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Abstract 

This thesis examines cultural constructions of national identity in the context of Latvia’s 

tumultuous history and uncertain future. Precarity is endemic to Latvian politics and 

provides a lens through which to examine the relationship between nationalism and trans-

nationalism as one born of a genuine belief in the emancipatory possibilities that emerge 

when they are not viewed as dichotomous opposites. Latvia is a site that will undoubtedly 

be revisited with growing nationalist tensions in Europe and questions arising 

surrounding the viability of the European trans-national project.  

 

 



Introduction 

In 1991, Latvia achieved its hard-fought independence and celebrated, along with 

many other newly formed or reformed states, the collapse of the Soviet Union and the 

end of a 50-year period of foreign occupation. Most would consider 1991 as the year that 

the Soviet Union died but I am worried by the simplicity of this view. Certainly, the 

USSR as a framework of state power collapsed in 1991 but, that was not the end of the 

political influence of this global superpower. It left lasting, complex legacies of 

occupation and domination – a historical experience that has left an indelible mark on 

Latvia and other ex-Soviet Republics. This thesis is interested in how the relationship 

between nationalism, trans-nationalism, and sovereignty has emerged and developed in 

the context of the post-Soviet Latvian Republic. The unique historical experience of the 

Latvian people has been well-documented by scholars of the Baltic States and the larger 

post-Soviet sphere. This project seeks to expand on this analysis by combining an outline 

of the characteristics of Latvian nationalism with a critical examination of Latvia’s 

relationship with Western Europe after 1991.  

What does sovereignty mean to the Latvian people? How is this sovereignty tied 

to principles of national identity? Why is it that they have accepted the continued 

subordination of elements of this sovereignty by institutions such as the European Union 

(EU)? These are questions designed to provoke critical discussion in a nation-state that 

has rapidly accepted principles of capitalism, liberal individualism, and globalization 

within a discursive narrative that locates freedom within Western European trans-

nationalism. This thesis examines this narrative by delving into the nuanced political and 

historical realities that inform Latvia’s relationship with larger global structures. My goal 
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is to add to an ongoing discussion on the relationship between nationalism and 

globalization in the context of Latvia. My hope is that by diving deeply into the specifics 

of this example, we can expose the contingencies behind all of these political principles 

to better understand their mobilization in the current moment. But, before I do this, it is 

necessary to outline the theoretical foundation that informs this analysis.  

Latvia is at the nexus of the divide between the Russian Federation and the EU. 

This is true in both a territorial sense – Latvia forms a significant part of the Eastern 

border of the EU – and demographically, as Latvia has a large Russian speaking minority. 

Conflict in the Crimea and Georgia, as well as Russian rhetoric surrounding minority 

populations in the Baltic States is evidence of an increasingly aggressive Russian 

approach to the rights of its diaspora. The salience of this Eastern threat, coupled with the 

historical experience of occupation is key context to understanding the character of 

Latvian nationalism; its origins, motivations, and modern manifestations.  

The legitimacy of nationalism as a source of identity is deeply rooted in the 

interplay between history, language, culture, and politics.1 As an ideal, it makes political, 

cultural, and moral claims on the identity construction of both the individual and the 

wider collective community. Ignatieff outlines the interplay between these factors in his 

book Blood & Belonging: Journeys into the New Nationalism: 

The moral claim that nations are entitled to be defended by force or violence 

depends on the cultural claim that the needs they satisfy for security and 

belonging are uniquely important. The political idea that all peoples should 

                                                 
1 For a more in-depth discussion of nationalism, see Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the 

Origin and Spread of Nationalism., Miller, On Nationality., and Ignatieff, Blood & Belonging: Journeys 

into the New Nationalism.  
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struggle for nationhood depends on the cultural claim that only nations can satisfy 

these needs. The cultural idea in turn underwrites the political claim that these 

needs cannot be satisfied without self-determination.2 

This claim is necessarily abstract with terms such as, ‘belonging’, ‘security’, ‘needs’, and 

even ‘self-determination’ carrying different meaning in different national contexts. This 

meaning is rooted in the relationship between history and current political realities. In 

Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson understands nationalism as an ongoing 

process of remembering and forgetting. It is the creation and then mythification of a 

historical narrative that legitimizes the nation as the primary source of political identity,3 

a narrative that is often implicitly supported by language. As Anderson explains, 

language is “rooted beyond almost anything else in contemporary societies”,4 often 

having no discernible origins. It connects a national community across time, while 

simultaneously serving as a visible marker of collectivity. Understanding and unpacking 

the historical development of Latvian nationalism is essential to my investigation of its 

relationship with trans-national structures.  

Nationalism as a general precept relies heavily on the people as constitutive of the 

national community, whether that community is bounded by civic or ethnic criteria. The 

notion of the tauta5 finds particular resonance in Latvia, where participation in the 

cultural-linguistic tradition is an important element of national identity. Judith Butler 

                                                 
2 Ignatieff, Blood & Belonging: Journeys into the New Nationalism, 3. 
3 Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 200-201. 
4 Anderson, 145. 
5 The word tauta means both people and nation in Latvian, hinting at the interchangeability of these terms 

and the importance of the people to conceptions of Latvian national identity. It gained widespread use 

during the first Latvian National Awakening as it became representative of the Latvian nation/people and 

their common cultural-linguistic heritage. It is rarely used alone and is often contextually dependent on 

modifiers. If preceded by “latviešu” it refers to the Latvian ethnic nation. If preceded by “Latvijas” it refers 

to the inhabitants of Latvia. 
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guides and informs my understanding of this relationship between performative assembly 

and its political effects. This is especially relevant in Latvia where the constitution of the 

people as a collective community was not immediately accompanied by political 

demands. Butler emphasizes that, “assembling is already a performative political 

enactment even if it is prior to, and apart from, any particular speech act.”6 In Butler’s 

view, the act of collective assembly has political implications independent of the 

collective assertion that an assembled group represents ‘the people’. Her analysis is 

eminently applicably to the Latvian case where song festivals and cultural gatherings 

have served as visible affirmations of a collective community – a subterranean political 

effect that allowed Latvian national consciousness to emerge despite possessing no 

overtly political framework.  

The Latvian people mobilized with remarkable success throughout the 20th 

Century,7 with culture and language providing an effective, well-understood network for 

this mobilization. This network – at the forefront of the movements of 1918 and 1991 – 

was not mobilized in response to austerity measures or EU pressure to liberalize aspects 

of domestic policy. Was this because of a devolving civil society? Perhaps it was a 

product of the decreasing importance of culture as a mobilizing principle to ‘the people’? 

The answer is decidedly more nuanced. There is no significant evidence to suggest that 

Latvian cultural networks have been undermined or diminished to the point that popular 

mobilization was not as possible in 2008 as it was in 1991. Rather, the absence of popular 

                                                 
6 Butler, “‘We, the People’: Thoughts on Freedom of Assembly,” 54. 
7 For a general discussion on the political mobilization of ‘the people’, see; Badiou, Rancière, Gladding, 

Butler, Didi-Huberman, Bourdieu, and Khiari, What Is a People? 
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mobilization illuminates the demands on self-determination within the Latvian national 

tradition and is evidence of the contingent character of national identity. 

Trans-national membership and increasing globalization pose challenges for the 

efficacy of the nation-state model – as typified by principles of democratic governance, 

state sovereignty, and political accountability.8 The tensions between state sovereignty 

and trans-national membership have manifested in different ways across the world. Anti-

austerity protests in Greece and the Brexit movement are two important examples that 

illustrate this tension. Their importance to my analysis lies in the fact that they are 

examples of differing forms of sovereignty demanded by a national people– constituted 

as representative of the body politic.  

Both of these movements demand an element of autonomy and sovereignty that 

trans-national membership has subverted. In Greece9, anti-austerity movements had a 

populist tenor and were centered around devolving material conditions as well as 

concerns surrounding the democratic accountability of the EU and the IMF. In the UK, 

the Brexit movement10 was the manifestation of right-wing populism11 and nationalist 

backlash against the subversion of the nation’s economic and political sovereignty. 

