of 1921, which
eventually became the main historical museum in Lithuania, it received first of all
a very widely formulated task. The Ministry of National Defence gave instructions
to show “how Lithuania, for centuries tormented by enemies, threw off the chains of
slavery, and through pains and battles, with arms in hands, gained independence”
(Isakymas Kariuomenei, 1921, § 2). The detailing in the order of the future exhibition
plan did not add any more specificity. In the first (introductory) part of the museum
exhibition, “The Gallery of the Fighters for Lithuania’s Freedom and Independence”
was to be presented (Isakymas Kariuomenei, 1921, § 3), without naming specifically
who was regarded as fighters. Only later was it explained that they were “our heroes,
our fighters for freedom, both intellectuals and ordinary villagers, if they contributed
to the distribution of writings when it was forbidden, or suffered for the sake of
Lithuanianness and freedom” (Jsakymas Kariuomenei, 1922). In short, the narrative
of the fight for freedom was perceived broadly, leaving space for integrating individual
episodes that took place during the Great War and matched the general concept.

All three storylines were also reflected in an early version of “Who’s Who in
Lithuania”, the Lietuvos albumas (Album of Lithuania) published in 1921. With
regard to the place of the Great War in the album, it should be noted that in the short
biographies of all ten officers included in the book, the experience of service in
the Russian army during the First World War was highlighted. Thus, the biography of
Colonel Vincas Grigalitinas-Glovackis gave a rather detailed account of what he did
and where he served during the Great War (Markevicaité & Gira, 1921, pp. 319-320).
The biography of Pranas Klimaitis presented his activities in the organisation of
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national units in the Russian army, and later in the battles against the Bolsheviks in
Siberia (Markevicaité & Gira, 1921, pp. 338-340). As is indicated in the biography
of Lieutenant Colonel Kazys Ladyga, “he received all the military awards that were
presented to senior officers in the Russian army except St George’s Sword”. Moreover,
when talking about the Great War, it added (sic!): “He made efforts to serve well,
so as not to defame the name of a Lithuanian” (Markevicaité & Gira, 1921, p. 349).
The biographies of other officers-veterans of the Great War paid more attention to
representing the postwar experiences and the contribution of the army of the Lithuanian
state. However, at least in the Lietuvos albumas of 1921, they were not in the majority.

The representation of all three storylines, and not just one of them, can be seen in
the renaming of streets in Kaunas in 1919-1922, and the early initiatives to have the first
Lithuanian monuments built in Kaunas. The first storyline was presented by giving
the names of Simonas Daukantas, Motiejus Valan¢ius, Maironis and Adomas Jakstas
to streets, as approved in April 1919 (KA A 219-1-90-11/12 1919), on having partially
taken into consideration a corresponding proposal from the minister of the interior
Aleksandras Stulginskis, submitted to Kaunas City Municipality. The production
of sculptural busts of Jonas Basanavicius, Vincas Kudirka and Simonas Daukantas
soon afterwards, initiated by the War Museum, also reflected this storyline. The third
storyline was represented by the names of 16 February Street and Freedom Avenue,
approved in 1919 (KA A 219-1-90-11/12 1919), and the names of Unity and Independence
Squares (LCVA 379-2-567-48/50 1922), given on the eve of 16 February 1922, as well as
the model of the Statue of Liberty made by the sculptor Juozas Zikaras at the initiative of
the War Museum. The second storyline was given prominence by the names of Private
Luksys Street and Officer Juozapavi¢ius Avenue, given at the initiative of the Head
of the War Museum Lieutenant General Vladas Nagevicius in February 1922 (LCVA
379-2-567-48/50 1922),! and, of course, by the unveiling of the Monument to Those
who Perished for the Freedom of Lithuania at the War Museum on 16 October 1921.
In his unveiling speech, President Aleksandras Stulginskis emphasised distinctly its
dedication to those who perished in the battles of 1919 to 1920 (Stulginskis, 1921,
p. 1). The ritual of commemorating national holidays by the monument started to
develop as early as 1922.

Thus, at least in the period before the coup of 1926, attention was paid to all three
storylines. At approximately the same intensity, or at least without any clearly expressed
preference for any of them, the storylines kept unfolding in the public discourse: in
polemical writing or in the commemoration of anniversaries important to Lithuanians.
Whether there were any differences between individual political parties is still to
be found out through further research. One thing is clear: all through the period of

! Nagevicius’ proposal was also published in the press (“Karo istorijos reikalu”, 1922, p. 2).

195



Vasilijus Safronovas Who fought for national freedom?

parliamentary democracy in Lithuania, not a single public holiday clearly relating to one
specific storyline was introduced. Discussions by politicians on the subject did occur,
but their initiatives on public holidays depended heavily on political fragmentation:
from the decision of the Popular Socialists to establish 1 May as a national holiday in
1919 (LCVA 923-1-68-58 1919) to the aspirations of the Catholic faction to eliminate
all days off that did not match the ecclesiastical calendar. Therefore, it seems to
follow that before 1926 political parties in Lithuania did not especially interfere
with the coexistence of these three storylines. On the contrary, the fact that most
political actors did not have experience of fighting in the Wars of Independence led to
the promotion of that coexistence in different ways, such as by the statement in Gabrielé
Petkevicaité’s Constituent Assembly opening speech. Although the first meeting of
the Constituent Assembly started with a minute’s silence to honour the volunteers who
died for the freedom of the homeland in 1919-1920, the famous author and publicist
who was invited to chair the meeting as the oldest member of the Assembly was not too
modest to call herself “an old fighter for her nation’s independence” (“I sesijos Pirmasai
posédis”, 1920, p. 2). Petkevicaité had in mind primarily the fight for democracy,
equal rights, and the emancipation of subjugated people, with the greatest emphasis
on the motifs of the fight relating to the first storyline.

