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Abstract1 
 
This article will analyze the role of history and sense of belonging 
development for integration and naturalization efforts in Latvia. 
In establishing the significance of history in national identity 
formation, theoretical literature analysis will explain why 
belonging is a fundamental need and how history and historic 
celebrations become tools in the process. Data from 1998-2008 
will be used to illustrate the theoretical analysis and explain the 
dramatic drop in belonging amongst Russian speaking non-
citizens. The article will argue that nation building in Latvia is 
based on ethnicity and culture, emphasizing collective memory 
and interpretation of history, as the basis of national identity. For 
non-members of the ethnic titular, belonging has depended on 
assimilation into the predefined ethnic and cultural community. 
The demands have alienated a significant portion of the 
population and opened doors for identification with Russia as the 
external homeland, encouraging a Diaspora identity and 
complicating further integration efforts. 
 
Keywords: Latvia, history, national identity, sense of belonging, 
integration, external homeland 
 
1. Introduction 

 
Latvia has a well-documented struggle with the naturalization and 
integration of the historic legacy immigrants left within its 

                                                
1  This work has been supported by the European Social Fund within the project «Support for 

Doctoral Studies at University of Latvia». A version of this article was presented at the 16th Annual 

Association for the Study of Nationalities World Convention (New York, 14-16 April 2011).   
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boarders after ethno-nationalism helped bring about the collapse 
of the Soviet Union2. Twenty years later, numerous governments, 
policies, pressure from international organizations and outside 
influences have failed to bring about a solution to the sizable non-
citizens, or residents lacking citizenship of any state, population 
within Latvia. The Office of Citizenship and Migration Affairs 
documents these figures currently to stand at 14.61 per cent 
(326,735) of the total population3. Of the non-citizens population; 
66 per cent are Russian, 14 per cent are Belarusian, and 10 
percent are Ukrainian4 and comprise what David Laitin has 
termed the “Russian-speaking population”5.   
 
The idea that integration should be based on fostering a sense of 
belonging is a topic commonly hinted at by Latvian politicians and 
academics6. Survey data also supports the presumption that a 
sense of belonging can play a vital role in the naturalization 

                                                
2  See Juris Dreifelds, Latvia in Transition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996); 

David Galbreath, Nation Building and Minority Politics in Post-Socialist States: Interests, Influence 

and Identities in Estonia and Latvia (Stuttgard: Verlag, 2005); Pal Kolsto, Russians in the Former 

Soviet Republics (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995); Pal Kolsto, Nation-Building and 

Ethnic Integration in Post-Soviet Societies (Boulder: Westview Press, 1999); David Laitin, Identity in 

Formation (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998); Neil Melvin, Russians Beyond Russia (London: 

Royal Institute of International Affairs, 1995). 

3  Office of Citizenship and Migration Affairs, Latvijas Iedzivotaju Sadalijums pec Valstiskas 

Piederibas (Riga: Office of Citizenship and Migration Affairs, 2011) [database on-line]; available 

at:http://www.pmlp.gov.lv/lv/statistika/iedzivotaju.html 

4  Calculation based on above Office of Citizenship and Migration Affairs document.   

5  Laitin, Identity in Formation, 33. 

6  See Nils Muiznieks, “Social Integration: a Brief History of an Idea,” in How Integrated is 

Latvian Society?, ed. Nils Muiznieks (Riga: University of Latvia Press, 2010), 30; “Zatlers Aicina But 

Patriotiem (Zatlers Encourages Patriotism)”, Diena, November 18, 2010. Available 

at:http://www.diena.lv/sabiedriba/politika/zatlers-aicina-but-patriotiem-757294 (accessed on 14 

June 2011); “Interview with Ilze Brands-Khere”, Kas Jauns, 12 February 2011. Available 

at:http://www.kasjauns.lv/lv/zinas/40030/piederibas-sajuta-sai-valstij-tautai-ir-svarigaka-par-

identitati (accessed on 14 June 2011); “Interview with Sarmite Elerte”, Kas Jauns, 31 January 2011. 

Available at:http://www.kasjauns.lv/lv/zinas/39052/elerte-atbild-brands-kehres-parmetumiem-par-

arhaismu (accessed on 14 June 2011).  
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process. The survey On the Road to Civic Society from 1998, 
ascertained that 23 per cent of the non-citizens eligible for 
citizenship did not plan to apply because they did not feel a sense 
of belonging to Latvia7. Additionally, the New Citizens Survey 
established that 90 per cent of the new-citizens stated that a 
sense of belonging to Latvia was a “very important” or 
“important” factor in their application for citizenship8. A sense of 
belonging can, therefore, be both the main motivational aspect 
for acquiring citizenship, and the lack thereof can serve as the 
main hindrance to non-citizens completing the naturalization 
process. 

 
The idea for this article stems from comparing survey data on the 
sense of belonging, and historical event interpretation and 
celebrations, from 1998 and 2008 amongst the Russian speaking 
non-citizens of Latvia. Both surveys were commissioned by 
Latvian government bodies in an effort to monitor the integration 
efforts of Russian speakers in Latvia. In the survey On the Road 
to Civic Society, concluded in 1998, 81 per cent of citizens 
claimed a sense of belonging to Latvia, as did an overwhelming 
80 per cent of non-citizens9. In 2008, the same 81 per cent of 
citizens claimed belonging to Latvia; however, only 51 per cent of 
the non-citizens felt the same10. Within this article the survey 
data on the sense of belonging to Latvia of the non-citizens is 
compared to survey data on their expressed sense of attachment 
to Russia, as well as their stated support for the celebration of the 
historically sensitive Soviet Victory Day on May 9th. Comparison 
shows that as the sense of belonging to Latvia dramatically 

                                                
7  Baltic Data House, Cela uz Pilsonisku Sabiedribu (On the Road to Civic Society) (Riga: 

Baltic Data House, 1998), 40.   

8  Baltic Social Science Institute, Jaunpilsonu Aptauja (New Citizens Survey) (Riga: BSSI, 

2001), 41. 

9  Baltic Data House, Cela uz Pilsonisku Sabiedribu, 61 

10  Secretariat of the Minister of Population Integration of Latvia, Kvantitativs un Kvalitativs 

Petijums par Sabiedribas Integracijas un Pilsonibas Aktualiem Aspektiem (Qualitative and 

Quantitative Survey on Society Integration and Citizenship Aspects) (Riga: Secretariat of the Minister 

of Population Integration of Latvia, 2008), 20 
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decreases, support for May 9th celebrations drastically increases, 
as does expressed attachment to Russia. The article presents the 
data side by side in order to show how celebrations and rituals 
steeped in collective memory impact identity formation and group 
belonging.   