Described as ‘Euroscepticism’, this attitude has deep roots in post-war British political 

                                                 
8 For an in-depth analysis of globalization and its relationship to the nation-state, democracy, and 

sovereignty, see; Goldmann and Steininger, “A Discourse Theoretical Approach to Sovereign Debt 

Restructuring: Towards a Democratic Financial Order”, Miller, On Nationality, Marsonet, “National 

Sovereignty Vs. Globalization”, Agnew, Globalization and Sovereignty, Rodrik, The Globalization 

Paradox, and; Bohoslavsky, and Raffer, Sovereign Debt Crises: What Have We Learned? 
9 For a discussion of the anti-austerity movements in Greece, see; Rüdig and Karyotis, “Who Protests in 

Greece? Mass Opposition to Austerity,” 487–513. and Vasilopoulou, Halikiopoulou, and Exadaktylos. 

“Greece in Crisis: Austerity, Populism and the Politics of Blame,” 388–402. 
10 For a discussion of the Brexit movement and its political-discursive underpinnings, see; Koller, Kopf, 

and Miglbauer, Discourses of Brexit. 
11 Described in Discourses of Brexit as “a ‘cultural backlash’ to the increasing diversification and 

liberalization of Western societies.” and more broadly: “an ideology that considers society to be ultimately 

separated into two homogenous and antagonistic groups, the ‘pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and 

which argues that politics should be an expression of the general will of the people.” 
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life, roots that have become increasingly exacerbated by the events of 2008 and Europe’s 

refugee crisis. Broadly, both of these movements are the manifestation of tensions 

between nationalism and globalization. But, as Rüdig and Karyotis show in the case of 

Greece; “the intensity and character of protest are historically contingent and dependent 

on a specific socio-political context, which may explain why there is greater protest 

mobilization in some countries than in others.”12 To understand why nationalist 

mobilization occurs, and why it sometimes does not, requires an appreciation of a variety 

of contextual factors.  

The need for self-determination is a fundamental demand of nationalism.13 

However, as the previous examples show, the specifics differ depending on historical 

experience and modern political realities. Bonikowski hints at this principle when he 

explains, that;  

beliefs about the nation’s meaning – shaped in part by particular perceptions of 

the nation’s past and visions for its future – are central to people’s sense of self 

and their connections to others around them.14  

Understanding the demands that emerge from the formation of national identity is 

essential to my investigation of Latvian nationalism in a trans-national context. I have 

formed a theoretical framework that understands historical contingencies to be a primary 

factor in the development of nationalist priorities. Thus, to understand the demands of 

contemporary Latvian nationalism, it is necessary to first outline the temporal factors that 

have led to the emergence of a coherent national tradition.  

                                                 
12 Rüdig, and Karyotis. “Who Protests in Greece? Mass Opposition to Austerity,” 489. 
13 Ignatieff, Blood & Belonging: Journeys into the New Nationalism, 3. 
14 Bonikowski, “Ethno-Nationalist Populism and the Mobilization of Collective Resentment,” 188 
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What makes Latvia such an interesting site of analysis is that it locates its security 

in a globalized world but, its national identity is also threatened by Western cultural 

hegemony. This tension informs the guiding question of this analysis. Namely, what is 

the importance of national cultural practices to modern Latvian nationalism and how do 

they inform Latvia’s relationship with Western Europe? The relationship is 

understandably complex and nuanced, most notably because national identity cannot be 

considered a fixed, exogenous variable. An expanding Latvian diaspora across Europe, 

hastened by EU accession, has been accompanied by an increasingly civic Latvian 

national identity. This has positive implications for domestic integration and social 

cohesion but, poses serious concerns for the viability of the Latvian nation-state as the 

primary guarantor of the survival of the Latvian nation. As I discover, cultural practices 

form the affective foundation of Latvian national identity, generating an emotional 

attachment that ‘European citizenship’ has (as of yet) failed to elicit. However, as 

naturalization rates post-EU accession as well as mass emigration have shown, Europe 

holds an increasing allure that successive generations of Latvians will surely continue to 

explore. Such a situation demands creative solutions to maintain the cohesiveness of a 

national community that is increasingly dispersed. National cultural practices already 

form a powerful network that is unified by a unique language and pride in a well-

developed cultural tradition. Despite efforts to link cultural nationalism to the rise of 

ethnic politics, Latvian cultural practices provide an example of the creative possibilities 

for integration – both domestic and international – that emerge when we challenge the 

dichotomous opposition between nationalism and trans-nationalism.  
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Section 1: The Historical Emergence of Latvian Nationalism 

The nation-state is a relatively new phenomenon in Latvia and the entire Baltic 

region. For much of its history, Latvian nationalism has developed in direct opposition to 

the state, necessitating surface level apolitical expressions of national identity supported 

by subterranean political effects. These expressions have centered around a shared 

language that has found relevance in collectively understood cultural practices. It is 

through these practices that a national consciousness and awareness of the salience of a 

‘Latvian community’ first developed. This section explores the historical contingencies 

that underwrite modern Latvian nationalism.  

1.1: The Emerging Nation: Pre-1940 Developments 

Various tribal groups existed across the Baltic provinces for centuries, often 

possessing distinct dialects and cultural traditions. Cultural practices that have become 

emblematically Latvian were consolidated in the 1860s during what has become referred 

to as the First National Awakening. The intelligentsia, increasingly disillusioned with 

imperial governance, sought to unite people on the basis of commonalities rooted in a 

unique language, cultural history, and mode of social being. Andrejs Plakans outlines the 

beginnings of an organized and institutionalized Latvian nation as the product of a 

historical context where;  

numerous opportunities arose for activists to plan and carry out culturally specific 

and consciousness-raising Latvian celebrations that were meant to involve more 

than local participants. The most notable of these were the general song festivals, 
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which after 1873 became the single most telling expression of an emerging 

Latvian national consciousness.15  

National unity was initially centered around the principle of collective, cultural activity. 

Without access to the mechanisms of state power, cultural activity was dependent on 

official approval. Here we see Butler’s theory of performative assembly in practice.16 As 

Plakans explains, 

such endeavors remained largely nonpolitical. They had an indirect political effect 

nonetheless, because all large and inclusive Latvian gatherings for whatever 

purpose contributed to the diffusion of the notion that the Latvian-speakers of the 

Baltic Provinces were a people, a nation, a tauta.17  

In other words, the performative elements of Latvian cultural practices had a distinct, and 

yet subterranean, political effect that was independent of any expressly political demands. 

Events such as traditional song festivals are perhaps the most visible markers of Latvian 

cultural life today and even at their inception, provided the most visible affirmation of the 

imagined community. Out of necessity, early Latvian national identity was apolitical in 

its expression, a fact most obvious in its compatibility with numerous other political 

identities.   

Despite the nationalizing effect of collective cultural practices, the Latvian 

identity was not even close to achieving primacy in the political discourse of the region. 

Increasing awareness of language commonalities and the arbitrary assignment of 

provincial boundaries by imperial authorities certainly drove the emergence of a national 

                                                 
15 Plakans, “Celebrating Origins: Reflections on Latvia’s Ninetieth Birthday,” 14.  
16 Butler, “‘We, the People’: Thoughts on Freedom of Assembly,” 49-64. 
17 Plakans, 14.   
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consciousness but, there was no consensus as to the political principles underwriting this 

national identity. In 1918, with the proclamation of statehood, the Latvian nation was 

very much a work-in-progress, hastened by the emergence of a political formation that 

sought to represent a cultural-linguistically constituted community. As such, there was 

considerable inconsistency in widespread identification of early Latvian citizens with 

both the state and its supporting cultural conceptions of identity.18 Only 60 years removed 

from the beginning of the First National Awakening, the inchoate Latvian cultural nation 

was one of several within the heterogenous population of the new Latvian state. There 

was a noticeable distinction between nation and state, both of which did not yet inspire 

transcendent national loyalty from Latvian speakers in the region. The ‘image of 

communion,’19 that Anderson understands to be fundamentally important in the 

development of a coherent and well-understood national community, had not yet come to 

pass. The concept of a tauta had emerged as a legitimate and understood principle that 

was based on the existence of a common cultural-linguistic group but, what the new state 

defined as ‘Latvian’ was not commonly understood or even accepted by a population that 

still identified strongly with localized identities. 