The impact of the coup: priority to volunteers

In fact, the situation started changing only after the coup. A fundamental change was
caused by the fact that the army was the main force that brought Antanas Smetona
to power in December 1926. To be specific, the principal role of the implementers
of the coup was played by the Slaptoji karininky sajunga (Secret Union of Officers),
with the prevalence of officers of the younger generation, who typically counted their
contribution to the fight for Lithuania from 1919. Their active role in the organisation
of the coup was basically predetermined by the policies pursued in Lithuania by
the left-wing government, which was established in June 1926. The abolition of martial
law, the introduction of freedom of speech and meetings, highlighted the diversity of
opinions and interpretations. The political decisions by the socialists, which caused
the army a lot of anxiety, among other things, led to the relatively rapid rallying of
participants in the Wars of Independence to organise a lobbying association, the Lietuvos
kariuomenés savanoriy sgjunga (Association of Lithuanian Army Volunteers) (cf.
Jureviciaté, 2009). Having come to power in an unconstitutional way, the Tautininkai
(Nationalists) tried to keep in favour with both the army and the largest association
of veterans.

That was one of the main reasons, firstly, why, immediately after the coup,
increasing attention was given to the deceased victims who could be related to
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the existing Lithuanian army rather than to other fighters. Second, soon afterwards,
and especially in 1928, the “status” of 23 November started to change. On 23 November
1918, Augustinas Voldemaras, the head of the government, signed the first decree on
the Ministry of National Defence. Since as early as 1919, the army tried to regard this
as the day of one of the most important legal acts on the establishment of the army, and
generally on statehood. However, for at least a decade, it was basically an internal army
holiday, or just a commemorative day. In the 1920s, its public importance was often
overshadowed by the anniversaries of Basanavi¢ius, who was also born on November
23,” and it started gravitating towards the status of a national holiday only after
the coup, and especially in the 1930s, when it was called with confidence the second
most important historical date after 16 February (cf. A. G., 1935, p. 3; “Drausminga
kariuomené ir drausminga tauta”, 1937, p. 4; “Kariuomenés 15-os mety sukaktis”,
1933, p. 4). Another change was related to the attempts to “pull” the Declaration of 16
February out of the third above-mentioned storyline, and to relate it to the second one,
by making the narrative sound as if the army implemented the programme outlined by
the signatories of the Declaration. It is clear that this representation was the beginning
of placing the emphasis primarily on the role of Voldemaras and Smetona, who became
established in power after the coup, in the fight for Lithuania. Incidentally, the death
of Basanavicius in 1927 was favourable for the formation of the cult of Smetona, as
there was no other person left whose authority could overshadow Smetona’s role in
the 16 February story. Thus, however strange it may sound, it seems that, by doing away
with the double identity of 23 November, the death of Basanavicius freed the way for
the Day of the Army to come out from “underground”, and simultaneously made it
possible to relate the role of Smetona to 16 February more clearly. As early as in 1928,
Colonel Povilas Plechavicius, the chief-of-staff of the Lithuanian army and the former
military commander in the coup, stated (Plechavicius, 1928, p. 2) that Smetona was
also the “Leader of the Nation” in 1918. That implied that even then the actions of
the army were inspired by him, while in 1926 the army simply returned the reins to
him: it allegedly “said ‘that’s enough’ to the destroyers of Lithuania [left-wing political
circles] and invited the First Leader of the Nation to lead the Nation and the Army”.
A similar idea was encoded in the text of a publication that appeared on the occasion
of the tenth anniversary of independence: the innocent text “After the authorities of
Lithuania had formed, a persistent and bloody fight for freedom and independence

> 'Thus, for example, on 23 November 1923, when unveiling the bust of Basanavicius, the fifth
anniversary of the founding of the army was largely overshadowed by the army itself: “The War Museum
invites the Ausrininkai [protagonists of the national movement], all the creators of Lithuanian independence,
representatives of the press, and the public [...] to participate in the unveiling of a monument that the grateful
army, on the occasion of its fifth anniversary, dedicates to the Father of the rebirth of Lithuania Dr Jonas
Basanavicius” (“Daktarui Basanaviciui paminklo atidarymas”, 1923, p. 1).
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began” (Burba, 1928, p. 34) essentially meant that there had been no fight for as long
as there had been no authorities.

A symbolic link between the active army and 16 February was facilitated by
the fact that the memory of the “first perished” heroes (the soldier Povilas Luksys and
the officer Antanas Juozapavicius) started to form a year after their deaths (Jsakymas
Kariuomenei, 1920, § 27; “Pirmoji karo auka uz nepriklausomg...”, 1920, p. 51; “Pirmoji
karo auka nepriklausomai...”, 1920, p. 5); thus, it was related to 16 February from the very
beginning, as the “democratic alternative” of 15 May had not yet unfolded by that time.