 
The ten year time period is chosen for this study because of 
European Union conditionality, which linked EU membership for 
Latvia with a widening of the conception of state. In 1998, the 
European Union linked admittance to the EU with decreasing the 
number of non-citizens in Latvia, encouraging Latvia to move 
away from the ethnic conception of nation and foster the inclusion 
of the legacy Russian speaking non-citizens. The year 2008 is 
significant because it allows to make judgments on the relative 
success or failure of EU conditionality on naturalization efforts, 
and to monitor the continued motivation, four years after the 
joining of the EU, of Latvia to continue integration efforts. The 
time frame is also interesting from the perspective of kin-state, or 
external homeland, influence. The time period begins with 
weakened Russia in 1998, after the Russian financial crisis, and 
monitors the ten years of Russian consolidation of power and 
increased influence on neighboring states.   
 
The article will combine existing academic perspectives on the 
sense of belonging and historic interpretation with concrete data 
on national identity manifestation through collective memory and 
significant historic event commemoration in Latvia. The article is 
structured as follows; first, it will analyze theoretical literature in 
order to examine the role of a sense of belonging in group 
cohesion and integration, and the role of history and historic 
celebrations in group identification. By taking the theoretical 
analysis into account, the article will then review the role of 
history in Latvian national identity construction and the 
consequent problems posed by historic interpretation for 
integration. Next, the article will show how the recent drop in the 
sense of belonging amongst the Russian speaking non-citizens in 
Latvia can be attributed to Russia’s heightened interest and 
support for its Diaspora abroad and the recent attempts by Russia 
to reinvent and glorify its Soviet past. In illustrating how the 
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consolidation of the Latvian national identity has been based on 
the idea of ethnic and cultural membership, with heavy emphasis 
placed on history and collective memory for belonging, the article 
will demonstrate how the Russian Federation has been able to 
exploit the resulting lack of an accessible Latvian national identity 
for the Russian speaking non-citizens. Thus, the article hopes to 
contribute a fresh perspective on the role of historic interpretation 
in national identity formation, and on the importance of a sense 
of belonging to group and territory, within the integration context 
in Latvia.   
 
2. An Overall Look at the Sense of Belonging 
 
The phenomenon of attachment, or sense of belonging, in 
academic literature generally highlights the group and territorial 
dimension. Belonging satisfies a human need, as emphasized by 
John Breuilly in Nationalism and the State, “People do yearn for 
communal membership, do have a strong sense of us and them, 
of territories as homelands, of belonging to culturally defined and 
bounded worlds which give their lives meaning”11.   

 
In social psychology theory, two factors are held to be 
instrumental in the development of a sense of community – the 
territorial and relational dimensions. The territorial dimension, or 
the physical rootedness, refers to the actual territory inhabited. 
The relational dimension, or the social bonding aspect, refers to 
the quality and nature of the relationship between the inhabitants 
within the territory12. The concrete territory by itself can not 
constitute a sense of community, and is interdependent with the 
relational aspect13. In measuring the combined attachment to the 

                                                
11  John Breuilly, Nationalism and the State (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1993), 

401. 

12  Stephanie Riger and Paul Lavrakas, “Community Ties, Patterns of Attachment and Social 

Interaction in Urban Neighborhoods,” American Journal of Community Psychology 9, (Feb. 1981): 55-

66. 

13  Joseph Gusfield, The Community: A Critical Response (New York: Harper Colophon, 1975), 

35. 
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group and territory, this article will use the concept of patriotism 
as defined by Daniel Bar-Tal. The core concept of patriotism, 
according to Bar-Tal, encompasses both the attachment of group 
members to their group and to the territory, or land, they 
inhabit14. Patriotism is, therefore, an effective measure of both 
physical rootedness and social bonding of individuals. 
 
The sense of community theory, as developed by McMillan and 
Chavis, stresses the importance of the shared emotional 
connection in the development of a sense of belonging as the 
definitive element of a true community15. This is further 
substantiated by the hierarchy of human needs identified by 
Abraham Maslow in A Theory of Human Motivation, in which he 
refers to the emotional and relational aspect of belonging to a 
group as a fundamental human need, placing it behind only 
physiological and safety needs16. In group belonging two factors 
are instrumental. First, the individual has to identify with the 
community and the distinctive markers that connect the 
individuals of that community. Secondly, the community has to 
recognize the individual as belonging.   
 
At the nation-state level, the distinctive markers that connect an 
individual to a community, signal his or her membership, and 
serve to solidify the emotional connection amongst the population 
are discussed by Ulf Hedetoft in The Politics of Multiple Belonging. 
The process of ascription or construction of belonging politicizes 
belonging within the nation-state context and belonging becomes 
tied to a specific nation and institutionalized in the form of a 
passport and citizenship, with the boundaries between “us” and 

                                                
14  Daniel Bar-Tal, “Introduction: Patriotism: Its Scope and Meaning,” in Patriotism in the 

Lives of Individuals and Nations, ed. Daniel Bar-Tal and Ervin Staub (Chicago: Nelson-Hall, 1997), 2. 

15  David McMillan and David Chavis, “Sense of Community: A Definition and Theory,” Journal 

of Community Psychology 14, (Jan. 1986): 6-23. 

16  Abraham Maslow, “A Theory of Human Motivation,” Psychological Review 50, (Dec. 1943): 

370-96. 
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“them” drawn17. Bar-Tal agrees that for a group to feel patriotic, 
attached to other members of the group and to the territory 
inhabited, no particular societal-political system is required. 
However, “What is necessary is to experience a ‘we-ness’ as a 
group, to feel a sense of belonging to it. The task of constructing 
a sense of belonging is therefore a major objective for leaders of 
any societal-political unit.”18   

 
The nation-state government plays an important role in choosing 
what factors to build the “we-ness”, or the national identity, of 
the group upon, and ultimately set the criteria through which 
membership is signaled. Within the ethnic and cultural discourse 
of national identity and belonging, the importance is placed on 
the relational and narrative aspects of identity, of which memory 
and history are essential ingredients.19 The “national space” and 
“territoriality” are constructed to rest on what Czaplicka and 
Ruble call the “archaeology of the local”, focusing on a sense of 
common history, common topographies, and common 
genealogy20. The shared past, experiences, customs and culture 
stemming from history serve as strong building blocks for a sense 
of belonging to the group. What is important at this level of 
belonging is inter-group interaction and the demonstration of 
adherence to group norms accepted by others.   

 
As Fredrick Barth writes in Ethnic Groups and Boundaries “the 
cultural features of greatest import are boundary-connected: the 
diacritica by which membership is signaled and the cultural 
standards that actors themselves use to evaluate and judge the 
actions of ethnic co-members.”21 Socially relevant factors alone 

                                                
17  Ulf Hedetoft, “Discourses and Images of Belonging,” in The Politics of Multiple Belonging, 

ed. Ulf Hedetoft and Flemming Christiansen (London: Ashgate Publishing Ltd., 2004), 26. 

