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Introduction
VALTERS ŠČERBINSKIS, ANDRIS SPRŪDS,
KĀRLIS BUKOVSKIS
The Latvian state has entered its second century. Strengthening
independence and statehood is an ongoing and challenging process, both
internally and internationally. The success of previous publications on
the centenary of Latvian foreign affairs has encouraged researchers at
the Latvian Institute of International Affairs and well-known experts to
continue to reflect upon and evaluate creative and important aspects of
Latvia’s foreign policy and diplomacy – both in history and today. This
time we will look at the presence, influence and interaction of the world’s
great ideas with and within Latvia. Although the presence of different
concepts in Latvian politics sometimes seems less noticeable, academic
interdisciplinary approaches can offer an interesting insight, providing
an unusual point of view in an attempt to gain a deeper understanding
of the opportunities, advantages and disadvantages of Latvia’s foreign
policy-making. At the same time, it is both instructive and encourages
further research. It is likely to bring new insights and possibly stimulate
new ideas, both in research and in practical foreign policy and diplomacy.
This book reviews the impact of big ideas on Latvian statehood and
diplomacy over several periods of time. The collection is introduced
by Dr. Gints Apals’s essay on the principles of self-determination and
its influence on the process of the formation of Latvia. The emergence
of Latvia was largely due to the proclamation, popularity and influence
of these principles after World War I. The author analyses this in more
detail and offers explanations for the complex and ambiguous question
of the legal basis for the formation of new states and their application
to the case of Latvia.
American historian Dr. Jordan T. Kuck explains the essence of his
research through the application of transnational fascist theory to the
era of authoritarianism, primarily to the regime of Kārlis Ulmanis.
Transnational fascism is a relatively new concept that helps us to gain a
deeper understanding of the nature of inter-war anti-democratic regimes,
also allowing us to focus on foreign policy decision-making from an
unconventional perspective.
5

Dr. Aldis Purs’s article speaks of the concept of nationalism and its
interaction with inter-war Latvia. Nationalism is a highly complex
concept, the interpretation of which is fundamental to the interpretation
of the events of the 20th century. Various types of nationalism have
had certain consequences in foreign policy and diplomacy, reinforcing
states’ self-sufficiency, isolation and – sometimes – aggression as well.
In the case of Latvia and the rest of the Baltic States, nationalism is at
the core of nation-building and has largely laid the foundation for the
countries’ continued existence. How far and what kind of influence did
it have on Latvia’s domestic and foreign policy in the context of global
developments? Purs gives an answer to this in his essay.
The article by Dr. Gunda Reire highlights the importance of
multilateralism in Latvia’s inter-war foreign policy-making. The article
discusses the importance of multilateralism during that time, described
by the author as “volatile and contradictory” – on the one hand, using
the League of Nations to enter the wider world, and, on the other,
implementing foreign policy calculations that try to “take sides” with the
major powers while balancing them (which often resulted in undermining
the principles of multilateralism). At the same time, Latvia’s participation
in international organizations and its support for international rule of
law has become an integral part of Latvia’s foreign policy doctrine today.
In the context of foreign policy research, it may seem unusual to study
the impact of feminism ideas, especially in the context of the inter-war
period of the 20th century. The authors Dr. Ineta Lipše and Elizabete
Vizgunova provide factually convincing and, in a way, provocative
conclusions about the place of women in Latvian society and politics,
as well as the opportunities for decision-making on issues of national
importance. As in other studies, context is important here. On the map of
European feminism, where could Latvia be found?
After Latvia’s occupation in 1940, the international status of the
country was significantly influenced by the concept of non-recognition.
In her essay, Dr. Ineta Ziemele explores the process of the US policy of
non-recognition and its legal-political principles. Perhaps more than
any other conceptual direction, this particular one is related to the legal
framework and provides a serious theoretical springboard into the study
of the international issues of the occupation period.
With the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the USSR – the
“Evil Empire” in the words of US President Ronald Reagan – illusions
6

arose in international politics about the end of conflicts in general.
The best-known promoter of these ideas was the American political
scientist Francis Fukuyama, whose ideas on the “end of history” reflected
widespread public expectations following the collapse of the bipolar
world. For the first time, Dr. Daina Bleiere, in her article on the impact
of this concept on Latvia, the region and security structures, provides an
intriguing analysis of the presence of this influential global theoretical
idea in Latvian foreign policy.
One of the most influential, popular, and seemingly well-known
concepts of the end of the Cold War is a collection of ideas about the
“clash of civilizations”, best represented by the American political scientist
Samuel Huntington. Dr. Leons Taivāns compliments this widely discussed
concept with a new perspective from the Latvian point of view. In the
context of the wider world, he assesses ideas of apparent civilizational
groupings and conflicts between them, providing his assessment of the
concept and Latvia’s place in it.
Dr. Edijs Bošs outlines various models of understanding international
relations and their impact on Latvia’s foreign policy-making during the
period, which also overlapped with Latvia’s final steps towards EU and
NATO membership. The debate that preceded the decision to support
the Iraq war in Riga has made it possible to identify several distinct sets
of views on Latvia’s foreign policy – “liberal hawks”, “realpoliticians” and
“legalists” – and to mark the outlines of the pacifist movement. It can
be assumed that these lines of thought continue to form the intellectual
environment in which Latvian foreign policy decisions are made today.
Finally, one of the most important ideas of the 21st century in world
politics is human rights. Although human rights are not a new concept,
in the first half of the 20th century they were overshadowed by the quest
for isolationism, security and the expansion of individual states. It was
only after the end of the Cold War that human rights began to play an
important role in the implementation processes of national internal and
external policies. These issues are described in Dr. Nils Muižnieks’s essay.
Alongside the presence of global ideas, he focuses specifically on how
human rights appeared on the Latvian political stage, what determined
their momentum and what the results were.