All these changes acquired numerous expressions. In February 1927, a special
commemoration of Luksys and Juozapavic¢ius was held in Kaunas (“Pirmyjy kraujo
auky sukaktuvés”, 1927, pp. 2-3). On 16 February 1927, Smetona arrived at the War
Museum and made a speech on paying homage to the dead (“Nepriklausomybés
sukaktuvés Kaune”, 1927, p. 4), although before that, similar ceremonies were taking
place on 15 May. On 16 February the next year, a new ritual took place in the garden
of the War Museum, during which Lieutenant General Nagevicius for half an hour
read the names of those who had died in the Wars of Independence (J. K., 1928, p. 4).
At the same time, a similar ceremony took place at the Kaunas City Council. On 15
May, residents of Kaunas participated in a mass torch procession to the city cemetery
to honour those who fell in the Wars of Independence and were buried there (cf.
“Geguzeés 15 d. iskilmés Kaune”, 1928, p. 2; “Tautos Sventés iskilmeés”, 1928, p. 2), and
on 27 October 1930, a special monument was unveiled there (“Spaliy 27 d. Kaune”,
1930, p. 5). All this was not limited to Kaunas: over several years, at least seventy
monuments to the decade of independence appeared all over the country, including
dozens that were simultaneously dedicated to those who fell for freedom in the Wars
of Independence (cf. Skirmantiené & Varnauskas, 1994).

Therefore, for several years after the coup, increased attention by both the ruling
authorities and the army was clearly paid to just one of the storylines which emphasised
the Wars of Independence. Quite understandably, alternative fighters for the freedom
of the homeland and the related storylines naturally crept into the background, and
some of them, one might say, were marginalised, and marginalised deliberately.
Thus, for example, at the solemn meeting of the Council of Bearers of the Order of
the Cross of Vytis, the only Lithuanian state award at the time, dedicated to the tenth
anniversary of the Lithuanian army, Smetona stated that

Lithuania has been involved in two wars: the World War and the War of Independence.
Many worthy Lithuanian lives have been laid on the altar of the worldwide fire, and we
mourn and grieve for them, while crowning them with martyrs’ wreaths. The second war
was the war of Lithuania itself, the war on the issue of its life. This honourable meeting
[of the bearers of Orders of the Cross of Vytis] shows us that it is not only the crown of
pain, but also of honour that adorns its participants. (“Kaip praéjo kariuomenés sventé”,
1928, p. 4)
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The words implied that the veterans of the Great War had to be sympathised with
and treated as victims, while the participants of the Wars of Independence deserved
respect. Another example is from 1930, when a ceremony for bringing in the picture
of Grand Duke Vytautas, transported all over Lithuania in a ritual way, was held
at the War Museum. During it, the picture was carried by wounded soldiers from
the battles of the Wars of Independence, and one wounded soldier from the Great
War. However, the latter was needed merely to assist “a blind invalid bearing a book”.
Besides, according to the semi-official press organ, “the invalid from the Russian army
in the Great War” represented those who “had lost their health being made to fight for
others” (“Didzioji Tautos $venté”, 1930, p. 4), and therefore not for Lithuania. When
in November of the same year a similar ceremony took place during the consecration
of the cornerstone of the new Vytautas the Great Museum building, a capsule to be
put in among the five stones brought from the “fronts of the Wars of Independence”
was entrusted to people introduced as representatives of the Council of the Order of
the Cross of Vytis, the Lietuvos kariuomenés savanoriy sajunga, the Lietuvos karo
invalidy sgjunga (Lithuanian War Invalids Association), the Lietuvos $auliy sajunga,
and the Atsargos karininky sgjunga (Reserve Officers Association) (Alm., 1930, p. 5).
There may have been a veteran of the Great War among them; however, the fact was
not specially emphasised.

Yet even after the coup, not all citizens of the country believed that the question
who had fought for the freedom of the Motherland should have been answered in
the way that the ruling forces tried. This also applies to military people. Thus, in 1927,
on the Day of the Army in the War Museum, Alfonsas Mazonis made a speech on
behalf of the Atsargos karininky sgjunga, in which he attributed the role of fighters
for freedom not merely to Luksys and Juozapavicius. According to him, there was

a whole host of known and unknown soldiers; those who perished on dark, rainy, gloomy
autumn nights with bundles of smuggled books and newspapers in their hands on
Prussian-Russian cordons; those who died in prisons-casemates of despotic Russia; and
those who died after being deported to remote Siberia. [...] We, reserve officers, today
come to bow at your graves, wherever they might be. (“Kaip musy kariuomené praleido
vakarykscia dieng”, 1927, p. 5)