18  Bar-Tal, “Introduction: Patriotism: Its Scope and Meaning,” 4.  

19  Piret Ehin and Eiki Berg, “Incompatible Identities? Baltic-Russian Relations and the EU as 

an Arena for Identity Conflict,” in Identity and Foreign Policy: Baltic-Russian Relations and European 

Integration, ed. Piret Ehin and Eiki Berg (Surrey: Ashgate, 2009), 9. 

20  Hedetoft, “Discourses and Images of Belonging,” 29. 

21  Fredrick Barth, Ethnic Groups and Boundaries (Long Grove: Waveland Press, 1998), 6. 
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become diagnostic for membership. The “us” vs. “them” 
categorization becomes dependent on the individual himself and if 
he identifies and chooses to be evaluated by the criteria of the 
group, and if that group accepts him as belonging. In the Latvian 
case, history is one of the defining criteria held to be instrumental 
for group belonging, willingness to accept and adhere to the 
specific interpretation of history has served to distinguish the “us” 
from “them”.   
 
2.1. The Historical Elements Emphasized for Belonging 

 
As Stuart Hall writes, in Andreas Huyssen’s book Twilight 
Memories: Making Time in a Culture of Amnesia, “Identities are 
the names we give to the different ways we are positioned by, 
and position ourselves in, the narratives of the past”22. The 
national grand narrative, or the national master narrative, is a 
historical representation that accompanies the formation of a 
nation-state and defines group relations with others in the past, 
while also defining behavior in the present and in the future23. 
The goal of a national narrative is to encourage in the group 
members a sense of belonging, identification and pride. The 
history model propagated within the nation-state will record 
traumas of past generations and emphasize elements of history 
that are considered to be definitive for the group identity. The 
groups’ adherence to the “official” version of history, and the 
socialization of the next generation within this group history, 
gives members the feeling that they are playing a definitive part 
in the reproduction and sustenance of a “living” tradition24.    

 

                                                
22  Andreas Huyssen, Twilight Memories: Making Time in a Culture of Amnesia (New York: 

Routledge, 1995), 1.  

23  Heiko Paabo, ‘Analysis of National Master Narratives in Post-Imperial Space’ presentation 

at conference: World War II and the (Re)Creation of Historical Memory in Contemporary Ukraine 

(Kyiev, September 23-26, 2009). 

24  John Schotter, “Becoming Someone: Identity and Belonging,” in Discourse and Lifespan 

Identity, ed. Nikolas Coupland and Jon Nussbaum (London: Sage Publications, 1993), 8. 
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Rituals and celebrations of the group further sustain the 
emotional attachment of members to each other and serve as 
reminders of key events in the formation of the group. Emile 
Durkheim is credited with explaining the fundamental way rituals 
and celebrations serve to solidify the attachment of individuals to 
the group and to each other, providing them with a common 
identity and “shared common origins”25. Collective emotions 
evoked in rituals reinforce enduring feelings of group belonging 
and symbols “serve to provide the group with self-awareness, 
they act as border guards distinguishing ‘us’ from ‘them’”26.  

 
In explaining the importance of holidays or celebrations, Amitai 
Etzioni makes an important point in that holidays “reaffirm 
communal bonds (although they may reaffirm some bonds at the 
same time that they undermine others)…”27. In other words, 
taking part in certain rituals or holidays can solidify the 
community bond within a particular group; however, certain 
rituals or holidays can also serve to alienate an individual or a 
group of individuals from the group. In making the choice about 
celebrations and rituals held to be instrumental to the foundation 
of the group, an individual reaffirms or disengages from group 
norms and the living tradition. Hence, also making a decision 
about group belonging. As Eric Hobsbawm writes, “To be a 
member of any human community is to situate oneself with 
regard to one’s (its) past, if only by rejecting it.”28  
 
Belonging, as discussed above, satisfies a basic emotional human 
need of generating a positive self-evaluation. As effective as 
groups are at maintaining their boundaries and reinforcing in-
group identification, the individual self is reflexive and influenced 

                                                
25  Kenneth Morrison, Marx, Durkheim, Weber: Formations of Modern Social Thought 

(London: Sage Publications Ltd., 1995), 165. 

26  Anthony Smith, Nationalism and Modernism (New York: Routledge, 1998), 182. 

27  Amitai Etzioni, “Introduction,” in We Are What We Celebrate, ed. Amitai Etzioni and Jared 

Bloom (New York: NYU Press, 2004), 7. 

28  Eric Hobsbawm, “The Social Function of the Past: Some Questions,” Past Present 55 (May 

1972): 3-17.  
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by the environment and the other groups around them, and is 
constantly driven by the need to maintain positive self-evaluation. 
Anthony Giddens, in Modernity and Self-Identity, writes that “the 
self” is ever-changing in relation to the lived experiences and 
changes in the surrounding environment. The account of “who we 
are” will continuously react to the evolving circumstances and 
how we align ourselves in relation to them29. This becomes 
especially important in instances where the individual feels unable 
or unwilling to comply with “in-group” norms, feels unwelcome, or 
is unable to maintain a positive self-evaluation within the 
provided framework. At this point alternative sources of 
belonging, such as an external homeland, can begin to influence 
group identity.    
 
2.2. History, Sense of Belonging and an External Homeland 
 
In instances where history has been interpreted by the core 
group, while excluding those residents who are unable or 
unwilling to comply with the “in-group” interpretation, Diaspora 
group identification can offer an alternative group belonging 
model. Walker Connor defines a Diaspora as a “segment of people 
living outside the homeland”30. Therefore, the Diaspora has to 
recognize another nation-state as their rightful homeland, and 
has to be encouraged by the external homeland to define 
themselves as rightful group co-members through ethno-cultural 
affinity. Roger Brubaker explains that: 

 
A state becomes an external national “homeland” when 
cultural or political elites construe certain residents and 
citizens of other states as co-nationals, as fellow members of 
a single transborder nation and when they assert that this 
shared nationhood makes the state responsible, in some 

                                                
29  Anthony Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age 

(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991), 5. 

30  Walker Connor, “The Impact of Homelands upon Diasporas,” in Modern Diasporas in 

International Politics, ed. Gabriel Sheffer (London: Croom Helm, 1986), 16. 
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sense, not only for its own citizens but also for ethnic co-
nationals who live in other states31.   