The Latvian Institute of Foreign Affairs thanks the Saeima of the
Republic of Latvia and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs for their support
in publishing this study. Such support facilitates both the evaluation
7

of international issues of importance to Latvia and the provision of
information and involvement for the public. The power and success of
diplomacy are rooted in our own society. Therefore, the partnership
between the legislative branch, the executive branch, the expert community
and the public at large serves as an important prerequisite for fostering a
deep and creative discussion and identifying and strengthening Latvia’s
international position during the second century of our statehood.
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Self-determination and Latvia
GINTS APALS
National self-determination is a political principle that fundamentally
transformed the map of the world in the 20th century. All historical
empires had collapsed. The number of independent countries more than
doubled during this period. Given the transformation of multinational
and colonial formations into modern nation-states, as well as multiple
border changes, most countries in the world today could be considered
as the outcome of peoples exercising their right to self-determination. In
the second half of the century, the right to self-determination became a
fundamental principle of international law, which justified the process of
decolonization and created a global international system within the UN.
Self-determination was a fundamental political issue for Latvia in the
20th-century, both internally and externally. The idea of self-determination
justified the unification of the territories inhabited by ethnic Latvians and
set the course for the formation of the Latvian state, while denying the
continuity of statehood arising from pre-existing formations.
Initially, the right of self-determination was a political idea, which ethnic
Latvian politicians borrowed from the international socialist movement,
and especially from the left-wing political culture of Russia. The prevailing
interpretation of the concept was related to the evolution and fragmentation
of the Russian Empire during the first decades of the 20th century.
Ethnic Latvian political leaders had little regard for global or
international developments, ignoring the interconnection between selfdetermination, on the one hand, and the interests of superpowers and the
principles of international law, on the other. At the end of World War I,
the national elite interpreted the slogan of self-determination according
to their own objectives and exaggerated its importance.
In early 1918, the right to national self-determination became a topical
principle in international politics. The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk and the
Paris Peace Conference created a temporary “window of opportunity”
for building new nations in Europe. Favourable conditions arose for the
transition from demands for Latvian autonomy to the establishment and
stabilization of an independent state.
The importance of self-determination is traditionally associated with
9

a number of controversial assumptions that stem from the ideological
dichotomy between “oppressed nation” and “sovereign state”:
• the idea of self-determination at the end of World War I had legal
significance;
• ethnic Latvians naturally belonged to the group of nations to which
this right was extended;
• the exercise of the right to self-determination inevitably led to the
creation of a sovereign nation-state;
• the state of Latvia is the result of a purposeful struggle for freedom by
an oppressed people, not a side-effect of World War I;
• Latvia rightfully belongs to the family of sovereign nations and does
not owe much solidarity to the less fortunate peoples.
From the international recognition of Latvia’s independence in 1921
until the collapse of the country in 1940, its foreign policy emphasized
the principles of sovereignty and territorial integrity. References to the
ethnic nature of self-determination justified the concept of a nation-state
and defined relations between the Latvian state and minorities.
Only during the period of foreign occupation and annexation from
1940 to 1991 was there an occasional return to the question of selfdetermination, as various representatives of the exile community
and resistance movement tried to draw parallels with the process of
decolonization, invoking the principles of international law.
Latvia regained its independence in 1991, implementing the doctrine
of state continuity. Since then the issue of self-determination has not
been at the centre of its foreign policy. The idea of an historic act of selfdetermination once again lends authority to the state in domestic politics.
Latvia is well aware that the principle of self-determination is of
secondary importance for international relations in the 21st century. The
attitude of Latvia towards the emergence and recognition of new states is
conditioned primarily by considerations pertinent to territorial integrity,
democracy, human rights, international security, and stability.
The public and legal dimensions of self-determination
The idea that peoples should enjoy the right to determine their own
political status developed over the course of almost two centuries. The
initial impact came from the French Revolution and the independence
10

of the British American colonies, which transferred sovereignty from the
person of the monarch to the nation itself. The ideology of nationalism
reinforced the notion that the borders of the political and the national
community should coincide.1 However, until World War I, the right of
self-determination did not endanger the existence of European empires.
The principle of nationalities reflected the assumption that the territory
of an ethnic group should be contained in one country.
Self-determination initially referred to the right of peoples to participate
in the decision-making process on issues related to their socio-economic
and cultural development. In this respect, the peoples of Eastern
Europe, Central Europe, and the Balkans were not yet nations, but only
nationalities with the right to representation in the political processes of
their respective empires. Until the end of World War I, the concept of
self-determination was associated with pre-existing states,2 referring to
the evolution of the political system within them. Therefore, this concept
was fully in line with the 17th-century principles outlined in the Treaty of
Westphalia, which provided for the sovereignty and non-interference in
internal affairs of European countries.
Adepts of leftist ideology perceived self-determination in a similar
fashion. At the turn of the 20th century, socialists already actively
promoted the rights of nationalities, viewing them as a useful tool for
a radical change of the political and socio-economic order. The Marxist
approach was not focussed on building a system of sovereign nationstates, but on the federalization of empires (Austria-Hungary) or their
fragmentation (Russia) to create a community of socialist states.
The Congress of the Second International in London in 1896 proclaimed
the principle of the self-determination of nations. The Russian Social
Democratic Party had taken the same position as early as 1898, and
Lenin, the leader of the party’s radical wing, advanced the ideological
rationale in his writings. His publications3 made it very clear that the right
to self-determination did not belong to the nation as a whole, but only to
the proletariat. Russian Social Democrats only considered the emergence
of new countries useful in exceptional cases.
World War I turned the right of self-determination into a general political
principle that altered the structure of the international system and adjusted
the borders of European countries. The impossibility of a quick victory forced
the warring parties to abandon their initial plans for annexations, instead
seeking public support for a “just peace” in line with their own interests.