This lack of identification was not all that surprising when the wider context is 

considered. The proclamation of 1918 was not accompanied by any real popular belief in 

its enforceability. Many Latvians were refugees from an advancing German Imperial 

Army and Riga itself was occupied. The proclamation of a Latvian state, grand and 

powerful in its rhetoric, required an act of imagination that suspended the reality that it 

was not supported by little if any tangible machinery of governance, military force, or 

                                                 
18 Plakans “Celebrating Origins: Reflections on Latvia’s Ninetieth Birthday,” 16.  
19 Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. 
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concrete conception of the exact boundaries of the political entity that it was creating. 

This made it inordinately difficult to create a legal and political framework that resonated 

with a population that shared common cultural traditions but not necessarily political 

identities or even values. This was visible in the rhetoric used to describe the new nation, 

as Plakans explains: 

references to both the ‘nation of Latvia’ (Latvijas tauta) and to the ‘Latvian 

nation’ (latviešu tauta) were intermixed, suggesting that for some the object of 

celebration was the more inclusive collectivity while for others the object was the 

accession of the tauta to the control of a country that bore its name.20  

Such debates are not unusual in the development of national identity but, for the purposes 

of this analysis, they also illustrate that the inchoate state – as the only expressly political 

embodiment of Latvian nationalism – was wrestling with the distinction between an 

ethnic and a civic nation.21   

This struggle between ethnic and civic nationalism was clearly represented by the 

sharp contrast between the Latvian state of 1918-1934 and the Ulmanis dictatorship that 

held power from 1934 until 1940. In the early 1920s, the administration of cultural 

functions, from education to wider principles of self-government, was assigned to 

localized governing bodies of minority cultural groups.22 These initiatives centered 

around the protection of minority cultural identities and their development in concert with 

the titular national group. Smith points out that such policies were surely a product of the 

                                                 
20 Plakans “Celebrating Origins: Reflections on Latvia’s Ninetieth Birthday,” 20. 
21 For a discussion on “civic” vs. “ethnic” nationalism, see; Ignatieff, Blood & Belonging: Journeys into the 

New Nationalism., Brian Barry, Culture and Equality: An Egalitarian Critique of Multiculturalism., and 

Brubaker, “Ethnicity, Race, and Nationalism,” 21–42. 
22 Plakans, 30-32.  
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“geopolitical circumstances of the day and the need to mobilize internal and external 

support behind the goal of independent statehood.” but also, and perhaps most 

interestingly, “a genuine ideological commitment to minority autonomy amongst all 

Latvian political parties, especially those on the Left and the conservative Right.”23 A 

genuine ideological commitment is hard to quantify but, the fact that the Latvian state 

maintained widespread support for minority cultural autonomy throughout its first decade 

of existence is telling. Even with the support of dominant political forces, the first instinct 

was not toward ethnic exclusivity rather, Latvian nationalism posited itself as inclusive of 

alternate cultural and ethnic identities.  

This changed abruptly when one of Latvia’s founding fathers, Kārlis Ulmanis, 

launched a bloodless coup d’état in May of 1934. The coup itself has been described as a 

pre-emptive strike by the political center to counter emergent fascist elements, and while 

that may very well be true, the policies instituted during his rule are an important chapter 

in the story of Latvian nationalism. Ulmanis instituted a paternalistic and mostly 

conservative dictatorship, describing himself as the embodiment of the Latvian tauta and 

dedicating himself to representing the Latvian ethnic nation. He achieved this primarily 

through the curtailment of minority education and cultural autonomy in favor of ethnic 

Latvian interests. His legacy is complicated, as many remember him for increasing 

economic prosperity for ethnic Latvians as well as implementing widespread educational 

advancements. Howver, this was achieved at the expense of trans-ethnic cooperation. 

Civic principles of democracy and minority protections outlined in the constitution were 

suspended to pave the way for policies that consolidated power in the hands of the ethnic 

                                                 
23 Smith, “Inter-War Multiculturalism Revisited: Cultural Autonomy in 1920s Latvia”, 33-34.  
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Latvian nation. His rule was too short for meaningful evidence to emerge regarding the 

effects of his policies on ethnic tensions but, he certainly – at least officially – imbued an 

increasingly ethnic character to Latvian national identity. 

These two iterations of pre-war independence should be understood to be 

distinctly separate moments in the development of Latvian nationalism. Much has been 

written about both periods, often with an eye toward identifying whether or not Latvian 

nationalism has a fundamentally inclusive or exclusive character. What I hope that both 

of these examples show is that the official policies of the state do not necessarily align 

with popular conceptions of national identity.  

1.2: Revolutionary Nationalism 

The Soviet invasion of 1940 ended the interwar period of statehood, dispersing 

Latvians across the world and compelling those that remained into Soviet citizenship. 

Explicit, state-sanctioned coercion was endemic to Soviet occupation as they attempted to 

‘Russify’ the population. This experience effectively mythicized interwar independence 

as Latvia’s Golden Age, which added incredible political legitimacy to conceptions of 

national identity. Those living under Soviet occupation struggled to maintain and 

preserve their cultural-linguistic tradition in the face of policies of Russification. 

Maintenance efforts took on a familiar subterranean political character to avoid state 

sanctions. Despite closely screening cultural practices for nationalist rhetoric, Soviet 

authorities did not understand the affective, political impact of collective cultural 

gatherings as reaffirmations of national consciousness. Much like the pre-1918 song and 

dance festivals, the visual affirmation of the Latvian tauta served two important political 
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functions; keeping the memory of independence alive, as well as reaffirming the ongoing 

existence of the national community.  

In the 1980s, emboldened by a liberalizing Soviet political and economic sphere, 

the Latvian Popular Front (LTF) and the Latvian National Independence Movement 

(LNNK) formed the spearhead of a vanguard revolutionary movement. The LNNK was 

formed in June 1988 and consisted mainly of radical nationalists primarily concerned 

with the resurgence of the Latvian ethnic nation as the titular ethno-national group. The 

LTF was founded in October 1988 and was a grassroots political organization that 

purported to represent all inhabitants of the geographic territory of Latvia. The LNNK 

pursued a markedly more ethnically nationalist agenda, while the LTF galvanized 

significantly greater support through the interplay of principles of civic and ethnic 

nationalism. This strategy quickly made the LTF the largest revolutionary organization in 

Latvia, owing no small part to their ability to canvass support for independence in both 

the ethnic Latvian and Russian populations. They utilized culturally significant locations, 

collective events, and significant dates to communicate and organize this movement. 

What made the LTF so effective was that they utilized existing cultural frameworks to 

communicate and organize their support base. They balanced this with an inclusive 

message and an emphasis on trans-ethnic, trans-national co-operation that made them an 

appealing representative for all residents of Latvia disenfranchised by the USSR.24 

I’d like to examine more closely the impetus behind this trans-national messaging. 