 
If Diaspora identity is able to provide the group members who 
feel excluded from the national identity of their country of 
residence with a positive self-evaluation, then the Diaspora group 
will begin to identify with the criteria emphasized for group 
belonging by their external homeland. In case history and its 
interpretation is, once again, emphasized for group belonging 
within the Diaspora identity, the excluded members from the 
national identity of their country of residence will disengage from, 
or will continue opposing, the living tradition and the national 
master narrative offered by the core group, if it contradicts the 
external homeland’s interpretation. The Diaspora is likely to 
participate, or support participation, in alternate rituals and 
celebrations that reaffirm their connection within their group, 
even at the cost of further distancing themselves from the 
national identity of their country of residence. Further, once this 
alternative identity has taken hold the group distancing is likely to 
continue through the socialization process in the family. 
Integration, in cases where the minority group begins to lose a 
sense of belonging to the state of their residence, becomes 
extremely difficult.     
 
3. Application to the Latvian Case 
 
Researchers have focused on the predicament of the Russian 
speakers in Latvia ever since the collapse of the Soviet Union. 
The problem has been approached from many different 
perspectives. The role of history in identity construction in Latvia 
has been discussed by Ehin and Berg32 who have emphasized the 
incompatibility of the Baltic and Russian national identities, by 
Vieda Skultans33 and Vita Zelce34 who have written about national 
                                                
31  Roger Brubaker, Nationalism Reframed (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 

5. 

32  Ehin and Berg, “Incompatible Identities?,” 9. 

33  Vieda Skultans, “Theorizing Latvian Lives,” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 3 

(Dec. 1997): 761-780. 
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identity in Latvia constructed upon collective memory of Soviet 
trauma. Russian history, specifically Russian interpretation of 
history, as the basis of Russian speaker identity has been noted 
by Amir Weiner35, David Laitin36, and Latvian academics Leo 
Dribins37, Ilga Apine and Vladislavs Volkovs38. Aivars Tabuns39, 
Rasma Karklins40, and Brigita Zepa41 have written about the 
various aspects of integration that have come into conflict with 
historical interpretation. Nils Muiznieks has made significant 
contributions to the academic field by exploring the “geopolitics of 
history” in Russian and Latvian relations42. Specific attention has 
been paid to the May 9th Victory Day celebrations, within the 

                                                                                                             
34  Vita Zelce, “History – Responsibility – Memory: Latvia’s Case,” in Latvia Human 

Development Report 2008/2009: Accountability and Responsibility, ed. Juris Rozenvalds and Ivars 

Ijabs (Riga: University of Latvia Press, 2010). 44-57. 

35  Amir Weiner, “In the Long Shadow of War: The Second World War and the Soviet and 

Post-Soviet World,” Diplomatic History 25 (3) (Summer 2001): 443-456. 

36  Laitin, Identity in Formation. 

37  Leo Dribins, “Latvijas Vestures Faktors Sabiedribas Integracijas Procesa,” in Pretestiba 

Sabiedribas Integracijai: Celoni un Sekas, ed. Leo Dribins (Riga: LU Filozofijas un Sociologijas 

Institutes, 2007). 33-49. 

38  Ilga Apine and Vladislavs Volkovs, Latvijas Krievu Identitate: Vesturisks un Socilogisks 

Apcerejums (Riga: LU FSI, 2007). 

39  Aivars Tabuns, “Identity, Ethnic Relations, Language and Culture,” in How Integrated is 

Latvian Society?, ed. N. Muiznieks (Riga: University of Latvia Press). 253-278. 

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

Latvia (Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 1994); Rasma Karklins, ”Ethnic Integration 

and School Policies in Latvia,” Nationalities Papers 26 (2) (1998): 283-302.; Rasma Karklins 

“Theories of National Integration and Developments in Latvia,” in Integracija un Etnopolitika, ed. 

Elmars Vebers (Riga: Zinatne, 1995). 47-76. 

41  Brigita Zepa, Integracijas Prakses un Perspektivas (Riga: Baltic Institute of Social 

Sciences, 2006); Brigita Zepa, Etniska Tolerance un Latvijas Sabiedribas Integracija (Riga: Baltic 

Institute of Social Sciences, 2004). 

42  Nils Muiznieks, Manufacturing Enemy Images? Russian Media Portrayal of Latvia (Riga: 

Academic Press of the University of Latvia, 2008); Nils Muiznieks, “History, Memory and Latvian 

Foreign Policy,” in The Geopolitics of History in Latvian-Russian Relations, ed. Nils Muiznieks (Riga: 

Academic Press of the University of Latvia, 2011). 7-20.  
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context of Russian-Latvian relations, by Kinta Locmele et al. and 
Eva-Clarita Onken43.  
 
The diverging versions of history have been established, and the 
lack of a sense of belonging amongst the Russian speaking non-
citizens has also been noted, however, there has been no direct 
link made between the two, while factoring in the influence of the 
external homeland. The two studies that have come closest to 
addressing the topic are articles by Kjetil Duvold44 and Brigita 
Zepa45. Duvold in his article focuses on the issue of loyalty 
amongst the Russian speakers in the Baltic States to their 
respective countries of residence. His specific analysis of a sense 
of belonging of Russian speakers in Latvia is geared toward their 
belonging to the political community. Brigita Zepa in her article 
focuses on the identity changes taking place amongst the Russian 
speakers in Latvia in the years since the collapse of the USSR. 
She also notes the close link felt by Russian speakers to Russia 
and the influence of diverging version of history on integration 
efforts. Both surveys use data on territorial identification of 
Russian speakers with Latvia and Russia from 2004. Zepa’s 
survey data notes that in 2004, 74 per cent of Russians and other 
minority representatives in Latvia expressed a sense of belonging 
to Latvia46. Therefore, in 2004 already a mild drop in overall 
sense of belonging to Latvia, as compared to 1998, can be noted. 
 

                                                
43  Klinta Locmele et al., “Commemorative Dates and Related Rituals: Soviet Experience, its 

Transformation and Contemporary Victory Day Celebrations in Russia and Latvia,” in The Geopolitics 

of History in Latvian-Russian Relations, ed. Nils Muiznieks (Riga: Academic Press of the University of 

Latvia, 2011). 109-138; Eva-Clarita Onken (2007) “The Baltic States and Moscow’s 9 May 

Commemoration: Analyzing Memory Politics in Europe,” in Europe-Asia Studies 59 (1) (2007): 23-46. 

44  Kjetil Duvold, “If Push Comes to Shove. Territorial Identification amongst the Baltic 

Russians,” in Proceedings of International Conference Uncertain Transformations – New Domestic and 

International Challenges. (Riga: LU Akademiskais Apgads, 2006). 293-304. 

45  Brigita Zepa, The Changing Discourse of Minority Identities: Latvia. Changing and 

Overlapping Identities: Latvia Facing EU (Riga: FSS, 2005). 