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The search for new principles of peace-making was related to
different understandings of the right to self-determination. Germany
preferred the creation of satellite countries in Eastern Europe on the
basis of historical precedents and existing socio-political structures. In
1916, the nominally independent Kingdom of Poland was restored, and
in 1917 Germany actively promoted the restoration of the Duchy of
Courland and the Lithuanian state.
Russia’s adherence to the principle of self-determination followed the
overthrow of the monarchy in March 1917. The democratic Russian
Provisional Government had to surrender to socialist pressure by
declaring support for national self-determination, the implementation
of which depended on decisions to be made by the future Russian
Constituent Assembly. Following the communist coup of November
1917, self-determination became one of the political priorities of Soviet
Russia. Lenin’s government immediately published the Declaration of the
Rights of the Peoples of Russia, proclaiming the right of all nations to
secede from Russia and to establish themselves as independent states.
Self-determination became a fundamental issue in the Brest-Litovsk peace
negotiations between Soviet Russia, Germany and its allies at the turn of
1917/18. For ideological and political reasons, this concept was particularly
emphasized by Soviet Russia. From the outset, the Soviet delegation
declared self-determination as the guiding principle of any outcomes of the
talks. “National groups that were not politically independent before the war
must be guaranteed the right to decide, by referendum, on the question of
being a part of a state or political independence”.4
Although the Soviet delegation initially referred to the rights of ethnic
groups (including Latvians), the German approach to self-determination
prevailed in further negotiations. The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk covered
the territories and population of Poland, Ukraine, Lithuania, Courland,
Livland and Estonia. Germany emphasized that in the area under its
control, self-determination had already occurred.
At the same time, the issue of self-determination manifested itself in
the rhetoric of the Allies. British Prime Minister Lloyd George linked
self-determination to the principles of universal peace: firstly, existing
international agreements must be respected; secondly, territorial change
must be based on peoples’ self-determination or their consent to be
governed; thirdly, an international framework for peace and disarmament
needs to be established.5
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This was followed by the Fourteen Points speech by US President
Wilson on 8 January 1918, which laid the conceptual basis for the
Paris Peace Conference. The speech has been widely considered as the
starting point for the introduction of the principle of self-determination
in international relations.6 Later, Wilson declared that great powers
should respect the aspirations of the peoples, that nations could only be
governed by the peoples’ consent, and that self-determination was not
just an empty phrase, but a binding principle.
The Allies did not request the creation of new states throughout Eastern
Europe. Wilson’s points specifically mentioned only Poland. For him, selfdetermination meant the democratization of societies, which would give
nations the right to decide upon their own system of government. Most
importantly, Wilson’s principles concerned only the losing side – Germany,
Austria-Hungary, and the Ottoman Empire – rather than the Allies.
The Paris Conference was a forum for the winners to decide on the rules
of lasting peace by imposing them on defeated countries. The application
of the principle of self-determination in Paris was both relative and
asymmetric. The Allies decided on the shape of the new international
system without consulting the defeated countries. Issues that could result
in a conflict between the right of self-determination and the interests
of the winners were removed from the agenda.7 By the start of the
conference, France’s focus had already shifted to curbing communism,
which conflicted with Britain’s desire to negotiate with Soviet Russia. The
United States sought to restore a united democratic Russia.8
New nation-states emerged in the territories controlled by Germany
and Austria-Hungary, but the Germans and Hungarians themselves were
denied self-determination. As a result, during the inter-war period, large
groups of ethnic Germans and Hungarians lived within the borders of the
new European countries, subject to minority protection norms but not
entitled to enjoy the right of self-determination.
Russia’s situation in the context of the Peace Conference was special. The
core of its territory was controlled by an unrecognized communist regime,
whereas a number of new countries were emerging on its periphery. In the
view of the Allies, Russia’s nominal sovereignty over its pre-war territory
could not be abrogated. The Allies recognized the independence of Poland
and Finland, but the Paris Conference did not clarify the status of other
nation-states established on Russian territory. Consequently, the right to
self-determination played only a relative role in this respect, too.
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Until World War II, the central body of the international system was
the League of Nations (LN), created by the Treaty of Versailles. The
treaty did not contain any direct reference to the right of nations to selfdetermination, and thus the notion did not become a legal principle.9
However, the Preamble recognized the need to “observe all contractual
obligations in the relations between organized nations”, and Article
1 stated that “any State, Dominion or Colony freely controlling itself ”
could become member of the LN. These provisions could be considered
as an allusion to the political validity of the principle.
The Paris Conference legitimized the redistribution of European
territory. The accession of new countries to the LN meant that the process
of self-determination of European nations was accomplished. However,
the right to self-determination was at odds with the principle of national
sovereignty. It was not possible to implement self-determination without
violating the sovereignty of existing states and without changing borders.
The Treaty of Versailles was not aimed at eliminating the colonial
system. The equality of all nations on a global scale was not legally
recognized. Specific rules applied to “colonies and territories which, as a
result of the war, had been liberated from the sovereignty of the countries
which had previously governed them and were inhabited by peoples who
could not yet govern themselves”.
Specifically, the status of territories in the Ottoman Empire, Central
Africa, South West Africa, and the Pacific Islands was covered.
Recognizing prosperity and development as the “most sacred task of
civilization”, the LN was empowered to “entrust the custody of these
nations to developed nations”. A system of LN mandates emerged
that subsumed relatively underdeveloped nations to the nations and
dominions that had won the war – Britain, France, Belgium, Japan,
Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa.
Although self-determination became an independent political principle
alongside the concept of sovereignty during the Paris Conference,10
the LN quickly clarified the subordinate meaning of the right to selfdetermination. In 1921, on the question of the possible separation of
the Åland Islands from Finland, the LN concluded that the principle
of self-determination did not constitute a part of international law, and
that national minorities or autonomous territories enjoyed the right of
secession only in exceptional cases.11
The right of nations to self-determination as a political principle
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significantly influenced international relations in the years 1918-1919.