The term “veteran”, which could normally be claimed by soldiers, was applied many
times to the protagonists of the national movement (the Ausrininkai), and especially
during the celebrations of the decade of independence; some of them, Basanavicius
and Petras Vileisis, were called veterans even by Lieutenant General Nagevicius
in an official speech on the occasion of 16 February 1928 (J. K., 1928, p. 4). When
the twenty-fifth anniversary of the restoration of the press was celebrated in Kaunas
in 1929, the semi-official press organ wrote: on the stage “one sees grey-haired old
men, veterans of the nation, and creators of the press who raised and carried the whole
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struggle of the press on their shoulders. By creating the press and fighting for its
freedom, these elderly people were also creating our independence, our independent
state” (“Baisus jspéjimas”, 1929, p. 1; see also JanuSauskaite, 2016). The opposition press
had some third storyline figures who would grant themselves the status of veterans.
Thus Juozas Gabrys, “undoubtedly the best-known Lithuanian political figure on
the European scene before 1916 (Senn, 1977, p. 16), who after 1918 felt pushed out of
state affairs, called himself “a veteran of Lithuania” and “an old fighter for Lithuania’s
independence” (Gabrys, 1928, p. 4). A variety of freedom fighters’ roles also appeared
in publications devoted to the tenth anniversary of independence. Martynas Y¢as,
a previous deputy to the Russian State Duma from the Kaunas province, who organised
assistance for the Great War refugees from Lithuania in the empire, argued that
the “greatest preparatory work” in the building of the state was done not by Smetona,
the Council of Lithuania, or the army, but rather by Lithuanians in the depths of Russia
who, to quote him, “fought for Lithuania’s independence” (Y¢as, 1930, p. 24). Juozas
Purickis, who spent the years of the Great War in Switzerland and got involved in
the activities of the Council of Lithuania as late as July 1918, wrote (Vygandas, 1928,
p. 69): “One cannot argue that freedom was granted to Lithuania by the Great War”.
Some other authors managed to present simultaneously two storylines on the same page
of the same text: in one place they claimed that freedom was granted to Lithuania by
the Great War, and in another that it was done by the “blood shed by hefty volunteers
in the unequal fights of 1918-1920” (Kalnénas, 1928, p. 141).

v =

during the period between the two world wars, more than two hundred new monuments
were built in Lithuania, of which in only one case did she manage to establish
a formally recorded reference to the Great War. This enabled her to conclude that
monuments to the Great War in Lithuania during the interwar period are single
exceptions, which, in her opinion, testifies to the fact that the Lithuanian authorities
and the people clearly ignored the Great War (Antanaviciate, 2016, p. 189). Despite
the fact that the number of monuments which included references to the Great
War was much larger in Lithuania, they were all put up in war cemeteries or other
places of burial, and from this point of view they were intended to honour the dead,
not to tell the public what they had to remember. The only exception known to me,
which has not been noticed by historians so far, was the initiative by the Lietuvos
valstie¢iy sgjunga (Society of Lithuanian Peasants) in Skaudvilé (Tauragé district)
to build a monument (1933) to three riflemen from the village of Stulgiai, who were
tortured and shot by Bermondt-Avalov troops in December 1919. Although this is
clearly indicated on the monument, the most interesting thing is the inscription on
its pedestal: “Glory to the sons of Lithuania who died in the World War from 1914
to 1920” (Mazrimas, 1994). It is a rare case clearly witnessing the fact that in some
people’s consciousness the Great War ended not in 1918 but in 1920. All the other
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monuments to the victims of the Great War which were put up in Lithuania during
the interwar period were erected in places of mass burials, or sometimes burials of
individual soldiers. However, the Skaudvilé case, as well as other examples, shows
that these monuments appeared at the initiative of local communities. In many cases,
this is a rather striking difference compared to the semi-coordinated campaigns for
the construction of monuments to independence or the Wars of Independence, which
were initiated mainly by nationwide networks, such as the Lietuvos Sauliy sajunga. In
other words, in the interwar period in Lithuania, there was no organisational movement
that systematically marked the most important places of battles in the Great War, or
the deaths of Lithuanian soldiers, throughout the country.

However, this does not mean that there were no monuments in Lithuania
representing the experiences associated with the third storyline. So far, historians
have not noticed that there were in fact three types of monuments to the freedom
and independence of Lithuania which appeared during the period between the world
wars. Some of them, such as the above-mentioned Monument to Those who Perished
for the Freedom of Lithuania put up at the War Museum in Kaunas (1921), implied
an explicit reference to the Wars of Independence, and thus could not be used to
commemorate the activities of Lithuanians during the Great War. Many others, such
as the Statue of Liberty by Juozas Zikaras, unveiled near the same museum in 1928
(as well as symbols based on it, such as the one in Alytus), were monuments both to
Lithuania’s independence and the Wars of Independence. However, many monuments
to Lithuania’s independence did not have clear references to the post-First World War
armed struggle, victories (Klaipéda), or the ongoing battles (for Vilnius), of modern
Lithuania. I counted at least twenty-four such monuments erected in Lithuania in
1923-1934 (see Safronovas, Jokubauskas, Vareikis, & Vitkus, 2018, p. 306). All of
them were usually built on the occasion of the anniversary of independence, and
represented 1918 as the year of gaining or winning freedom and independence for
Lithuania. In this way, they developed the argument which became entrenched as
early as 1918-1919, mostly by members of the Council of Lithuania, that the reference
point for independent Lithuania was the 16 February 1918 Resolution of the Council
of Lithuania. This made it possible to disseminate the notion that the activities of
the members of the Council of Lithuania during the Great War were an attempt to
fight for Lithuania’s freedom, an effort to put an end to the suffering of Lithuanians
under the German occupation. This was nothing less than the above-mentioned
storyline per aspera ad astra.

What does this tell us? At the very least, that the attempts to establish one specific
concept, as well as the concept itself, were far from acceptable to all public actors. And
it was not acceptable because, with the emphasis placed on the exclusive contribution
by the army, the merits of others who felt they also contributed to independence were
ignored. Authoritarianism was not introduced immediately after the coup, and quite
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a few active public figures were not inclined to support the efforts of the ruling elite
to distinguish clearly one group of fighters. I would say that the situation was similar
to that observed after the Second World War, when the diversity of experiences was
overshadowed by a homogeneous plot, where far from everybody was provided
with an opportunity to reflect on the adequate representation of their role and their
experiences. The third storyline, which embraced the explanations of who did what
in the Great War, caused especially many controversies in the interwar period. These
controversies stemmed from differences in experience, diverse attitudes towards
the changing regimes chosen at the end of the war, and finally from different evaluations
of the significance of one’s and others’ contributions.