46  Zepa, The Changing Discourse of Minority Identities, 8. 
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This article proposes to continue and contribute to the above 
mentioned 2004 research on the sense of belonging of Russian 
speakers to Latvia, and to the multi-dimensional research of 
colleagues noted above, in an effort to explore the relationship 
between sense of belonging, national identity redefinition, and 
the influence of the external homeland in Latvia up to the year 
2008.   
 
3.1. Background 
 
The former Soviet regime is responsible for the embedded 
expectations of belonging Latvia chose to work with after the 
collapse. As Roger Brubaker in Nationalism Reframed explains, 
the Soviet regime institutionalized nationality by assigning 
legitimate ownership of states to the titular population, and these 
states were conceived of and for the titular group47. Alternatively, 
the Russians in the USSR were encouraged to hold more 
cosmopolitan views and were not tied to a specific territory; 
rather they were encouraged to view the whole of the Soviet 
Union as their homeland, and as such did not feel a need to 
integrate, or develop a bond, with the titular groups48. In Latvia, 
after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the end result of these two 
conflicting policies were that the ethnic Latvians, or the titular 
population, felt strongly connected to their land and each other, 
and the primordial model was easily invoked in the transition 
process. The Russians, on the other hand, faced a dramatic loss 
of status and identity, in what David Laitin has called “the double 
cataclysm”49, and were left with an unstable model of self-
identification.   
 
Some of the Russian speakers had begun to identify with the 
territory of Latvia and tied their future socio-economic well-being 
with Latvian independence. They sided with the titular population 
in the transition struggle against the USSR, as demonstrated by 
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the large percentage of minorities who voted for Latvian 
independence on March 3, 199150. However, the Russian 
speakers who voted for Latvian independence had the expectation 
that socio-economic well-being would override the importance of 
ethnic origin51. This belief was rooted in the program advocated 
by the Popular Front of Latvia (PFL) that “promotes and 
consolidates the efforts of all of Latvia’s inhabitants, regardless of 
their social status, language, party, religious or national 
affiliation, to democratize society and further its moral renewal”52. 
According to the PFL, citizenship was to be granted to all 
permanent residents of Latvia who had lived in Latvia for the last 
ten years.  
 
Coinciding with Ulf Hedetoft’s ascription/construction phase of 
belonging, the boundaries between “us” and “them” in the 
citizenship context were drawn shortly after the independence 
vote, and further complicated the identity of Russian speakers in 
Latvia. In the autumn of 1991, in contradiction to the earlier PFL 
program, the Parliament decided to restore citizenship to 
inhabitants of Latvia who had resided in Latvia prior to June 17, 
1940 and their descendants. Hence, declaring the historic 
significance of 1940 in the future construction of the Latvian 
master narrative, and excluding the Russian language speakers 
who had migrated to Latvia during the Soviet period from the 
civic Latvian identity and belonging associated with citizenship. 
This left many of the non-Latvians who had supported Latvian 
independence feeling as if they had been deceived53. 
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On the other hand, there was also a significant proportion of 
Russian speakers in Latvia who were supportive of the 
conservative forces attempts to renew the Soviet era status 
quo54. Their identity and sense of belonging was still very much 
tied to the now collapsed system. Their beliefs and nostalgia 
propagated their alienation from the Latvian titular group, and for 
the titular group the power theory of inter-group relations 
reinforced stronger in-group identification from the suspected 
threat to power. The in-group bias assumptions that all out-group 
members were similar to each other and had sinister intentions 
spawned the fear of Russian speakers as the fifth column of 
Russia and perpetuated a sense of distrust. 
 
As a result of the above mentioned, and the ease of invoking a 
past which resonates with the co-nationals, the Latvian national 
identity that emerged during the transition period was one 
heavily based on ethnic nationalism and a collective recollection 
of the traumatic Soviet experience. As noted by Vieda Skultans 
“The Holocaust has become central to Jewish identity, so 
deportation has come to constitute a certain feature of Latvian 
identity”55. The data from the 1994 Baltic Barometer gives solid 
bases to the Latvian claim of a national master narrative based 
on persevering through suffering. Of the surveyed ethnic 
Latvians, 32 per cent claimed to have someone in the family who 
was deported, executed or shot by the Soviet regime56. 
Therefore, what has to be kept in mind, as Will Kymlicka notes in 
Can Liberal Pluralism be Exported?, is that “The Russians in 
Estonia and Latvia are not seen as weak and disenfranchised 
minority groups, but as a reminder and manifestation of former 
Soviet oppression.”57 This unique case, distinctive to Eastern 
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Europe, creates the situation where the minority has a kin-state 
that is seen as the nemesis of the titular group, and the 
assumption “that the minority collaborated with this kin-state in 
oppressing the majority group.”58 The emphasis on historic 
suffering became a key hurdle for outsider identification with the 
in-group, especially for Russian non-citizens.     

 
The traumatic period of Soviet history became the bedrock of the 
Latvian master narrative. The collective memory of the past 
trauma was emphasized for group identification and the 
remembering of the past became vital for setting the course for 
the future. As noted by Cecile Laborde: 

 
No public sphere of existing liberal democratic states can be 
culturally neutral. It inevitably expresses a particularistic 
heritage made up of complex ideological traditions, 
established languages, national symbols, frequent references 
to a shared – if often mythical – history, particular ways to 
structure time and space, accepted styles of argument and 
rhetorical devices, and so forth.59   

 
Latvia is no exception, the key document which serves as the 
legal basis for state integration efforts, the National Program on 
the Integration of Society in Latvia, reflected this. According to 
the Program, an integral step in the integration process is a 
unified interpretation of history: 
 

It is important to establish an objective understanding of the 
past in order to reach agreement about Latvia’s future. Of 
particular importance is the history of Latvia’s period of 
independence, along with the causes which led the 
independent republic to be occupied and violently 
incorporated into the USSR in 1940. The people of Latvia did 
not voluntarily choose the Soviet system or to live in a 
totalitarian system. Of fundamental importance is a unified 
position vis-à-vis the unlawfulness of the Soviet regime – 
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deportations and all manner of other repressions against the 
Latvian people, nationalization of private property, forced 
collectivization and industrialization, and demographic 
policies. Denunciation of this must be based on an in-depth 
and objective understanding of historical events if different 
ethnic communities – and younger generations in particular 
– are not to find that historical understandings are an 
obstacle against integration processes.60 
 

Documents such as this demonstrate that in the process of 
politics of belonging Latvia has chosen to adopt the Western 
model of national identity, requiring members to be united 
through culture, common historical memories, myths, symbols 
and traditions61. As such, sense of belonging continues to be 
based on ethnic and cultural membership, emphasizing collective 
memory and an exclusive interpretation of history as the basis of 
national identity and group belonging 
 
3.2. Manifestation in Survey Data 
 
This article will use secondary analysis of three surveys 
conducted in Latvia to illustrate the impact of historic legacies on 
a sense of belonging and national identity within the 1998-2008 
time frame. The two main surveys that will be used for the 
measure of a sense of belonging from 1998 and 2008 were both 
commissioned by the Latvian government bodies in an effort to 
monitor the integration efforts of Russian speakers in Latvia. The 
first survey was carried out by Baltic Data House in 1998, with 
working group participation from all the relevant government 
institutions involved in integration efforts and OSCE Latvian 
mission representatives. Through random selection a total of 
3044 individuals, proportionally representing citizens, non-
citizens, and Russian citizens living in Latvia, were surveyed62. 
The second survey, conducted in 2008 and carried out by AC 
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Konsultacijas upon the request of the Secretariat of the Minister 
of Population Integration of Latvia, was specifically constructed in 
a way to allow for data compatibility and comparison with the 
1998 above mentioned survey as a follow-up measure. Through 
random selection a total of 1200 respondents were surveyed, 
proportionally representing citizens and non-citizens of Latvia63. 
 