Following the stabilization of the Versailles system, the principles
of sovereignty and territorial integrity took precedence over selfdetermination. The “window of opportunity” created by World War I
for the creation of new countries was closed. Old nations retained their
sovereignty, while new nations gained it by international recognition.
The demarcation of new frontiers at the expense of countries that were
defeated or had collapsed was legitimized by international treaties. As a
result, the process of territorial change was completed. A new status quo
emerged and lasted until World War II.
A further evolution of the right to self-determination did not occur
before the 1940s. The Atlantic Charter, signed by Britain and the United
States in 1941, set out certain principles for the reorganization of the
post-war world, including the right of all nations to self-determination.
In concrete terms, this meant that the redistribution of borders had to be
in accordance with the free expression of the will of the people, and that
nations had the right to determine their own system of government. Selfdetermination was still not synonymous with the unconditional right
to declare independence, but it was a political principle for peace and
stability in the post-war world. The Atlantic Charter became the basis for
the Declaration by United Nations, signed by 47 countries.
Only the establishment of the United Nations (UN) in 1945 marked the
transformation of peoples’ rights to self-determination from a political
principle into an element of international law. The UN Charter includes
references to equality between large and small nations, making one of
the organization’s main objectives “friendly relations between nations
based on respect for the principle of equality and self-determination”.
In parallel, the UN Charter also includes a reference to the territorial
integrity and political independence of all countries, which must not be
violated by other states.
During the Cold War, the right to self-determination manifested
itself mainly in the context of the decolonization processes in Asia and
Africa, in accordance with the UN General Assembly resolution of
1960. The principle of self-determination did not apply to countries in
the Western and Eastern bloc, where the principle of territorial integrity
and the inviolability of borders (enshrined in the Helsinki Final Act of
1975) prevailed. It should be kept in mind that the principle of territorial
integrity belongs to the sphere of international relations and not to
15

political processes within a single country, provided that those processes
take place without external interference.12
Contemporary international law does not interpret self-determination
as an unconditional right to secede from an existing state. Legal literature
emphasizes the difference between internal self-determination and
external self-determination. The first case is about the right of a national
group to determine its own system of government without external
interference, including the right to self-governance for national minorities.
The second is about the right of the people to liberate themselves from
domination by external forces and to determine their political status
freely, including the option of secession. The rights of national groups
to self-governance and self-determination is increasingly associated with
human rights and minority rights.13
The right to secession can only be exercised in extreme cases where at
least three preconditions are met: first, the secessionists represent a nation
in an ethnographic sense. Second, the existing state seriously violates the
human rights of the members of such a group. Third, the situation cannot
be resolved through existing national or international legal instruments.14
However, national practices and the judgments of international courts
have not yet translated these criteria into a universal norm.
From Baltic autonomy to national self-determination
The Russian Empire in the course of the 18th century annexed the
Baltic provinces of Estland, Livland, and Courland. Until the end of
the 19th century, their domestic conditions and governing principles
differed markedly from the central parts of the country, due to substantial
privileges awarded by successive emperors of Russia to the local nobility.
This peculiar situation has been known as “Baltic autonomy”.
In 1881, Emperor Alexander III refused to reconfirm the privileges
that Baltic nobility had formerly enjoyed, thus beginning the policy
of Russification aimed at the full integration of the Baltic provinces
into the Russian system of government. Such a policy change could be
explained by efforts to gradually transform the Russian Empire into a
nation-state, or alternatively by the need to respond to the unification
and consolidation of Germany.
The new policy gave ethnic Latvian and Estonian elites an opportunity
to seek solutions for a fundamental reorganization of the Baltic society. In
16

1882 the Riga Latvian Society put together a formal petition to the Emperor
from the representatives of the Latvian-speaking parishes in Courland
and Livland, requesting the redrawing of provincial boundaries along
ethnic lines. This became the first concrete step towards administrative
and political unity for the Latvian-speaking territory.
The idea of a cohesive Latvian-speaking province amounted to a
radical departure from the historical precedent of Baltic autonomy. It
was accompanied by requests for fundamental socio-economic reforms
aimed at the abolition of privileges for the nobility in the interests of
ethnic Latvian peasants and the emerging middle-class.
The Latvian national awakening movement that had been going on
since the second half of the 19th century sought gradual liberal reforms,
without ever raising the question of broad political autonomy. The final
decades of the 19th century were characterized by the cooperation
of ethnic Latvian elites with the policy of Russification as well as full
integration into the society and political culture of the Russian Empire.
This was amplified by the consolidation of a Germanophobic
historical myth in the ethnic Latvian community, leading to the general
perception that anything German represented an existential threat. Any
political and economic future objectives intertwined with integration
into the Russian state and Russian society. Latvian nationalist elites
sincerely believed that only the Russian Empire could offer ethnic
Latvians full emancipation and a decent future. Past cohabitation with
German-speaking upper classes in the Baltic provinces gained the
mythological status of 700 years of slavery. Deliberate separation from
German cultural influence produced marginal ideas concerning a shared
Latvian-Lithuanian identity, but even these did not aim at curbing the
growing Russian influence. Consequently, Latvian nationalists stopped
short of demands for political or cultural autonomy.
The emergence of the idea of Latvian autonomy followed the emergence
of alternative ideological platforms. The New Current, a left-wing
movement of liberal intellectuals, facilitated the entry of socialist ideas
into Latvian society. The organizational consequences of this included
the formation of social-democratic groups at the turn of the 20th century.
The change in the intellectual environment created a situation in which
the motives of self-determination and of social revolution overlapped.