What was the response of the ruling elite to the differences in experience which
kept penetrating the public discourse? At the time, they were moving towards mild
authoritarianism, and were inspired by the ideal of national unity. It seems that
their response might have been promoted by the diversity that unfolded in 1928,
during the tenth anniversary of independence. The diversity might have testified to
the fact that the ideal of national unity in the case of the issue of who had fought for
the freedom of the homeland did not work in reality. This provoked a response that
could be observed later in independent Lithuania. It was characterised by the tactics of
choosing alternative symbols for national consolidation, whose opportunities for public
exploitation would not be constrained by the controversies between the generations
who lived at the time and their different experiences.

To overcome controversies: an integrating
politics of history of the 1930s

The tactic could be called “rising above controversies”. Its primary expression could
have been grasped in the exploitation of the 500th anniversary of the death of Vytautas
the Great, in an attempt to consolidate the nation around the figure of the grand duke.
As has already been revealed in historiography (cf. Maciulis, 2001; NikZzentaitis, 1998;
Vilianas, 2001), the abundance of events dedicated to the memory of Vytautas was
primarily meant to consolidate the cult of Smetona. It was no accident that two colour
portraits of the two most important men in Lithuania, Smetona and Vytautas, painted
by the artist Jonas Mackevicius, were published in a splendid large-format album
which recorded the most significant episodes in changes to the state and society in
Lithuania between the 1920s and 1930s from different angles (Sarafinas, 1933, pp. 3,
39). An initial analysis of the commemorative events held in 1930 clearly indicates that
an attempt was made to subjugate all the controversies on the issue of who fought for
the freedom of the nation to the cult of Vytautas, and simultaneously, of course, to that
of Smetona. Thus, for example, in July 1930, a memorial to those who died in the Wars
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of Independence was erected in the Kaunas military cemetery. However, its unveiling
ceremony held on 27 October was called “the mournful commemoration of the 500th
anniversary of the death of Vytautas the Great”. In the opening speech, Smetona (1930,
pp- 1-2) did not say a single word about the buried people to whom the monument was
dedicated, but talked a lot about what could be learnt from Vytautas. In fact, the trend
started as early as 1928, when the Committee for Building the Resurrection Church
in Kaunas publicly expressed the hope that the largest Catholic house of worship built
in interwar Lithuania, to quote the Committee, the “monument to the regaining of
Lithuania’s independence”, would be completed for the celebration of the anniversary
of the death of Vytautas the Great.

Some other examples can be quoted. The 550th anniversary of the death of Grand
Duke Kestutis, commemorated in 1932, was not so pompous, but it also continued
the same tactic. Another example of the tactics of “rising above controversies” might be
the idea of turning the garden of the War Museum in Kaunas into a site commemorating
the Unknown Soldier, first recorded probably in 1933, and implemented a year later.

This can be argued primarily due to the fact that Antanas Smetona, the “Leader
of the Nation”, even though he was assigned major roles in the most important
commemorative state events, for some time did not participate in the rituals paying
homage to the dead that took place in the garden of the War Museum. He last attended
one in November 1928, on the occasion when, in the speech quoted above, he divided
war veterans into honourable ones and those who were to be regarded as victims.
Afterwards, the function of representative of the state in the rituals was performed by
chief officers or members of the government, while Smetona, by his non-participation,
seemed to want to create the impression that he did not prioritise the concept of
the fighters for the freedom of the homeland represented by the Monument to Those
who Perished for the Freedom of Lithuania. However, after a five-year break, on
the occasion of the fifteenth anniversary of the army in 1933, he arrived and, as if having
fallen from the sky, called the Monument to Those who Perished for the Freedom of
Lithuania the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, even though it had not performed such
a function before (Smetona, 1933, p. 1). A year later, an unknown soldier was in fact
buried there, with all due ceremony.

It has to be noted that Archbishop Pranciskus Karevicius agreed to consecrate
the symbol, and he was thanked “especially warmly” for the involvement of the Church
(“Jeigu vienybéje su vyriausybe...”, 1934, p. 4). Bishop Metropolitan Juozapas Skvireckas,
Bishop of the Eastern Rite Pranciskus Budys, and, of course, Martynas Jankus,
who represented Prussian Lithuanians and protagonists of the national movement
(the Ausrininkai) simultaneously, also participated in the consecration ceremony,
next to heads of the state and the most senior military authorities, such as General
Silvestras Zukauskas (the first commander-in-chief of the army). The participation of
all these people obviously sought to create a semblance of national unity. Although in
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the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, as was announced, “the bones of a soldier who died
for the freedom of Lithuania in 1919” were buried (“Jeigu vienybéje su vyriausybe...”,
1934, p. 4),> during the consecration, attempts were made to attribute the meaning of
a unifying symbol to it, without specifically focusing on any of the three storylines.
Smetona (1934, p. 468) declared:

The Tomb of the Unknown Soldier [...] will commemorate all Lithuanian soldiers who
died honourably - those who were buried here and there and are known, as well as those
who are missing. [...] All who visit it and lay flowers and wreaths on it pay homage to
the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier. That means the tomb deserves not merely national,
but also human, universal respect. That is, respect to the human being who sacrificed his
existence for the sake of the ideal of national freedom.