This approach was founded at least partly out of necessity, as the Latvian SSR had a 

significant Russian population brought in by Soviet economic, military, and political 

                                                 
24 Karklins, Ethnopolitics and Transition to Democracy: The Collapse of the USSR and Latvia, 49.  
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activity. Mara Lazda explains how, “Latvian activists aimed to bring together ethnic 

communities to support the assertion of an independent Latvian nation-state in a 

transnational, democratic world.”25 Civic principles of democracy and trans-nationalism 

were essential for canvassing this transethnic support. Rather than purely representing 

principles of ethno-nationalism, the independence movement utilized established cultural 

forms to situate Latvian nationalism in a larger regional context.26   

This sentiment is illuminated by an analysis of the structure and content of the 

LTF’s weekly publication Awakening (Atmoda). From the first issue, the organization 

appealed to ‘all inhabitants of Latvia’. This denotes an important distinction from ‘all 

Latvians’, which would have implied a markedly more exclusivist, ethnic conception of 

the nationalism underpinning the revolutionary movement. Additionally, by naming it 

Awakening, the LTF was making an explicit reference to the second national awakening 

that culminated in the independent and inclusive state of the early interwar period. Even 

though the message and branding of the LTF was inclusive, there was no question that it 

drew its legitimacy from cultural traditions. Lazda, drawing from the first issue of 

Awakening, describes how the LTF sought;  

the establishment of an alternative space to the communist monopoly of power, 

[but] in the next paragraph they linked this alternative space to the “rights of the 

titular nation” and the protection of ethnic Latvian language and culture.27  

This is not to say that the LTF pursued an exclusivist notion of ethnicity. Rather, they 

melded civic and ethnic nationalism to promote the claim that the protection and 

                                                 
25 Lazda, "Reconsidering Nationalism: The Baltic Case of Latvia in 1989." 519. 
26 Ginkel, “Identity Construction in Latvia’s ‘Singing Revolution’: Why Inter-Ethnic Conflict Failed to 

Occur,” 410. 
27 Lazda, 524. 
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development of Latvian language and culture would also “secure the observation of the 

democratic rights of the inhabitants of other nationalities, and the development of 

linguistic and cultural autonomy in Latvia.”28 This was an obvious callback to the initial 

period of interwar independence, where minority rights were an important political 

principle.  

Characterizing the relationship between civic and ethnic nationalism within the 

LTF as an interplay might imply that this was a well-conceived relationship with a clear 

and understood interaction. However, the fluidity of Latvian national identity during this 

period cannot be understated. Just as the interwar state had wrestled with a multitude of 

nationalist claims, the LTF – as the independence movement for ‘all inhabitants of 

Latvia’ – had to contend with similarly diverse claims. By characterizing the Soviet as 

the enemy, the LTF identified and discussed the harm caused by the Soviet brand of 

internationalism on both ethnic Russian29 and Latvian communities. They pushed back 

against Soviet polices which created dichotomous opposition between principles of 

nationalism and internationalism, instead arguing that the potential of Latvia to engage 

with the international would only be achieved through the consolidation of the national. 

As Ginkel points out, pre-existing cultural symbols were used to activate a dormant 

Latvian national identity in an inclusive, non-threatening way.30 

Latvian nationalism located itself within a broader regional context and it used 

cultural forms of expression to do this. Mark Beissinger explains why an internationalist 

                                                 
28 Lazda, 524/525. 
29 See; Ginkel, “Identity Construction in Latvia’s ‘Singing Revolution’: Why Inter-Ethnic Conflict Failed to 

Occur,” 403–33.  
30 Ginkel, 410.   
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focus was vital to the success of regime change across the USSR, including in Russia 

itself.  

Nationalist mobilization during this period was not a series of individual 

nationalist stories. Rather, it was a set of interrelated streams of activity in which 

action in one context exercised a profound effect on action in other contexts – 

what I have called the ‘tidal’ context of nationalism. Indeed, neither the Soviet 

state nor east European communism would likely have collapsed had these 

nationalist revolts occurred in isolation from one another, so that these 

interconnections were critical to the production of the collapse itself.31  

The LTF drew upon universal principles of democracy and trans-nationalism as 

legitimizing principles for the independence movement and as ways to discredit the 

Soviet state structure as a whole. Events such as the Baltic Way32 situated the Latvian 

movement in a larger regional context by centering Latvian nationalist agitation as part of 

a wider political protest against Soviet rather than Russian excesses. Thus, the assertion 

of national identity during the revolution was certainly commensurable with trans-

national and trans-ethnic solidarity. Both the peaceful, inclusive message of the 

revolution and the experience of interwar independence meant that democracy and trans-

nationalism were not just abstract political notions imported from the West. Rather, there 

was a legitimate belief among both ethnic Latvians and Russians that Latvian national 

identity truly represented these principles.33 

                                                 
31 Beissinger, “Nationalism and the Collapse of Soviet Communism.” 334-335. 
32 The Baltic Way refers to the peaceful protest organized by the Popular Fronts of Latvia, Lithuania, and 

Estonia on August 23, 1989. It was an unbroken chain of 2,000,000 people that linked Tallinn, Riga, and 

Vilnius on the anniversary of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact and the ensuing Soviet invasion. 
33 Ginkel, “Identity Construction in Latvia’s ‘Singing Revolution’: Why Inter-Ethnic Conflict Failed to 

Occur,” 426. 
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The peak of the LTF’s vision for transethnic solidarity was realized during the 

‘time of the barricades’ in 1991, when LTF leader Dainis Īvāns called on the people of 

Latvia to defend government buildings from Soviet military forces. In an extraordinary 

display of solidarity Latvians, irrespective of ethnicity, manned barricades on the streets 

of Riga that obstructed the movement of Soviet military forces into the city. Eight months 

later, Latvia became fully independent and the LTF collapsed, driven out of Latvian 

politics by increasing power consolidation amongst nationalist groups. Post-

independence political parties increasingly appealed to ethnic identity to gain political 

power. Part of the reason for this, was that the importation of the interwar constitutional 

structure was accompanied by the importation of Weimar-era constitutional instability 

and its tendency toward weak, unstable coalition governments; a problem that has 

become endemic to post-revolutionary Latvian politics.34 Ethno-national affiliations were 

incredibly salient identities in the wake of the independence movement and they were 

mobilized by political forces in an attempt to gain support. 

This shift could easily lead us to the conclusion that inclusive revolutionary 

rhetoric was a false pretense used to mobilize support for independence, abandoned at the 

first available instant in favor of ethno-cultural exclusivity. In this moment, it is helpful to 

refer to Anatol Lieven when he describes how, 

the field of culture also symbolizes and embodies the most positive sides of Baltic 

nationalism: its capacity to inspire and move; its intense love for old, precious and 

unique traditions; and its basically peaceful and unaggressive character.35  

                                                 
34 Plakans, “Celebrating Origins: Reflections on Latvia’s Ninetieth Birthday,” 
35 Lieven, The Baltic Revolution: Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and the Path to Independence, 128. 
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Cultural foundations for national identity are not an inherent cause of exclusivist ethnic 

polices. Notions such as inclusivity or exclusivity, peace or violence, are not fundamental 

characteristics of Baltic nationalisms but, are outcomes produced by the utilization of 

cultural traditions as a political tool.36 The rapid expansion of principles of ethnic 

exclusivity after 1991 was certainly concerning but, represented more of a response to 

historical legacies and political instability than inherent principles of ethnic superiority 

within Latvian nationalism itself. However, even the redress of historical grievances can 

easily become a project of ethnic domination, a concern that Lieven is well aware of 

when he warns of “the danger of remaining patriotic bards, expressing ‘national values’ 

and articulating ‘national spirit’, though now with the support of the dominant political 

forces.”37 The next section expands on this and critically examines the emergence of 

ethnic nationalism in the wake of the revolution. 

 

 

                                                 
36 Lieven, 116. 
37 Lieven, 128. 
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Section 2: The Rise of Ethnic Nationalism 

The ethnic character of post-independence Latvian nationalism has complex 

causes as well as nuanced implications for Latvian sovereignty in modern Europe. The 

causes were mostly located in the historical legacies of Soviet occupation as well as the 

political instability of the imported constitutional structure. The newly formed 

government centered its state building efforts around the continuation principle, which 

had the double effect of imbuing a sense of historical legitimacy to the new state and 

emphasizing the illegality of Soviet occupation. In 1995, the Latvian parliament passed 

the first iteration of a citizenship law that formally defined the new state’s relationship to 

its citizens. This was followed by a language law that outlined requirements for linguistic 

education as well as language proficiency standards for the public sector. These laws 

have been consistently revisited throughout the 1990s and 2000s as citizenship and 

language have remained contentious sites of disagreement, in part because of their 

importance to nationalism, ethnicity, and sovereignty. However, what has emerged is 

ultimately a return to the balance between trans-nationalism and nationalism envisioned 

by the LTF. Before we investigate this emergence, it is important to outline the causes of 

ethno-nationalist policies. These root causes show that these policies were not so much a 

product of an inherent ethnic nationalism as of political and historical realities.   
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Björn Felder uses Michel Foucault to guide his understanding of the ‘cultural 

racism’ that took place during Soviet occupation, especially during the Stalinist period. 