At this stage, sovereignty, autonomy and independence were not strictly
separable concepts. The radical democratization of society included an
17

aspect of self-determination. In the socialist camp, the idea of Latvian
autonomy developed rapidly through the first years of the 20th century,
but it was subordinated to the overarching goal of revolutionary change.
Even the very idea of Latvia’s independence (put in writing by Miķelis
Valters in his famous 1903 article as “Down with autocracy! Down
with Russia!”) derived from legitimate doubts about the possibility of
modernizing and democratizing Russia as a whole.
The 1905 revolution gave people hope for a radical rebuilding of
the Empire. The newly born idea of independence

was overshadowed
by a broad discussion on autonomy within the boundaries of Russia.
However, understandings of the concept of autonomy varied widely
in leftist circles, ranging from local government to cultural autonomy,
and in the most far-reaching form, political autonomy for all territories
inhabited by ethnic Latvians.
The Latvian Social Democratic Union (LSS), chaired by Valters,
offered the broadest interpretation, directly relating autonomy to the
principle of self-determination. The LSS programme published at the
end of 1905 postulated that all territories populated by ethnic Latvians
should be united into a single province “with a legitimate right of selfdetermination” that would extend to all citizens, regardless of gender,
religion and ethnicity.
The idea of autonomy was aimed at the far-reaching democratization
of society and the emancipation of the lower classes. The social nature of
self-determination was associated with the destruction of the traditional
social order, putting emphasis on the issue of class in the Marxist sense.
The national character of self-determination manifested itself in the desire
to unite the ethnic Latvian territory and break all ties with the remnants
of Baltic autonomy, but not with the Russian state as such.
From the outset, the development of these ideas involved a search for
positive models. The only precedent within the Russian Empire was the
autonomous Grand Duchy of Finland. Other examples of autonomy had to
be sought beyond the frontiers of Russia; these could be found in AustriaHungary, Switzerland, and Australia. During World War I, a number of
Latvian leftist politicians came up with autonomy projects (Pēteris Zālīte,
Andrejs Priedkalns, Fēlikss Cielēns, Marģers Skujenieks, and Miķelis
Valters). At the same time, right-wing conservative nationalists (Frīdrihs
Veinbergs and Andrejs Krastkalns) consistently denied the possibility of
Latvian autonomy.
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This issue remained the subject of debate within narrow intellectual
groups. During the war, Russian patriotism and loyalty to the crown,
complemented by irrational Germanophobia, dominated the public sphere.
The majority of the ethnic Latvian population fully identified with Russia
and its war objectives. Even on the eve of the revolution in 1917, the views
expressed by centrist politician Jānis Čakste, the future president of Latvia,
were far from any notion of political autonomy: “We have never been
enemies of Russia... we just want... communal self-governance rights. We
have always had only one enemy, Prussia, which suppresses and absorbs
small nations”. After the March Revolution, the slogan “Free Latvia in Free
Russia” gained widespread popularity and support.
The self-determination of the nations that made up Russia began to
materialize in the spring of 1917, when the Provisional Government
accepted Estonian autonomy. Similar demands were made by Ukraine –
the Central Rada unilaterally declared autonomy and on 8 September in
Kyiv it convened the Congress of the Peoples of Russia, which adopted
a resolution on the transformation of Russia into a federal democratic
republic. The Congress also passed a resolution calling for the unification
of ethnic Latvian territories into an autonomous democratic province
that would remain part of the federal Russian state.
The dynamic within Latvian society lagged behind the general process,
and the first purposeful activities toward unification could be detected
only at the end of 1917, when the Provincial Council of Livland and
representatives of various Latvian organizations unsuccessfully petitioned
the Provisional Government for autonomy. The democratically elected
Provincial Council of Livland, which comprised the Latvian Social
Democrats (LSD) and centrist parties, remained the only legitimate
platform for political transformation until the very end of 1917. However,
the November coup by the left-wing Social Democrats (Communists) in
Petrograd and the subsequent dictatorship of the proletariat led to the
collapse of this democratic structure.
The idea of self-determination continued to mature within the
framework of two political associations. The Democratic Bloc (DB)
secretly operated in German-controlled Riga, uniting the representatives
of several centrist parties and moderate social democrats. In the town
of Valka, controlled by Russian troops, centrist parties and a number of
public organizations formed the Latvian Provisional National Council
(LPNP). The DB and the LPNP became the key platforms for self19

determination. However, these structures did not possess democratic
legitimacy. In 1917 elections could be held only in Livland, resulting in
an impressive victory for the communists. Centrist parties and moderate
social democrats pursuing the self-determination agenda clearly did not
enjoy the support of the majority of the population.
The DB and the LPNP believed that the right to self-determination duly
belonged to ethnic Latvians. Minorities were not invited to join these
bodies. Obviously, the DB and the LPNP could not represent the totality
of the citizenry. It seems rather characteristic that the LPNP included
delegates of ethnic Latvian refugee and expatriate communities scattered
throughout Russia, but did not invite any organizations representing
Latvia’s minorities.
At the end of 1917, the LPNP had already adopted several resolutions
calling for merging the ethnic Latvian parts of Vitebsk province with
Courland and Livland. Invoking the principle of self-determination
and “standing on the basis of the repeatedly proclaimed right of selfdetermination of the peoples of Russia”, the LPNP demanded the
“indivisibility of the ethnographic unit of Latvia”. At the same time, the
LPNP indirectly expressed doubts about its own legitimacy, recognizing
that “only the Constitutional Assembly of Latvia can be the only and true,
plenipotentiary [organization] that can express the thoughts and insights
of ethnic Latvian people and all the inhabitants of Latvia, and make
decisions for Latvia”.