In addition, the article will use data from the 2008 survey/ 
research project The Presentation of 20th Century’s Difficult 
Questions in Latvian Schools and Museums carried out by Viktors 
Makarovs through the support and financing from the Soros 
Foundation Latvia. The project surveyed 400 12th grade students 
in Latvian and Russian schools in Latvia. A little more than half 
the respondents surveyed were students at the Latvian school, 
the other half were from the Russian schools. The project data 
shows that the division based on language of instruction also 
nearly perfectly corresponded to the language spoken at home64.   
 
In the 1998 and 2008 surveys, when looking at the responses to 
the question of “How strong is your bond with Latvia?” to 
measure the sense of belonging of citizens and non-citizens a 
dramatic drop can be noted. In 1998, 80 per cent of non-citizens 
reported that they felt a “very strong” or “strong” bond, and 
hence a sense of belonging to Latvia65. However in 2008, in 
response to the same question only 51 per cent of the non-
citizens felt a “very strong” or “strong” bond with Latvia66. The 
drop in sense of belonging is further correlated with a drop in 
patriotism, which, if understood in line with Bar-Tal’s definition, 
measures the attachment of group members to their group and to 
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the territory they inhabit67, or the physical rootedness and social 
bonding aspects of community. If in 1998, 37 per cent of the 
non-citizens had a positive response to the statement “I consider 
myself to be a Latvian patriot”68, then in 2008 the figure was 
even smaller, accounting for only 20 per cent of non-citizens69. 
Because sense of belonging can serve as the motivational force in 
the naturalization process, the drop in the sense of belonging is 
problematic for further naturalization efforts in Latvia.   
 
History interpretation, and specifically historical event 
celebrations, in the Latvian case prove to be divisive and hinder 
identification with the Latvian national identity. The survey/ 
research project on historical interpretation and representation 
from 2008, brought to light the significant impact history and its 
interpretation has on group relations. In the survey, Latvian and 
Russian speaking students were asked to answer questions 
gauging their interpretation of historical events. The Russian 
speaking students were either non-citizens themselves, or the 
majority had at least one parent in the family who was a non-
citizen70.  
 
The results were startling in revealing how disruptive historic 
interpretation is for group identification and relationships, and 
especially how decisive it is for the Latvian speaker attitudes. 
When presented with the statement, “The opinion exists that 20th 
century history impacts Latvian and Russian speaking resident 
relations” and asked “If you are Latvian, to what extent does your 
knowledge and opinion of 20th century history in Latvia 
specifically affects your attitude toward and relationship with 
Russian speaking Latvian residents?” over half of the Latvian 
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respondents, or 61 per cent, said that it “significantly affected” or 
“affected” their relationships and opinions. Only 15.5 per cent of 
the Latvians said that history has “no effect whatsoever” on their 
relationships with and opinion of Russian speakers71. The same 
statement and question, “If you are a Russian speaking resident 
of Latvia, to what extent does your knowledge and opinion of 20th 
century history in Latvia affects your attitude toward Latvians?” 
was asked of the Russian speaking students. A little less than half 
of the Russian language speakers, or 46 per cent agreed that 
history “significantly affected” or “affected” their relationships and 
opinions of Latvians. However, 23.3 per cent believed that history 
has “no effect whatsoever” on their relationship with and opinion 
of Latvians72. These findings confirm that history and its 
interpretation has a very real presence in day to day group 
relations, and heavily influences the integration process. 
 
The interpretation of the Soviet period has always been a divisive 
issue within the Latvian context. The results of the 1998 survey 
show that citizens and non-citizens of Latvia disagree on the 
overall regard for the Soviet period. In showing their support or 
opposition to the statement, “Thanks to the helpfulness of the 
USSR population, Latvia was able to achieve high economic and 
cultural development in the Soviet Union”, only 26 per cent of 
citizens supported the statement, and 64 per cent objected. The 
majority, or 58 per cent of non-citizens supported the statement, 
and only 27 per cent objected. To the statement, “The inter-
national Soviet policy promoted the development of nations and 
national friendship”, 60 per cent of non-citizens agree, and only 
26 per cent disagree, and 29 per cent of citizens agree, and 58 
per cent disagree.73  
 
However, when asked about specific historic dates and 
celebrations in 1998, the survey answers were not yet as 
problematic for group belonging and identification. May 9th, or the 
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Soviet Victory Day over Nazi Germany in the Great Patriotic War, 
is the day the Latvian history considers at the official enforcement 
of occupation according to the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. The day 
is seen as the traumatic beginning of the Latvian national master 
narrative of suffering. In the 1998 survey, only 3 per cent of non-
citizens, and 0 per cent of citizens claimed to celebrate or support 
the celebration of May 9th74. 
 
Although the interpretation of the Soviet period has always been 
problematic, the 1998 survey data shows that the celebration of 
Soviet Victory Day was not a definitive element of the Russian 
non-citizens identity, and as such the Russian non-citizens were 
not supporting an event that would indubitably alienate them 
from the majority group, as discussed by Amitai Etzioni and Eric 
Hobsbawm. In other words, the historic interpretation of what 
had happened differed, but there was no definitive drive to 
reaffirm this differentiation. However, over the course of the 
decade there has been an overall transformation of the 
interpretation and celebration of these events, and their overall 
significance to the non-citizens’ identity.  
 