Archbishop Karevicius also spoke in a similar way: “Today we are burying
an Unknown Soldier, the symbol of all those who perished for the freedom of
Lithuania” (J. S., 1934, p. 920). Thus, it was another attempt at consolidation by
choosing an anonymous hero, rising above specifically named heroes, and above
evaluation-related controversies.

We can assume that, in the national consolidation project cherished by
the Nationalists, an attempt was made to apply the tactics of “rising above controversies”,
as it provided more possibilities for manoeuvre: it was easier to provide the anonymous
Unknown Soldier and the remote figures of Vytautas and Kestutis with the desired
content in such a way that the content did not challenge the experience of those
living in the present. Simultaneously, it was an attempt to put up a distance from
the representation of specific experiences of the living generation, and to create
an opportunity to convey all the experiences in a new form.

Many speeches made by official representatives of the government at the tomb of
the Unknown Soldier clearly testify to the fact that the rulers in the 1930s had chosen
a strategy not to suppress the diversity of fighters for freedom, but rather subjugate
it to their own interests, presented as an aspiration for national unity. In 1935, in
the commemoration of the National Holiday, the minister for national defence Petras
Sniuksta emphasised in his speech:

Here, gathered by the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, we remember our heroes who gave
their lives for Lithuania to be free [...]. Much was sacrificed before our homeland got rid
of the foreign yoke. Many Lithuanian fighters perished, not only in the land of Lithuania,
but also in remote lands, in the fields of Siberia. (“NeZuvo Lietuva iki $iolei, dabar jos
niekas nepargriaus!”, 1935, p. 3)

* 'The bones were found in a farmer’s field in Latvia, near Eglainé on the border with Lithuania.
The organisers of their transport later recalled that they had no information allowing them to attribute
the bones to a Lithuanian soldier. Cf. Jakstas, 1989, p. 14; “Pilkuosius karzygius prisiminus”, 1934.
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On 16 February 1939, the commander of the Lithuanian army General Stasys
Rastikis, a person close to Smetona, said that, by paying homage to the Unknown
Soldier, we also pay homage to “all soldiers who perished in battles with the enemies
of Lithuania, all the deceased veterans, workers, and fighters of our nation” (“Vasario
16 i8kilmés Kaune”, 1939, p. 4).

What changed after all with the appearance of the Unknown Soldier, a symbol
that had emerged in Europe from the experience of the First World War? First, after
the Unknown Soldier had been buried in the garden of the War Museum, paying homage
to him became the main feature of the whole ritual, although it was basically the same
place as the visually unchanged Monument to Those who Perished for the Freedom
of Lithuania. The “Leader of the Nation” started attending parades in the garden of
the War Museum, while the platform with Smetona and others was arranged in such
a way that the participants in the parade could see both the Tomb of the Unknown
Soldier and Smetona: two symbols intended to unite the nation.

Second, with the appearance of the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier as a consolidating
symbol, the formation of the garden of the War Museum acquired continuity. In
1938-1940, a series of new sculptural busts appeared, both of the representatives of
the second storyline, that is, the founders of the Lithuanian army and the Lietuvos $auliy
sajunga, the first soldier and the first officer who died for freedom, and of the obvious
representatives of the first storyline, Petras Vileisis and Martynas Jankus, who on
this occasion were again called veterans of the nation (“Tautos $venté Kaune”, 1939,
p. 3). Moreover, a commemoration of the tenth anniversary of Basanavi¢ius’ death
was held on the eve of 16 February 1937, during which a wreath was laid on the Tomb
of the Unknown Soldier (Algim., 1937, p. 1), and in 1939, a yard of the “period of
the press ban” started to form in the garden, with the sculptures The Book Smuggler,
The Lithuanian School and The Sower. Thus, broad opportunities opened up to represent
the first storyline.

And finally, let us recall the fact that, since 1937, the area of the Tomb of
the Unknown Soldier and the War Museum was used almost every year as a site for
congresses and meetings of different fighters for freedom each time. In September
1937, on the eve of the National Holiday, the Congress of the Movement of Lithuanian
Soldiers in Russia in 1917-1919 opened in Kaunas to commemorate its twentieth
anniversary; ceremonies also took place with the participation of Smetona in the garden
of the War Museum by the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier (“Lietuviy kariy Rusijoje
1917-19 m. sgjudzio...”, 1937, p. 2; “Lietuviy kariy Rusijoje sgjadzio...”, 1937, p. 8). After
the meeting, Great War veterans who served in Lithuanian national units operating in
Russia in 1917-1919 founded the Kariuomenés pirmiiny sajunga (Association of Army
Predecessors). The emergence of this organisation obviously challenged the exceptional
prioritisation of veterans of the Wars of Independence, chosen after the coup of 1926.
During the congress, Smetona himself acknowledged that Lithuanian soldiers who

205



Vasilijus Safronovas Who fought for national freedom?