He defines racism “as a general function of categorization and hierarchization of groups 

with the aim to select or even eliminate them – independent of any racial biologism.”38 

Through mass deportations of ethnic Latvians and the importation of ethnic Russians, 

Soviet authorities mobilized a regime of ethnic engineering to alter the population of the 

Latvian SSR. This regime produced demographics that were unrecognizable when 

compared to the interwar period. Table 1 shows the significant ethnic Russian 

populations in both Latvia and Estonia in 1989 – a significant change from 1935 when 

ethnic Latvians composed 77% of the population and ethnic Russians only 8.8%.39   

                                                 
38 Felder, “Stalinist National Bolshevism, Enemy Nations and Terror: Occupation of the Baltic States 1940-

41,” 14-15. 
39 “Ethnic Composition and the Protection and Promotion of the Cultural Identity of National Minorities,” 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Latvia, accessed April 21, 2020.  
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These demographic shifts were exacerbated by the allocation of power based on 

an ethnic hierarchy. Key positions of power – especially in the Red Army and the 

Communist Party – were occupied by ethnic Russians.40 Nils Muižnieks describes a 

situation of “asymmetric bilingualism” where an institutional incentive structure 

essentially guaranteed the primacy of the Russian language. This was reflected in 1989 

literacy rates; 22.3% of Russians said they knew Latvian, while 68.3% of Latvians 

reported Russian competency.41 Once the common Soviet enemy disappeared in 1991, 

this asymmetry gave rise to the fear that the ethnic Latvian population was under threat of 

losing its political majority. This fear was powerful and well-grounded in a legitimate and 

shared experience at the hands of Soviet authorities. The redress of these power inequities 

became an obvious policy priority for the post-revolutionary state.  

In 1991, a declaration on citizenship was adopted until a parliament could be 

elected to draft a comprehensive citizenship law. Latvia’s declaration of independence 

stressed legal continuity with the interwar state, which made the jurisprudence of the 

1918 Republic the foundation of the new legal structure. The declaration immediately 

restored citizenship to pre-1940 residents and their descendants but not to those who had 

arrived during Soviet occupation. Approximately 740,000 residents of the new Republic 

were rendered stateless persons in 1991. They were unable to vote in the first elections 

and their future became a central concern of the new government. The more extreme ends 

of the spectrum advocated, on one end for their mass expulsion from Latvia and on the 

other, for their immediate and automatic citizenship. In 1995, Latvia adopted a 

                                                 
40 Felder, “Stalinist National Bolshevism, Enemy Nations and Terror: Occupation of the Baltic States 1940-

41,” 22. 
41 Lazda, "Reconsidering Nationalism: The Baltic Case of Latvia in 1989," 523. 
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citizenship law which created a transitional category of ‘non-citizen’ and laid out 

naturalization procedures and requirements. Non-citizens enjoyed all of the same 

protections and privileges as citizens but had no voting rights and were prevented from 

holding public office. Naturalization procedures were innocuous enough, but their 

application had markedly ethnic effects. The procedures required 5 years of residency, 

conversational knowledge of the language, constitution, anthem, and history, as well as 

the renunciation of the citizenship of any other country with which Latvia does not have a 

citizenship agreement. Notably, one of the countries that has no agreement with Latvia is 

Russia, which necessitates the renunciation of Russian citizenship. The law was 

criticized, especially by the Russian Federation, as being ethnically discriminatory 

against the Russian population. They pointed to the alarming fact that somewhere 

between 60-70% of non-citizens in 1995 were ethnic Russians. 

Latvia’s post-1991 state building process faced the challenge of reckoning two 

competing definitions of ‘Latvian’, a process complicated by historical realities but also 

growing international obligations. Rasma Karklins offers a simple, but useful definition 

of ethnic politics that guides my analysis; “ethnic politics or “ethnopolitics” has been 

defined as any politics that impinges on the relative power or position of ethnic 

groups.”42 The initial citizenship law did not explicitly carry an ethnic definition but, as 

Karklins shows us, that does not mean that the state is not employing a form of ethnic 

politics. There is no question that the initial iteration of the citizenship law impinged on 

the relative power and position of the Russian ethnic group. The Latvian state certainly 

wielded a form of ethno-politics in the wake of the revolution but, this does not mean that 

                                                 
42 Karklins, Ethnopolitics and Transition to Democracy: The Collapse of the USSR and Latvia, 4.   
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it was representative of a growing ethnic nationalism. We only have to remember the 

historically popular form of Latvian nationalism to know that we cannot look exclusively 

to the state to understand its present character. 

Before we consider this, it is important to outline the ways that ethnicity was 

mobilized beyond the citizenship law. The real fact that “most Russians settling in these 

[Soviet] republics never bothered to learn local languages”43 meant that Russian had 

become not only the legally dominant language but also the de facto language for 

interaction between ethnic Latvians and Russians.44 In 1991, this posed real challenges 

for ethnic integration. Although the Russian language no longer enjoyed legal superiority, 

the asymmetric bilingualism of the Soviet period remained ingrained in banal 

interactions. The approach of the Latvian government toward the language question 

reflected an impetus to rectify this dynamic. 

It is important to understand the latent causes of ethnic politics in Latvia partly as 

an assertion of titular national superiority but also, as a reaction to decades of Soviet 

language policy. A revolutionary state inherits elements of the political and social 

structures of its predecessor. The new Latvian Republic was a marked departure from 

Soviet government, but the population did not immediately shed decades of linguistic and 

ethnic difference that had been codified and encouraged by Soviet authorities.45 Given 

these realities, Karklins asserts that a nominally integrative policy approach which 

granted citizenship to all residents in 1991 would have maintained the ethnic power 

                                                 
43 Karklins, 13. 
44 See Nils Muižnieks description of ‘asymmetric bilingualism’ and its implications for ethnic politics both 

during Soviet occupation and in its aftermath in: Muiznieks, "Ethnicity and Social Cohesion in the Post-

Soviet Baltic States." 288-308. 
45 Felder, “Stalinist National Bolshevism, Enemy Nations and Terror: Occupation of the Baltic States 1940-

41” 
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imbalance and the de facto prominence of the Russian language.46 The Latvian state did 

not oppose bilingualism, as evidenced by the maintenance of Russian language rights in 

the private sphere, but rather sought to reconcile a Soviet and ostensibly Russian past 

with a Latvian and Western European future. As Karklins points out, the state utilized the 

mechanisms available to challenge ethnic Russian hegemony in the new Latvian state. A 

nominally integrative ethnic policy carried with it the very real possibility of the 

continued devaluation of the Latvian language in social, economic, and political life. It is 

important to understand the difference between an ethno-politics that seeks to redress past 

inequalities and those that seek to subvert the equality principle. There is no doubt that 

there was and remains a cultural character to Latvian nationalism. However, the ethnic 

character of post-revolutionary politics can lead to the false conclusion that Latvian 

nationalism has developed an ethnically exclusive character.  

To continue to unpack this claim, it is helpful to consider the motivations behind 

Latvian ethno-politics as influenced both by domestic concerns but also larger geo-

political realities. If the sovereignty of cultural-linguistic traditions is the primary concern 

of Latvian nationalism and not a regime of ethnic exclusivity, then this should be 

reflected in their relationship with larger world powers. Citizenship and language laws 

faced extensive scrutiny and were adjusted significantly to meet EU demands for 

accession. It was striking that even fervent Latvian nationalists recognized that domestic 

policy concessions were necessary to secure the future of the Latvian nation. This is 

because this future is in many ways determined by larger powers.  