In the 2008 student survey, the Russian and Latvian speaking 
students were asked about specific periods of history and asked 
to evaluate the Soviet period in the following question, “In your 
opinion, how would you evaluate the period of Latvian history 
from 1944-1990?” The possible answers provided were “positive”, 
“mostly positive”, “positive and negative aspects”, “mostly 
negative”, “negative”, or “hard to say”. Of the Russian speaking 
students, 63 per cent evaluated the period as “positive” or 
“mostly positive”, where only 9 per cent of the Latvian speakers 
echoed the same sentiment, and 62 per cent rated the period of 
history as “mostly negative” or “negative”75. The survey also 
asked the following question, “What did the Soviet army in 
1944/45 do to Latvia”. Again, the answers were polar opposites. 
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The majority, or 62 per cent, of the Latvian speakers responded 
that the Soviet army occupied Latvia. At the Russian language 
schools only 5 per cent of the respondents agreed that the Soviet 
army occupied Latvia, and 65 per cent believed the Soviet army 
liberated Latvia.76  
 
The students were also asked how they viewed the Soviet Victory 
Day celebrations on May 9th in the following question, “What is 
your opinion of the May 9th celebrations at the monument of 
Victory?” The possible answers provided were, once again, 
“positive”, “mostly positive”, “positive and negative aspects”, 
“mostly negative”, “negative”, or “hard to say”. Only 12 per cent 
of Latvian language students regarded the May 9th celebration as 
“positive”, where 82 per cent of the Russian speakers consider 
this a “positive” event.77 The survey definitively shows that by 
2008 not just the overall impression of the Soviet period differs 
among the Russian and the Latvian speaking populations as it 
had before, but how in the ten year time frame the interpretation 
of specific, historically sensitive, events and support for their 
celebration has transformed.  
 
The interpretation of history has served as a definitive marker to 
identify the “in-group” and “out-group” members in Latvia, and 
has hindered the receptiveness of the titular population to the 
Russian speakers and the ability of the Russian language 
speakers to identify with a common master narrative and a 
national identity. This is problematic, as the key to developing a 
sense of belonging is contingent upon one’s ability to self-identify 
as a part of the “in-group” and having others perceive you as 
such. As evident in the survey data above, history impacts the 
relationships of the Russian and Latvian speakers and affects 
their opinion of each other. However, if the Soviet period has 
always been interpreted differently by Latvians and Russian 
speakers and this interpretation has guided in-group norms and 
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identification, why has the sense of belonging to Latvia reduced 
so dramatically in non-citizens from 1998 to 2008?  
 
The drop in a sense of belonging results from the unresolved 
exclusion of Russian speakers from the Latvian national identity, 
because of the continued emphasis placed on the Latvian version 
of history and collective memory for group belonging and 
integration. This is evident from the 2001 National Program on 
the Integration of Society in Latvia, drafted to outline the 
integration policy of the Latvian government. The additional 
element, which has triggered the drop in sense of belonging 
amongst the non-citizens in Latvia, is the role Russia, or the 
external homeland of these Russian speaking non-citizens, has 
begun to play in their group identification. As the theoretical 
discussion showed, one of the key components of group 
identification is the sentimental factor provided by the ability to 
define with a cause and a collective, and to generate a positive 
self-evaluation within the national master narrative. The 2008 
survey focus-group discussions reaffirmed that both citizens and 
non-citizens associate Latvia with the Latvian nation and the 
Latvian version of history78, leaving little room for alternative 
version of history or means of identification. As discussed by 
Anthony Giddens, the individual self is reflexive and responds to 
the surrounding environment and lived experiences in a constant 
drive to maintain positive self-evaluation. In the evolving 
circumstances and continued lack of acceptance by the “in-
group”, the un-reflected sense of belonging to Latvia has become 
disengaged, as alternative sources of belonging have proven 
themselves to be a viable option for the Russian speaking non-
citizens. 
 
3.3 Russia as External Homeland 
 
Understandably, due to the Soviet Union’s policies of population 
transfer from Russia to the Soviet satellite states, the 
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identification of Russian speaking non-citizens with Russia, as 
their original homeland, has always been high. However, as 
survey data shows, over the ten year period analyzed the 
attachment and sense of belonging to Russia has more than 
doubled. In 1998 survey, when Russian speaking non-citizens 
were asked to gauge their attachment to Russia and asked the 
question, “How strong is your bond with Russia?” only 20 per cent 
of non-citizens responded that their felt bond is “strong” or “very 
strong”79. However, by 2008 in response to the same question 
already 49 per cent of non-citizens rated their bond with Russia 
as either “strong” or “very strong”80. This demonstrates that in 
the ten year time period in question, as the sense of belonging to 
Latvia has decreased amongst the non-citizens, their attachment 
to Russia has increased. Further, as illustrated by the survey 
analysis of historic event interpretation above, as attachment to 
Russia has increased also the adherence to the Russian version of 
history has gained support amongst the Russian speaking non-
citizens of Latvia as a means of self-identification and belonging.  
 
In the past decade, Russia has reestablished its role in the world 
and has branded itself as the rightful heir of Soviet achievements. 
Russian history, and the Soviet period, has been reinterpreted as 
something for Russians to be proud of. Vladimir Putin has bluntly 
stated that the collapse of the Soviet Union was the greatest 
geopolitical tragedy of the 20th century. During the Putin regime, 
the ideology, which sought to promote the governing regime, 
turned to history, encouraged the celebration of Russia’s 
greatness in the Great Patriotic War, and made national holidays 
and commemorations, such as May 9th, a source for national self-
esteem81. As Hobsbawm has noted, holidays are “invented” in 
order to create social cohesion, to establish and legitimize 
institutions of power and authorities, and to ensure value systems 
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and self-worth82. Russia’s re-invention of its own historic past and 
glorification of such achievements during the Soviet period as the 
victory in the Great Patriotic War, has led to a steady increase in 
Russian popular pride83. 
 
Support for the May 9th celebrations in Russia, since Putins’ rise 
to power, has grown significantly. Data cited in Locmele’s article 
on Victory Day celebrations states that in 2004, 72 per cent of 
Russians declared Victory Day to be an important holiday for 
them and in 2005, 71 per cent claimed to celebrate the holiday 
themselves84. The 2005 celebrations of the 60th anniversary of 
Victory Day in Russia were a global event, with leaders from all 
over the world invited to the festivities in Moscow. The event for 
Russia was the largest national and popular holiday since the 
collapse of the Soviet Union85. Victory Day celebrations have now 
become, in the words of Locmele, “the main ritual in Russia which 
is supposed to ensure the unity of the state and the people, as 
well as the solidarity and identity of Russians who live in Russia 
and elsewhere.”86    
 
As Russian pride and positive self-identification, stemming from 
the re-interpretation of Soviet history, has increased, the 
influence has also been felt in Latvia. Leo Dribins has remarked 
that the rebirth of Russian nationalism and the concept of Russian 
history centered on pride and achievements in the Great 
Fatherland War has undoubtedly influenced the self-identification 
of Russian-speakers in Latvia87. Academics such as Nils Muzinieks 
claim that this has been a deliberate effort by Russia to reach the 
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hearts and minds of Russian-speakers abroad88. History, memory, 
and the invocation of a glorious past has been a means for Russia 
to harness “soft power” in geopolitics to use in future 
negotiations89.   
 