The LPNP did not have a unified understanding of the self-determination
concept, and they interpreted it very loosely. For example, the political
party Latvian Farmers’ Union (LZS) made a statement that “the promises
of the previous Russian government concerning the liberation of small
nations had been strengthened and recognized as the basic principles
of war and peace by the revolutionary government and Russian people,
therefore these should be regarded also as the aims and aspirations of the
Allies of Russia”. Members of the LPNP typically based their judgments
about the international situation and the position of the great powers
on press coverage and limited contacts with diplomats representing the
Allies in Petrograd.
The desired outcome of self-determination at the turn of 1917-1918 was
by no means clear. On 18 January 1918, at the session of the Constituent
Assembly of Russia, its member Juris Goldmanis read out the LPNP
resolution on the autonomy of Latvia. Slightly later, on 30 January 1918,
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the LPNP adopted a more ambitious resolution that included the phrase:
“Based on the right to self-determination of nations recognized and
proclaimed by the democracies of the world... Latvia must become an
independent democratic republic”, while simultaneously protesting the
Brest-Litovsk peace negotiations as a violation of those rights.
The LPNP apparently relied on an assumption that the Russian
Constituent Assembly, or the Allies, would grant the Latvian
Constitutional Assembly the right to decide on the political status of
the country. However, Latvian politicians were not certain about the
outcome of the self-determination process. At the second session of the
LPNP in January 1918, Zigfrīds Meierovics, a future prime minister and
foreign minister of Latvia, described the expected result of the pursuit
for statehood as follows: “Democratic Latvia... is our maximum... the
minimum is the indivisibility of ethnic Latvian people”.
The activities of the DB ran parallel to – and even ahead of – LPNP
proceedings. DB politicians appealed to the German chancellor and the
Reichstag already in October 1917, claiming “an indivisible Latvia that
enjoys freedom to decide over its own constitution, its territory, and
its neutral seashore... is an irrefutable claim”. The DB also pointed to
the future integration of Latvia into international organizations. Direct
contacts with German Socialist parties allowed for the DB resolution to
be read at the Reichstag meeting on 1 December 1917; the document
received wide publicity in the German and international press.
In late 1918, DB representatives Miķelis Valters and Eduards Traubergs
submitted to the German chancellor another petition. The document
provided clarity on the objectives pursued by the DB. It stipulated that
“Latvia, as an independent sovereign country, decides upon its own state
and government system... as a subject of international law, Latvia freely
decides upon its relations with other countries”. Almost at the same
time, LPNP representative Zigfrīds Meierovics conveyed less specific
demands to the British foreign minister in London, successfully soliciting
provisional recognition of the LPNP “as a de facto independent body until
such time as the peace Conference lays the foundations of a new era of
freedom and happiness for your people”.
The DB and the LPNP understood self-determination as the right of
the ethnic Latvian people to determine the destiny of their land. The
LPNP paid absolutely no attention to the status and rights of minorities,
but the DB referred, at least in its petition to the German chancellor, to
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constitutional guarantees for protection of the “national cultural interests”
of minorities. Both associations regarded self-determination as the
competence of the Latvian Constitutional Assembly and fully recognized
its right to determine Latvia’s status in relations with other states.
The proclamation of Latvia’s independence came rather late. Latvians
were the last nation on the periphery of Russia to dare to do so. The Republic
of Latvia was established on 18 November 1918 in Riga by the People’s
Council of Latvia (LTP) – a new assembly of pro-independence political
parties succeeding the DB. External circumstances helped to speed up the
decision. Firstly, Soviet Russia declared the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk null and
void, and the Red Army started moving westwards to impose communism.
Secondly, the Armistice of 11 November 1918 and revolutionary events
in Germany sent a clear signal that the German occupation regime in the
Baltic provinces would collapse very soon, which determined the need to
organize local administration as soon as possible.
Alternatives to statehood and the external context
On the periphery of the Russian Empire new countries could emerge
in three different ways: by creating new state structures in the ethnic
territories of emerging nations, by restoring historical statehood on the
basis of existing administrative units, or by creating Soviet republics.
These three forms of statehood differed from one another in terms of
both their social nature and the model of government. Newly emerged
nation-states sought to create democratic republics dominated by the
indigenous ethnic communities; the restoration of historical statehood
was often accompanied by the idea of equal representation of various
social classes and a constitutional monarchy; Soviet republics were just
an instrument of the dictatorship of the proletariat.
The idea of self-determination was too vague to be associated with one
particular form of statehood. According to the American approach, selfdetermination should lead to the first type of statehood, according to the
German understanding to the second, and in Soviet Russia’s opinion to
the third. All three models offered real alternatives in the Baltic area.
The proclamation of the Republic of Latvia was forestalled by the
efforts of the Baltic nobility and Latvian right-wing politicians to restore
the Duchy of Courland and subsequently create a new federation on the
basis of historical Baltic autonomy. At the end of 1917, the Provincial
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Assembly of Courland convened. On 8 March 1918, this body proclaimed
the restoration of the duchy with the aim of creating a personal union
with Prussia. A month later, the United Provincial Assembly of Livland,
Estland, Ösel, and Riga gathered to implement a similar plan. The United
Baltic Duchy declared its independence on 5 November 1918. The
political structure of this country was built on the Swiss federal model.
The Baltic Duchy was supposed to become a common state for Latvian-,
Estonian- and German-speaking communities. Being a constitutional
monarchy, the Baltic Duchy adopted seemingly modern constitutional
principles – political freedom for all citizens, the inviolability of property
rights, and the equality of all linguistic communities.
The alternative presented by the communists initially entailed
territorial autonomy. In December 1917, the Executive Committee of
the Latvian Council of Workers, Soldiers and Landless Peasants (Iskolat)
adopted a declaration on Latvia’s self-determination, deciding to remain
an autonomous part of Soviet Russia. German forces dislodged the
communists in February 1918 and the Iskolat republic ceased to exist.