                                                 
46 Karklins, Ethnopolitics and Transition to Democracy: The Collapse of the USSR and Latvia, 144. 



26 

David Galbreath describes Latvia’s foreign policy position as existing between a 

rock and a hard place.47 This refers to demands on their sovereignty from both the EU 

and their eastern neighbor. Russia has become a vocal advocate for the rights of its ethnic 

diaspora across the ex-Soviet republics and Latvia has garnered significant attention for 

its perceived discrimination against the ethnic Russian population within its borders. The 

have faced the choice between acquiescing to Russian influence or integrating into the 

security blanket of Western Europe. Both scenarios come with impositions on domestic 

sovereignty. Russian demands for nominally integrative linguistic and citizenship policy 

would have maintained the prominence of the Russian language and the de facto ethnic 

superiority of the Russian population. Latvia chose the EU because it was there that the 

nation located its best chance at preserving cultural-linguistic sovereignty.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
47 Galbreath, “Between a ‘Rock’ and a ‘Hard Place’: Baltic Foreign Policy after Enlargement” 
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Section 3: Nationalism vs. Trans-Nationalism? 

Latvia’s accession to the EU in 2004 was an important milestone on the road to 

Western European integration. With EU membership came open borders, increasingly 

open labor markets, and unprecedented mobility for Latvian citizens across Western 

Europe. Broadly, accession represented Latvia’s commitment to a trans-national Europe 

but, it also necessitated the subordination of elements of their own sovereignty.  

The first example of this is the conditional pressure on domestic policy to pass 

liberalized versions of the initial citizenship and language laws. This example supports 

the claim that Latvia was more concerned with addressing Russian ethnic superiority than 

overtly asserting their own. The willingness of Latvian authorities to work with the EU to 

balance majority and minority interests, as well as the demonstrated popular support for 

such an approach, indicates that there was a genuine desire to find an integrative rather 

than assimilationist solution to ethnic legacies of Soviet occupation.   

The second example can be found in responses to the 2008 Global Financial 

Crisis (GFC). Latvia accepted austerity measures associated with EU and IMF loan 

programs with little to no popular resistance. As I discover, principles of liberal 

individualism, capitalism, and globalization were mobilized in a discursive frame that 

aligned them with notions of freedom and sovereignty. 

EU accession has not necessitated the explicit subordination of state functions as 

was the case in the USSR but, has required that Latvia accept and implement the aquis 

communautaire48. While the expectation is that member-states continue to adhere to these 

                                                 
48 The aquis communautaire refers to the existing, cumulative body of law and policy in the European 

Community. It is constantly evolving and developing as EU law adjusts with the signing of new treaties, 
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principles and obligations, pressure is most significant during accession negotiations to 

determine and ensure the initial compliance of new member-states. Since that time, 

Latvia has been expected to comply with EU political norms and legal standards but 

pressure on domestic policy has taken on a more normative character.49 EU pressures 

were effective in liberalizing Latvian citizenship and language laws but, this effort would 

not have been possible without a genuine desire for trans-national membership within 

Latvian politics. 

In 1995, Latvia became increasingly concerned with protecting its statehood from 

a repetition of the events of 1940. They outlined several foreign policy goals asserting, 

“that sovereignty could be strengthened through early integration into European and 

worldwide security, political and economic structures.”50 Latvia joined the EU and the 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in 2004. EU membership strengthened 

political and economic institutions against foreign interference and domestic instability, 

while NATO membership guaranteed Latvian security as part of a US-backed military 

alliance. This integration has been accompanied by widely regarded improvements in 

human well-being amongst Latvians as the state continues to benefit from EU and NATO 

investment in domestic infrastructure projects, as well as increased security against 

corruption and malicious foreign interference in domestic affairs.  

The EU outlined its scrutiny of Latvian domestic policy in line with the 

‘Copenhagen criteria’ which insisted that all candidate countries achieve; “stability of 

                                                 
rules/procedures, and primary and secondary legislation and case law. All EU member-states are bound to 

comply with the aquis communautaire. 
49 Kelley, “Latvia: Overcoming Opposition,” 73-93. 
50 Maurina, Eva. “Latvia – 20 Years of Independence: A Trade-off between Economic and Political 

Sovereignty?” Seer 17, no. 1 (2014): 102.  
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institutions guaranteeing democracy, the rule of law, human rights and respect for and 

protection of minorities.”51 Latvian citizenship and language laws were of particular 

concern to the EU because of the risk of inter-ethnic conflict as well as increased tensions 

with the emergent Russian Federation. They demanded that Latvian laws strike a balance 

between the promotion of ethnic, cultural, and linguistic interests of the titular national 

majority and the protection of minority populations. The EU was vocally critical of early 

Latvian citizenship policy, arguing that it arbitrarily limited access to citizenship for the 

Russian speaking population and did not adequately prevent the continuation of 

statelessness on Latvian territory. In a 1998 referendum, the Latvian people voted in 

support of amendments to the citizenship law that would provide for the automatic 

citizenship of children born in Latvia, relax language provisions for naturalization, and 

abolish the quota system that limited yearly naturalization applications. This vote 

indicated the strength of desire for EU membership amongst the Latvian population as it 

was explicitly tied to successful accession.  

Western European institutions have encouraged the balancing of majority and 

minority interests and have remained involved in citizenship and language policy even 

since accession. The EU especially, has focused on improving the functionality of 

naturalization tests as well as providing widespread funding for language training and 

cultural development throughout Latvia. International organizations have been 

remarkably successful in tempering ethnically exclusivist elements in Latvia by 

promoting and encouraging minority integration, recognizing the need to redress 

historical legacies, and limiting sources of political instability.52 Moreover, the trans-

                                                 
51 Keating and McGarry, Minority Nationalism and the Changing International Order, 353.  
52 Kelley, “Latvia: Overcoming Opposition,” 73-93 
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nationalist rhetoric that was a key principle of the LTF re-emerged among the Latvian 

population during accession talks. For its part, Latvia accepted the partial subordination 

of its political sovereignty within a trans-national framework because it was within this 

framework that Latvian cultural-linguistic identity could enjoy the most legitimate 

prospects for long term security. This shows that ethnic exclusivity was not an inherent or 

even fundamental principle of Latvian nationalism rather, ethnic politics in Latvia 

stemmed from an impetus to address historical legacies – a goal that was most achievable 

within the EU framework. 

The second illuminating example of the relationship between Latvian nationalism 

and trans-nationalism can be found in responses to the 2008 GFC. This crisis led to 

possibly the greatest constraints on Latvian economic and political sovereignty since the 

Soviet era. Unemployment in Latvia skyrocketed to 22.8% in 2009 and the economy saw 

an 18% contraction in the fourth quarter of the same year. This prompted the Latvian 

government to ask the IMF and the EU for a 7.5 billion Euro bailout package; granted 

and implemented in the following several years. The package was provided “subject to a 

strong commitment from the Latvian authorities to implement an ambitious programme 

of fiscal system reforms, financial system reforms, and structural reforms.”53 These 

reforms necessitated strict austerity measures and the widespread subordination of 

budgetary functions by oversight bodies in the EU and the IMF. To comply, Latvia 

instituted steep public sector job cuts, overall spending curtailments, and significant tax 

hikes. These measures were not unique to Latvia and a number of other countries across 

Europe and the world suffered significant economic strife because of the reverberating 

                                                 
53 “Financial Assistance to Latvia.” European Commission of the European Union, August 1, 2018.  
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nature of the crisis in a globalized economic system. In Greece, austerity was met by a 

resurgent nationalist movement that galvanized significant popular support. Latvia had a 

markedly different response: 

“while thousands regularly filled Syntagma Square in Greece to denounce the 

‘Troika’ and their own government for its austerity measures, Latvians appeared 

to accept their lot and even re-elected the austerity government.”54  

Latvia’s reaction to austerity is as curious as it is unusual amongst nations 

especially devastated by the GFC. Liene Ozolina discusses Latvia’s acceptance of 

austerity through ethnographical research at an unemployment office in Riga. She 

considers austerity as a political and moral phenomenon that formed a part of Latvia’s 

shift toward capitalism and the liberal individualism that is fundamental to many Western 

civic nationalisms. She argues that by, “recognizing austerity as a moral phenomenon, we 

can become attuned to the ‘values and affects’ that underpin it or, in other words, its 

moral economy.”55 The moral economy of individualism, well-entrenched in many 

capitalist states, is a relatively new phenomenon in a population still imprinted by Soviet 

communism and its legacy. The Latvian state effectively mobilized individualism by, 

“framing precarity as a principle of individual responsibility,”56 which deflected blame 

away from institutional failures. An increasing focus on individual responsibility was 

underpinned by a ‘discourse of freedom’ that framed austerity as part of the wider moral 

discourse surrounding Latvia’s independence movement.  