died while serving in national units that were created during the Great War should
also be considered as those “who sacrificed their lives for Lithuania”. Besides, it
was Smetona who suggested the title Army Predecessors to the new organisation
(“Didziais zygiais ir didziais darbais tauta raso sau istorijg”, 1937, p. 25). It is hardly
surprising that, a year later, as if to assert their supremacy, the Lietuvos kariuomenés
savanoriy sgjunga (established in January 1927) held a similar congress, and even
tried to appropriate the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, by calling him “their own
comrade” (“Savanoriai karéjai...”, 1938, p. 3). Smetona attended it, too, and made
a speech in which he emphasised the significance of the creators-volunteers (kiiréjai-
-savanoriai), as members of the Lietuvos kariuomenés savanoriy sgjunga started to call
themselves in the early 1930s. And even though one of the main streets in Kaunas was
named Savanoriy (Volunteer) Avenue on the occasion of the Congress (“Kaunas gavo
Savanoriy prospektg”, 1938, p. 4),in his speech to creators-volunteers, the “Leader of
the Nation” did not forget to name other fighters for the freedom of Lithuania.* Finally,
in November 1938, on the eve of Army Day, a general congress of the Lietuvos laisvés
kovy invalidy sgjunga (Invalids Association of the Lithuanian Fight for Freedom)
took place, in which the exclusive right to pay homage to the Tomb of the Unknown
Soldier at the Vytautas the Great Museum was granted to an organisation that included
veterans of both the Great War and the Wars of Independence (Agaras, 1938, p. 5).

In addition, since 1937, the Lietuviy-pranciizy draugija (Lithuanian-French Society)
held a ceremony at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier for three years in a row to pay
homage to Lithuanian and French soldiers who died in the Great War; it took place
each time on 11 November, a clear reference to the anniversary of the Armistice signed
at Compiégne (cf. LCVA 945-1-39-27 1938; LCVA 945-1-39-5 1939; LCVA 945-1-66-6
1939). The interest of that organisation, established in 1923, in holding ceremonies
seems to have been encouraged by a coincidence of internal and external circumstances.
In the mid-1930s, at a time when Lithuania started reorienting its foreign policy by
gravitating from Germany towards a French-proposed collective security system,
the Board of the Society also changed. The chair was taken over by Mykolas Romeris
(a veteran of the Great War and rector of Vytautas Magnus University) and Marija
Urbsiené, the only author who wrote professionally on the theme of the Great War in
interwar Lithuania, and who happened to be the wife of Juozas Urbsys, the director
of the Political Department at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and a First World War
veteran.

* According to Smetona, “The Ausrininkai, Varpininkai and Sargininkai [contributors to Auszra,
Varpas and Tévynés Sargas], in writing or in living word or deed, prepared the liberation of our Mother-
land. Without them, the consciousness of the nation would hardly have manifested itself during the Great
War, and Lithuanians would hardly have grabbed the weapon and demanded freedom for themselves”
(Smetona, 1938, p. 3).
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In the mid-1930s, when tensions over the Klaipéda region (Memel territory)
began to emerge in Lithuania’s relations with Germany, the Lithuanian press started
actively publishing memoirs about the German occupation in the First World War,
and most portrayed it (and Germans) in an exceptionally negative light. And there
were grounds for this. In the early 1920s, in the foreword to his book of cartoons,
Jaroslavas Rimkus wrote (Silietis, 1922, p. iv): “It was very easy to collect material
for this book, because every Lithuanian who lived under the German occupation
seemed to be an unending source of information about German cruelty and
misdeeds”. At the same time that the memoirs of these atrocities were published in
large quantities in newspapers, magazines, late issues of Karo archyvas, or the book
of memoirs collected by Petras Ruseckas “Lithuania in the Great War” (Ruseckas,
1939), the Lietuviy-prancizy draugija made attempts to remind everybody of
the common participation by Lithuanian and French soldiers in the Great War.
In that case, the setting up of a special department in the Vytautas the Great War
Museum devoted to the history of Lithuanian units in Russia during the Great War
in 1936 (Naujaliené et al., 2011, p. 55), and the organisation of the Kariuomenés
pirminy sgjunga a year later, looks like part of the same trend. It had to emphasise
the experiences not of all Lithuanian soldiers, but merely of soldiers who fought
in the Russian army (i.e. against Germany) and formed Lithuanian units (i.e. they
fought as representatives of Lithuania, although it was only imagined at the time). In
this way, the message seemed to be spread that Lithuanians also fought in the Great
War. Besides, they did so on the “right” side.

Concluding remarks

The material provided here proves that the image of the participants in the Wars of
Independence as the main fighters for the freedom of Lithuania who allegedly received
the most attention in the interwar period should be seriously revised. The Wars of
Independence, even if they did overshadow something, were a common source of
experience in specific communication milieus, and primarily in ones embracing part
of the army and the Lietuvos $auliy sagjunga. However, the representation in the public
discourse of the two other storylines that highlighted the contribution of alternative
fighters to the freedom of Lithuania can be observed all through the interwar period.
Thus the story about the fight for Lithuania during the Great War never disappeared
from the public discourse in interwar Lithuania. The related experiences spread, and
at the end of the 1930s that dissemination was even promoted to a certain controlled
extent. The fact that these experiences were not on the priority list of organisations
such as the Lietuvos $auliy sajunga, which initiated probably the largest number of
monuments, is another issue that has a particular explanation. Still, in my opinion,
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the roots of the explanation should be sought not in the Wars of Independence as
such, but in the coup of 1926, and the power conjuncture that formed in the country
afterwards.