However, on 13 November 1918 Soviet Russia renounced the BrestLitovsk Treaty and decided to restore Soviet power in the Baltic provinces.
On 18 November 1918 the LSD conference in Moscow found that its
preferred model of Latvian statehood – the Commune of the Working
People – should remain part of Soviet Russia.
The LSD approach reflected its ideological differences with the leaders
of Soviet Russia. The LSD had long been opposed to national selfdetermination, instead working toward territorial autonomy for the
working class in a federal socialist state. It was not until the very end
of 1918 that the Soviet Russian leadership compelled the LSD to change
its position. As a result, on 17 December 1918 in Moscow, Latvian
Communists led by Pēteris Stučka issued a manifesto on the establishment
of a nominally independent Soviet republic of Latvia.
The revolutionary process of Communist self-determination officially
culminated in Riga on 13 January 1919. The First Latvian Congress of
Soviets officially proclaimed the Latvian Socialist Soviet Republic (LSPR).
This form of self-determination was neither democratic nor national.
There was, however, some legitimacy to the Congress’s decisions, since
the communists could claim a democratic mandate on the basis of the
Livland elections of 1917 and the decisions adopted by workers’ councils
of Courland in December 1918.
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Because of these processes, at the end of 1918 three different forms of
self-determination collided on the territory of Latvia. This temporarily
created three parallel models of statehood. Self-determination on a
national scale had not occurred due to the impossibility of holding general
elections and convening the Constitutional Assembly of Latvia. Each of
the alternative approaches to self-determination had something to do
with external factors that significantly influenced the materialization of
each form of statehood.
German control of Latvian territory facilitated the move towards an
independent state in several respects. Latvia became isolated from the
Russian political processes, objectively leading towards autonomy within
a federal Russian state. The concerns of the Latvian-speaking public
over German annexation plans (although not necessarily justified), the
possible division of Latvian territory between Germany and Russia, and
the prospective restoration of the old socio-economic system all made
Latvian politicians more active in seeking an independent nation-state.
The LPNP agreed that Germany was the most important threat to the
independence of the ethnic Latvian people. Characteristically, the
LPNP did not recognize the communist dictatorship and consequent
reintegration with Soviet Russia as an equally dangerous factor.
The Russia-oriented majority of the ethnic Latvian elite argued that
national independence was needed because of the permanent threat of
German expansion, rather than being the means of liberation from Russian
rule. This significantly differed from the much more rational approach
followed by other emerging countries in the Baltic region. Lithuania’s
independence efforts, which were ongoing since 1917, successfully
progressed under the German occupation. The Estonian Declaration of
Independence of 1918 was adopted during the interregnum period caused
by the offensive carried out by German troops. The consolidation of
Finland’s independence in 1918 was facilitated by Germany’s intervention
in the Finnish Civil War.
Paradoxically, the proclamation of the Latvian state took place under
German occupation, which was much more favourable to the political
activity of the Latvian nationalists than the communist terror raging in
Soviet Russia. On 18 November 1918, the LTP assumed supreme power
and declared Latvia an “independent, self-governing, democraticallyrepublican state”. The founding documents did not include references
to the self-determination of the people (unlike similar documents in
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Lithuania and Estonia), but contained a provision that “the Constitution
and relations with foreign countries will be determined by the
Constitutional Assembly in the near future”.
The declaration of independence made the self-determination of Latvia
an international issue, giving external forces the right to qualify (or
refuse to qualify) Latvia’s domestic political developments as an act of
self-determination. The clearest indication of this situation was the note
from August Winnig, the German plenipotentiary in the Baltic countries,
who on 25 November 1918 confirmed in writing the willingness of
his government to extend provisional recognition to the LTP as an
independent body “until the peace conference decides on Latvia’s future
in accordance with the rights of nations to self-determination”.
Consequently, further development of the issue of self-determination
took place at the Paris Peace Conference. Due to the procrastination of
the declaration of independence, Latvia’s position in the context of the
conference was not advantageous. For example, the US Department of
State memorandum of 16 November 1918 mentioned only the status of
Finland, Estonia, Lithuania, Ukraine and Transcaucasia among the issues
to be addressed by the conference.
The main outcome of the Paris Conference was the peace treaty with
Germany. The right of peoples to self-determination remained a general
political principle; the Treaty of Versailles contained no reference to
self-determination. Only Poland and Czechoslovakia were mentioned
explicitly, defining their borders and their future relations with
Germany. The section regarding Russia covered other new countries
in Eastern Europe, as Germany undertook to recognize all treaties
already concluded by the Allies with the countries that formed on the
territory of the pre-war Russian Empire. This provision also applied to
future treaties and agreements. Consequently, the Treaty of Versailles
did not provide any clarity on Latvia’s status, delegating this issue to the
governments of the Allied countries.
The common position of France, Britain, Italy, the United States, and
Japan on the future of Russia was explained in a note to Alexander
Kolchak, leader of the Russian anti-communist forces. The document
of 26 May 1919 declared that the common goal of the Allies was the
restoration of peace in Russia; this could be achieved through convening
a freely elected Constituent Assembly. The text of the note referred to the
people of Russia, and there was no endorsement of self-determination
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rights for smaller national groups. The note unequivocally supported the
recognition of Finland and Poland. The Allies recommended that the status
of the territories of Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Transcaucasia and Central
Asia be determined in negotiations with the future legitimate government
of Russia, in the meantime demanding recognition of their autonomy and
respect for the Allies’ obligations to their de facto governments.
The Latvian delegation reacted to the contacts between the great
powers and the Russian anti-communist White Movement with the
logical conclusion that “the Peace Conference did not live up to our
expectations and did not fulfil the solemnly proclaimed principle of selfdetermination of peoples”. Indeed, the Latvian delegation had failed to
secure the recognition of Latvia’s independence, and the proceedings of
the conference significantly diminished the importance of the principle
of self-determination in international politics.