An especially effective tool in the Russian efforts to communicate 
their own version of the grand narrative, or the national master 
narrative, and to downplay the Latvian version of history, has 
been the Russian language media. Not only has the Russian 
media been successful in constructing an enemy image of Latvia 
within Russia, as demonstrated by the joint academic volume 
Manufacturing Enemy Images? Russian Media Portrayal of 
Latvia90, but the peculiarity of the media market in Latvia is such 
that most Russian speakers in Latvia watch and listen to mass 
media reports from Russia. As a result, a 2005 report titled 
Ethnopolitical Tension in Latvia: In search of a Conflict Solutions 
showed that the ‘attitudes of many Russian speakers in Latvia are 
closer to the attitudes that are expressed in the Russian media, 
as opposed to the official views of the country in which these 
people live’91   
 
The impact of the Russian influence on Russian speaker identity 
in Latvia has been noted by academics such as Aivars Tabuns. In 
comparing data from various surveys within the time frame of 
1995-2003, Tabuns notes the pronounced decrease in sense of 
belonging expressed by Russian speakers and correlates the lack 
of sense of belonging to Latvia with an increase in the gap 
between Latvian and Russian attitudes toward national pride in 
regards to Latvian history92. It becomes clear that the persistent 
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complications of historic interpretation amongst the Latvian and 
Russian speakers, and Russia’s intensified influence on Russian 
speaker identity, have increased Russian speaking non-citizens 
sense of belonging and identification with the history model 
propagated by the Russian Federation. As such, Russian speakers 
have also become supportive of collective acts of remembrance, 
such as Victory Day celebrations, that further erode their 
emotional attachment to Latvia.  
 
In the politics of belonging, Russia as the external homeland has 
taken on a certain responsibility for its construed ethnic co-
nationals, and reaffirmed their belonging to the renewed Russian 
identity. In coping with “the double cataclysm” of identity loss, at 
least a part of the Russian speaking non-citizens in Latvia, have 
started identifying with the Russian culture, and consequently 
also the Russian version of history, as a source of pride. Their 
insistence on reaffirming this bond through celebrations and 
rituals, such as Victory Day celebrations, ultimately severs their 
sense of belonging to the collective Latvian national identity.   
 
4. Conclusion 
 
In looking at the dramatic drop in the sense of belonging amongst 
the non-citizens of Latvia from 1998-2008, this article has 
attempted to expand upon the work of colleagues, by specifically 
concentrating on the sense of belonging within the national 
identity framework and the influence of the external homeland on 
Diaspora identity and its manifestation. The article has reviewed 
the applicable theoretical literature on the sense of belonging and 
social identity theory and has shown the importance of group 
belonging to individual identity and to the integration process. 
Within the wider context of nation-state belonging and national 
identity formation, the emphasis placed on history, national grand 
narratives, and rituals and celebrations has been discussed. The 
theoretical framework has then been applied to the particular 
case of Latvia, in order to explain the role of collective memory 
and trauma in national identity redefinition after the collapse of 
the Soviet Union.   
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In the politics of belonging, the Latvian state has attempted to 
create the “we-ness” of the group upon Western model of 
national identity, requiring members to be united, if not by 
primordial links, then through membership in a cultural 
community, emphasizing common historical memories, myths, 
symbols and traditions. In looking at official government policy 
and documents detailing the scope of integration in Latvia, the 
article has shown that nation building in Latvia has focused on the 
narrow understanding of belonging based on ethnic and cultural 
membership, emphasizing collective memory and an exclusive 
interpretation of history, as the basis of national identity and 
group belonging. Further, the article demonstrates the divisive 
power of history in Latvia amongst the “in-group” and “out-
group” members through survey data. By reviewing the 
historically sensitive years, events, and their interpretation in 
data, the article confirms that historic event interpretation has a 
very real presence in day to day group relations, and heavily 
influences the integration process.    
 
The ease of invoking a past that resonates with other co-nationals 
in a time of transition, and the definitive part in the construction 
of the “Other” played by collective memory and history, has 
placed the responsibility of change on certain groups in society. 
Belonging, for those not considered a part of the ethnic titular 
population, has largely depended on their ability to accept and 
assimilate into the predefined ethnic and cultural community. 
Those who could not meet the expectations of assimilation, 
integration and adaption to the national identity were left with 
limited means for positive self-identification. This has led to the 
alienation of a significant portion of the population and has 
opened doors to Russian speaker identification with an alternative 
history model propagated by the external homeland.   
 
With the reestablishment of Russia as heir to Soviet greatness, 
the growth of Russian pride in Russia, through the various soft 
power networks these changes have also affected the Russian 
speaking non-citizens in Latvia. The article discusses how Russia 
has deliberately, through the particularities of the Latvian media 
space which is linguistically segregated, been able to influence 
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the identity of the Russian speaking non-citizens in Latvia 
precisely because the Russian speaking non-citizens have been 
excluded from the national identity model and mislead in the 
transition years. Russia’s willingness to include these co-nationals 
in the transborder nation, and serve as their external homeland, 
has provided a much needed alternative identity and a means to 
a positive self-evaluation.   
 
The article demonstrates how the significant drop in the sense of 
belonging felt toward Latvia amongst the Russian speaking non-
citizens, directly correlates with an increase in felt affinity toward 
Russia. The article uses survey data to show how bonds, or 
attachment, felt toward Russia have significantly increased within 
the 1998 to 2008 time frame, as has support for means of 
reaffirming the emotional attachment to members of their own 
group through rituals and celebrations; such as the Soviet Victory 
Day.     
 
As pointed out by Ilga Apine, Russian history propaganda does 
impact the integration process in Latvia. However, she also notes 
that May 9th is a vital part of the Russian identity and positive 
self-evaluation. This is not something that Latvia should try to 
eradicate; rather this discrepancy in historic interpretation is 
something Latvia should learn to live with93. It is time for Latvia 
to question the role history has played in the construction of 
national identity and the implications of this for membership and 
belonging in a contemporary society. As Bhikhu Parekh has stated 
– if identities are the products of history, they can also be remade 
by history94. Alternatively, integration and naturalization efforts 
are likely to prove increasingly difficult. 
 
 

                                                
93  Ainars Lehris, Arvalstu Ietekem uz Sabiedribas Etniskas Integracijas Procesu Latvija 

(Influence of the International Environment on the Ethnic Integration Process in Latvia) (Riga: 

Eastern European Research Center, 2007), 52. 

94  Bhikhu Parekh, “Discourses on National Identity,” Political Studies 42 (Sept. 1994): 492-

504. 
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