                                                 
54 Ozoliņa, “Embracing Austerity? An Ethnographic Perspective on the Latvian Public’s Acceptance of 

Austerity Politics,” 515 
55 Ozolina, 515.  
56 Ozolina, 517. 
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We can see this most explicitly in individual responses to welfare programs 

designed to curb unemployment. Ozolina’s research found that “unemployment was 

routinely discussed as a problem of insufficient activity on behalf of the jobseeker”57. The 

juxtaposition of ‘activity’ and ‘passivity’ that underlined these programs was not unusual 

in Western European unemployment discourse, but it held particular power in the Post-

Soviet context. In Latvia, a Soviet past was often invoked as a way of contrasting the 

political and economic ills of Bolshevik communism with a modern, free, and ostensibly 

capitalist state. The implication was that the labor market was more competitive and 

therefore unemployment was emblematic of personal failings rather than larger 

institutional problems. Unemployment and precarity were all presented as symptoms of 

capitalism and as symptoms that went hand in hand with freedom. As Valdis Skultans 

writes;  

“In the Baltic States we find that the dominant narratives of suffering have 

changed rapidly, as the advent of a market economy in Latvia has made 

prominent the idea of the self-propelled individual.”58  

Post-crisis austerity measures fit into a wider discursive frame of freedom, independence, 

and nationalism that has emerged since 1991 and often holds particular power among 

those with a salient memory of Soviet occupation. As Latvian president Vaira Vīķe-

Freiberga commented, “the demographic costs that Latvia has experienced have been the 

price to pay for freedom”59. Ozolina extrapolates that austerity in Latvia was not a case of 

a weak civil society, or a waning nationalism, but rather “a case of one’s tools of freedom 

                                                 
57 Ozolina. 522. 
58 Skultans, “The Appropriation of Suffering,” 39-45.  
59 Speech at the European Reconstruction and Development Bank, 27 March 2018, London. 
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becoming sources of indignity”60 This of course raises concerns but, for this analysis, it 

shows that the lack of anti-austerity protests was due to a prevailing belief among 

Latvians that their independence is, at least partly, contingent on trans-nationalism. 

Latvia’s accession to the EU and broader integration into a globalized West looks, 

on the surface, to be rife with contradictions, especially considering the powerful 

nationalist currents present in the wake of 1991. The changing landscape of austerity and 

ethnic politics shows us that the relationship between nationalism and internationalism is 

inordinately more complex than this. As Latvia shows, national identity is neither a fixed 

nor endogenous principle.61 It influences political realities just as it is a product of them. 

Therefore, when thinking through the relationship between nationalism and trans-

nationalism, an awareness of the contextual realities of the moment is vitally important. 

As David Miller somewhat prophetically asked in 1997, “may Britain cede to super-

national bodies such as the European Union (EU) without forfeiting the autonomy that its 

nationhood demands?”62 Put alternately, what is the autonomy that a nationhood 

demands? As we have discovered, the answer in Latvia is fundamentally related to the 

maintenance of the cultural-linguistic traditions that underpin their national identity.

                                                 
60 Ozoliņa, “Embracing Austerity? An Ethnographic Perspective on the Latvian Public’s Acceptance of 

Austerity Politics,” 522 
61 Ginkel, “Identity Construction in Latvia’s ‘Singing Revolution’: Why Inter-Ethnic Conflict Failed to 

Occur,” 428. 
62 Miller, On Nationality, 2. 
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Conclusion 

As I have discovered, ethnic nationalism is not an inherent characteristic of 

Latvian national identity. Rather, there is a consistent trans-national emphasis that builds 

off the affective foundation that culture provides. The one constant has been the centrality 

of a cultural-linguistic tradition to the Latvian nation. However, this concept of a nation 

still lacks an explicit civic framework, although it is significantly more developed nearly 

30 years removed from 1991. The increasing development of a concrete civic national 

identity has curious implications for domestic integration, some that have been observed 

and others that we can theorize. David Miller helps think through the relationship 

between social cohesion and an increasingly civic national identity in states with 

significant elements of cultural pluralism. 

I have attacked the idea of nationality as a collective identity that must be 

authoritatively imposed on dissenting minorities; but equally, I have attacked the 

suggestion that national identities should be allowed to evaporate, so that people 

are the bearers only of specific group identities. My claim is that in multicultural 

societies group and national identities should co‐exist, the challenge being to 

develop forms of each that are consonant with one another.63  

He goes on to explain how group specific identities can be maintained and celebrated 

through the medium of an overarching national identity that has pervasive civic 

principles.  

                                                 
63 Miller, 153. 
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In Latvia, European citizenship has become an increasingly important part of 

Latvian national identity. The Ministry for Foreign Affairs estimates that 370,000 Latvian 

nationals resided abroad in 2012, with most of them having emigrated since accession to 

the EU.64 Working and studying abroad have become an accepted and normalized part of 

life in a Latvia that is part of an increasingly mobile Europe. This growing diaspora was 

the subject of a 2019 law that seeks;  

to strengthen the diaspora’s ties with Latvia, rendering it an inseparable part of 

Latvia’s society, providing the diaspora with opportunities to freely maintain, 

create and expand its ties with Latvia, promoting the maintenance of Latvian 

language proficiency, culture and sense of belonging to Latvia, and promoting 

remigration.65 

The diaspora is recognized by the state as an important part of the Latvian national 

population, representative of a national identity that is not bounded by residence in the 

nation-state but, increasingly by participation in the European community and principles 

of liberal, capitalist democracy.    

As Miller shows us, this creates opportunities for domestic integration as Russian 

speakers now find new elements of Latvian national identity that can co-exist more 

comfortably with their own cultural identity. This is supported by the rapid rise in 

naturalization applications in the wake of EU accession and increasing Latvian language 

proficiency among younger generations of ethnic Russians in Latvia. It remains to be 

seen how much of an affective connection these Russian speakers develop to this new 

                                                 
64 “Diaspora Policy in Latvia.” Ministry for Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Latvia. Accessed April 22, 

2020. https://www.mfa.gov.lv/en/policy/2014-12-22-11-41-00/diaspora-policy-in-latvia. 
65 “Saeima Supports a New Diaspora Law.” Latvijas Republikas Saeima, November 2, 2018. 

https://www.saeima.lv/en/news/saeima-news/27366-saeima-supports-a-new-diaspora-law. 



36 

and developing Latvian national identity but, formal integration through citizenship is an 

important first step to a more cohesive society. 