However, in the evaluation of that power conjuncture, we should not forget
the fact that Smetona and Voldemaras, who came to power after the coup, possessed
different capitals for their moral and historical legitimacy. Voldemaras did not have
the experience of a “fighter” for freedom, either before the First World War or during it,
and he became involved in the activities of the Council of Lithuania after 16 February
1918. That may have led to his rapprochement with the freedom fighters whose
organisation he felt he contributed to: the army, which started to form on a volunteer
basis in 1918, and the influential Lietuvos kariuomenés savanoriy sgjunga, which
was made up of veterans of the army. It may present another explanation of the fact
that after Voldemaras was made to step down in September 1929, the exceptional
attention paid just after the coup to the memory of the fighters for independence of
1919-1920 slackened somewhat. In turn, Smetona accumulated his political capital in
the years of the First World War and before it; moreover, since 1917, he had presided
over the Council of Lithuania. That is why his feelings for the freedom fighters of
1919-1920 might not have been so strong. He and his circle preferred Vytautas
the Great or Kestutis, symbols that could be attached to alternative storylines or
heroes of the distant past, who were in no way related to the individual experience
of the contemporary generation.

In this situation, more opportunities appeared in the public discourse for
the manifestation of Great War-related experiences in the fight for freedom.
The emergence of the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier (1934) by the main monument
in the garden of the War Museum, the Monument to Those who Perished for
the Freedom of Lithuania, allowed the narrow and specific link of the symbol with
the Wars of Independence to be significantly expanded. From that time on, all those
who wanted to pay their respects to those who died in the Great War could also
come to the symbol. The rallying of Lithuanian soldiers who at the end of the First
World War started forming national units in Russia into an organisation to which
Smetona himself gave the provocative name of Army Predecessors in 1937, became
a challenge to creators-volunteers. Things were close to seeking the national memory
of the Great War through the Kariuomenés pirmiiny sajunga, given the number of
influential civil service officials and especially top military leadership brought together
by the association. In its constituent assembly in 1937, the association considered
a specific action plan, which included: (a) the development of a publication about
Lithuanian soldiers who served in Lithuanian national units operating in Russia in
1917-1919; (b) the construction of a “huge” monument to “all Lithuanians who perished
in the World War”, and (c) the production of a special medal for the participants
in the 1917-1919 movement of Lithuanian soldiers in Russia (Senkus, 1937, p. 408).
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However, Lithuania’s incorporation into the USSR in the summer of 1940 determined
that the only thing that was achieved in all this plan was the production of the Army
Predecessors’ Medal.

Finally, Great War-related experiences of the struggle for Lithuania was the area
that Smetona deservedly felt to have contributed to. In the years of the authoritarian
regime, placing an emphasis on the significant contribution by the Council of Lithuania
led by Smetona to the freedom of Lithuania, and 16 February presented as the most
important expression of that freedom, was all essentially an appeal to the First World
War. All this results in the somewhat different understanding of the statements made
in the semi-official Lithuanian organ (“Sukaktuviy mintys”, 1934, p. 4), such as “Our
own freedom was born from the Great War”.
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Who fought for national freedom? On the significance
of the Great War in interwar Lithuania

Abstract

Even though the First World War was caused by tension in the east of Europe, not so
long ago, quite a number of historians, as if repeating the words of Winston Churchill,
tended to portray the Eastern Front in Europe as an “unknown war”. Not only was
the war in the east little known, but the remembrance of the war in Eastern Europe
remains little investigated. Lithuania is one of the countries in the region where for
a long time nothing was known about the remembrance of the Great War. Many
historians argued that this kind of remembrance simply did not exist. The article
invites us to reconsider this statement by paying attention to the question of how
the merits of different actors in the struggle for national freedom were interpreted
and represented in interwar Lithuania. Instead of painting a monolithic picture of
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Lithuania, the article proposes to look at its society as a fragmented construct, whose
different parts offered a rather ambiguous answer to the question.

Keywords: First World War; Wars of Independence; historical storyline; commemoration;
politics of memory; idea of freedom

Kto walczyl o niepodleglo$c? O interpretacji znaczenia
I wojny $wiatowej na Litwie w okresie miedzywojennym

Streszczenie

Pomimo ze I wojna $wiatowa byla wynikiem napie¢ w Europie Wschodniej, to jeszcze
niedawno wielu historykéw opisywato dzialania na froncie wschodnim jako ,,nieznang
wojne”, nawiazujac tym samym do stéw Winstona Churchilla. Zaniedbanym obszarem
badan byla nie tylko sama wojna na Wschodzie, lecz réwniez pamie¢ o niej w tej czesci
kontynentu. Litwa jest jednym z krajow regionu, gdzie pamie¢ o Wielkiej Wojnie
dlugo pozostawala zjawiskiem zupelnie nieznanym, a wielu historykéw dowodzito,
ze takiej pamieci po prostu nie ma. Niniejszy artykut zacheca do zrewidowania tej
opinii i zwraca uwage na kwestie oceny i interpretacji zastug réznych uczestnikow walk
o niepodleglo$¢ Litwy w okresie miedzywojennym. Artykul proponuje spojrzenie na
litewskie spoleczenistwo nie jak na monolit, lecz fragmentaryczny konstrukt, w ktdrym
rézne $rodowiska udzielaly réznych odpowiedzi na postawione w tytule pytanie.

Stowa kluczowe: I wojna $wiatowa; wojny o niepodlegtoé¢ Litwy; narracja historyczna;
upamietnienie; polityka pamieci; idea wolnosci
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