As I have outlined, it is not so much the cultural underpinnings of Latvian 

nationalism that have influenced ethno-politics but their mobilization as political tools to 

legitimize one ideology or another. Therefore, it would be simplistic to dismiss their 

importance purely on the grounds that they are mobilized by ethnic elements of Latvian 

nationalism. Integration, both domestically and internationally, remains a daunting 

concept in Latvian political life that is loaded with the implications of historical legacies 

and political futures. What the LTF showed during the revolutionary period is that 

cultural nationalism can co-exist with principles of integration, and that there is not a 

fundamental causal relationship between a culturally formed national tradition and ethnic 

division in an ethnically pluralist society. Furthermore, as Latvian national identity 

becomes more trans-national and increasingly secure within Western Europe, the political 

divisiveness of these practices as emblematic of ethnic division is also decreased. The 

banal integrative potential of culture, as a site for micro-level integration, is beyond the 

scope of this thesis but was studied extensively by Indra Ekmanis. She found that 

banality is incredibly relevant for integration and provides an alternative to an established 

methodological tradition that views integration as a macro-phenomenon.66  

As a civic national identity develops in Latvia, the formal mechanisms for 

integration become increasingly fortified. Social integration is significantly more difficult 

to attain or even measure. This is where we can look to cultural practices as established 

forms of social interaction firmly embedded in the everyday. They do not discriminate 
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based on ethnic heritage and instead, represent a site where ethnic boundaries can be 

deconstructed, and individuals of different communities can connect. If nothing else, 

Latvian cultural practices show us that a culturally constructed nationalism does not 

necessarily lead to ethnic tension. Instead, they have formed the foundation from which 

Latvia has engaged with the trans-national while also serving as sites for integration. The 

experience of Latvia is an important reminder that national identity is decidedly fluid and 

fundamentally contingent. We must rethink snap judgements that lead us to dismiss the 

nationalisms of the ‘East’ as ethnic and primordial because of their cultural-linguistic 

foundations, so as to open up space for more imaginative possibilities for thinking about 

culture as a vehicle for conceptualizing ethnicity, nationalism, globalization and their 

implications for the everyday. 



38 

Works Cited 

Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 

Nationalism. New York: Verso, 1991. 

 

Badiou, Alain, Jacques Rancière, Jody Gladding, Judith P. Butler, Georges Didi-

Huberman, Pierre Bourdieu, and Sadri Khiari. What Is a People? New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2016. 

 

Barry, Brian. Culture and Equality: An Egalitarian Critique of Multiculturalism. Oxford, 

NY: Wiley, 2013. 

 

Beissinger, Mark R. “Nationalism and the Collapse of Soviet 

Communism.” Contemporary European History 18, no. 3 (2009): 331–47. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/s0960777309005074. 

 

Bohoslavsky, Juan Pablo, and Kunibert Raffer. Sovereign Debt Crises: What Have We 

Learned? Cambridge University Press, 2018. 

 

Bonikowski, Bart. “Ethno-Nationalist Populism and the Mobilization of Collective 

Resentment.” The British Journal of Sociology 68, no. 51 (November 8, 2017): 181–213. 

https://doi-org.ezproxy.whitman.edu/10.1111/1468-4446.12325. 

 

Brubaker, Rogers. “Ethnicity, Race, and Nationalism.” Annual Review of Sociology 35, 

no. 1 (July 6, 2009): 21–42. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-070308-115916. 

 

“Diaspora Policy in Latvia.” Ministry for Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Latvia. 

Accessed April 22, 2020. https://www.mfa.gov.lv/en/policy/2014-12-22-11-41-

00/diaspora-policy-in-latvia. 

 

Ekmanis, Indra. “Host land or homeland?: Civic-cultural identity and banal integration in 

Latvia.” PhD diss., University of Washington, 2017.  

 

“Ethnic Composition and the Protection and Promotion of the Cultural Identity of 

National Minorities.” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Latvia. Accessed 

April 21, 2020. https://www.mfa.gov.lv/en/policy/society-integration/integration-policy-

in-latvia-a-multi-faceted-approach/ethnic-structure-and-promotion-of-national-

minorities-cultural-identity. 

 

“Financial Assistance to Latvia.” European Commission. European Union, updated 

August 1, 2018. https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-fiscal-

policy-coordination/eu-financial-assistance/which-eu-countries-have-received-

assistance/financial-assistance-latvia_en. 

 



39 

Galbreath, David. “Between a Rock and a Hard Place: Baltic Foreign Policy after 

Enlargement.” In From Recognition to Restoration: Latvia's History as a Nation-State, 

159–74. Amsterdam: BRILL, 2010. 

Ginkel, John. “Identity Construction in Latvia’s ‘Singing Revolution’: Why Inter-Ethnic 

Conflict Failed to Occur.” Nationalities Papers 30, no. 3 (2002): 403–33. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0090599022000011697. 

 

Goldmann, Matthias, and Silvia Steininger. “A Discourse Theoretical Approach to 

Sovereign Debt Restructuring: Towards a Democratic Financial Order.” German Law 

Journal 17, no. 5 (October 4, 2016): 709–46. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/s207183220002143x. 

 

Ignatieff, Michael. Blood & Belonging: Journeys into the New Nationalism. UK: Pinguin 

Books, 1994. 

 

Karklins, Rasma. Ethnopolitics and Transition to Democracy: The Collapse of the USSR 

and Latvia. Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 1994. 

 

Keating, Michael, and John McGarry. Minority Nationalism and the Changing 

International Order. New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2004. 

 

Kelley, Judith. “Latvia: Overcoming Opposition.” In Ethnic Politics in Europe: The 

Power of Norms and Incentives, 73–93. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004. 

 

Koller, Veronika, Susanne Kopf, and Marlene Miglbauer. Discourses of Brexit. London, 

UK: Routledge - Taylor & Francis Group, 2019. 

 

Lazda, Mara. “Reconsidering Nationalism: The Baltic Case of Latvia in 

1989.” International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society 22 (October 2009): 517–

36. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10767-009-9077-5. 

 

Lieven, Anatol. The Baltic Revolution: Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and the Path to 

Independence. New Haven, CT: Yale Univ. Press, 2005. 

 

Maurina, Eva. “Latvia – 20 Years of Independence: A Trade-off between Economic and 

Political Sovereignty?” Seer 17, no. 1 (2014): 101–109. https://doi.org/10.5771/1435-

2869-2014-1-101. 

 

Muiznieks, Nils, Juris Rozenvalds, and Ieva Birka. “Ethnicity and Social Cohesion in the 

Post-Soviet Baltic States.” Patterns of Prejudice 47, no. 3 (2013): 288–308. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0031322x.2013.812349. 

 

Miller, David. On Nationality. New York: Oxford University Press, 1997. 

 



40 

Ozoliņa, Liene. “Embracing Austerity? An Ethnographic Perspective on the Latvian 

Public’s Acceptance of Austerity Politics.” Journal of Baltic Studies 50, no. 4 (2019): 

515–31. https://doi.org/10.1080/01629778.2019.1635174. 

 

Plakans, Andrejs. “Celebrating Origins: Reflections on Latvia's Ninetieth Birthday.” 

In From Recognition to Restoration: Latvia's History As a Nation-State, 13–30. 

Amsterdam: BRILL, 2010. 

 

Rodrik, Dani. The Globalization Paradox. Oxford University Press, 2011. 

 

Rüdig, Wolfgang, and Georgios Karyotis. “Who Protests in Greece? Mass Opposition to 

Austerity.” British Journal of Political Science 44, no. 3 (July 2014): 487–513. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/s0007123413000112. 

 

“Saeima Supports a New Diaspora Law.” Latvijas Republikas Saeima, updated 

November 2, 2018. https://www.saeima.lv/en/news/saeima-news/27366-saeima-supports-

a-new-diaspora-law. 

 

Skultans, Vieda. “The Appropriation of Suffering.” Theory, Culture & Society 24, no. 3 

(2007): 27–48. https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276407077625. 

 

Smith, David J. “Inter-War Multiculturalism Revisited: Cultural Autonomy in 1920s 

Latvia.” In From Recognition to Restoration: Latvia's History as a Nation-State, 31–44. 

Amsterdam: BRILL, 2010. 

 

Šūpule, Inese, and Evija Kļave. “Belonging and Returning Home: Deconstruction of 

Latvian Returnees’ National Identity.” Humanities and Social Sciences Latvia 26, no. 1 

(2018): 4–24. https://doi.org/10.22364/hssl.26.1.1. 

 

Vasilopoulou, Sofia, Daphne Halikiopoulou, and Theofanis Exadaktylos. “Greece in 

Crisis: Austerity, Populism and the Politics of Blame.” Journal of Common Market 

Studies 52, no. 2 (November 21, 2013): 388–402. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcms.12093. 

 

 

 

 

 