Domestically, the process of self-determination was equally slow. The
Battle of Wenden (Cēsis), the attack by the Estonian army on Riga and
the Bermondt affair delayed elections to the Constitutional Assembly.
Elections became possible only after the liberation of the Eastern part of
Latvia (formerly Vitebsk province). Elections were held in April 1920.
On 27 May 1920, the new legislative body adopted a laconic declaration
on the State of Latvia, which contained only two points: “1. Latvia is an
independent and self-governing republic with a democratic state system. 2.
The sovereign power of the State of Latvia belongs to the people of Latvia”.
Thus, the process of self-determination concluded, but the international
recognition of Latvia’s sovereignty was still pending. The peace treaty
between Latvia and Soviet Russia signed on 11 August 1920 did not resolve
the problem. Even though Soviet Russia, expressly referring to the right
of self-determination, “voluntarily and forever” renounced all sovereign
rights to the people and the territory of Latvia, the communist government
in Moscow did not enjoy international recognition, and therefore its
decision to waive the sovereign rights of the Russian state was questionable.
The position of the United States complicated the situation even more.
Although President Wilson had been the leading promoter of peoples’
right to self-determination, US policy did not favour extending that
principle to the territory of the Russian Empire. Secretary of State Colby
explained the position of the United States most clearly in his note of
10 August 1920. The document consistently referred to the right of the
people of Russia to decide the future of the country independently and
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democratically, and expressed US support for Russia’s territorial integrity
throughout the former empire (except for Poland, Finland, and Armenia).
Foreign Minister Meierovics wrote to Secretary Colby on 14 October
1920 to protest on behalf of Latvia. Referring to the principles expressed
by President Wilson and the “natural rights of peoples”, he demanded
respect for the will of the people as expressed by the Constitutional
Assemblies of the Baltic States. Meierovics clearly rejected both future
reintegration into Russia and the possibility of Russia and the Baltic States
forming a federation. In a determined and assertive manner, Meierovics
invoked the people’s resolve to defend Latvia’s independence “down to the
last drop of blood”, describing potential Russian control over the Baltics
as a threat to the peace and stability of the whole of Eastern Europe.
At this stage, the issues of self-determination, sovereignty and
international recognition converged, at least partially. The Latvian
government tried to circumvent the recognition problem by seeking
admission to the LN. Referring to decisions made by the Constitutional
Assembly, Latvian diplomats twice applied for admission to the
organization in 1920. Their claims were rejected on the basis of two main
arguments. Firstly, LN members did not consider it possible to extend
guarantees of territorial integrity and political independence to Latvia in
the event of external aggression. Secondly, the lack of de iure recognition
was used as a pretext. Both considerations reflected the prevailing
uncertainty about the future of the Russian state and its relations with
neighbouring countries.
The result of the Latvian exercise in self-determination was accepted
internationally only through the recognition of the legal sovereignty of
the Republic of Latvia. French Foreign Minister Briand announced de
iure recognition on 26 January 1921 on behalf of the Supreme Council
of the Allied Powers. The note contained a reference to the people of
Latvia and their successful efforts to establish peace and order, thereby
indirectly recognizing the Latvian nation as the bearer of sovereignty and
the Latvian state as the result of self-determination.
Within a short time, Latvia received recognition from many other
countries. However, a change of policy in the United States was not quick.
Although America recognized the Latvian government on 28 July 1922,
this fact did not revoke US support for the territorial integrity of Russia.
This peculiar situation did not change fundamentally until 1933, when
the US established diplomatic relations with the USSR.
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The concept of self-determination never aimed at building independent
nation-states around the world, but rather at democratizing societies in
order to achieve lasting peace and stability. In the case of Latvia, by no
means was national independence the only possible outcome of selfdetermination. Fundamental social and political change in 1917-1918
could also result in autonomy within a federal Russia or integration
into a new regional formation. It should be kept in mind that even the
documents adopted by the LTP and the Provisional Government at the
time of the proclamation of the Republic of Latvia left open the question
of Latvia’s status in international relations, linking this issue to future
decisions of the Constitutional Assembly.
During the formation of the Latvian state, various alternatives to an
independent and sovereign national republic existed, ranging from
relatively marginal ideas of a common Latvian-Lithuanian state, a
federation of Baltic nations or a Baltic-Scandinavian federation, to much
more realistic proposals calling for close Baltic, Polish and Finnish
cooperation. Such alternatives could not come into being because the
political processes in individual countries followed divergent trajectories
In the wake of the collapse of the Russian, Austro-Hungarian, and
Ottoman empires, ideas about the emergence of new multinational
federations gained traction for a short period. The Transcaucasian
Democratic Federative Republic existed for about a month in 1918, then
quickly split into the nation-states of Georgia, Azerbaijan, and Armenia.
Poland sought to establish a federation of new states, referring to the
historic precedent of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. Chief of
State Pilsudski promoted the Intermarium concept, aimed at creating
an even broader federation of Baltic, Central European, and Balkan
countries. His vision could not materialize even in a limited format due
to contradictions between the countries concerned.
The conceptual basis of federalism was at odds with the principle of
peoples’ right to self-determination, which inevitably involved the
formulation and implementation of political objectives at a national
level. The only conceivable form of international cooperation in such
circumstances was an alliance between countries with similar interests.
Under the historical conditions of 1918-1919, an alliance of new countries
in the Baltic Sea region could only mean a defence union against Soviet
Russia. However, at the end of 1919, differences in interests between
Poland, the Baltic States, and Finland had already taken hold. A joint
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approach to relations with Soviet Russia was not possible, leading to
separate peace agreements.
The geopolitical identities of these countries developed in different
directions. Finland pursued cooperation with Germany and attempted
to associate itself with Scandinavia. Poland and Latvia had fundamental
contradictions with both Soviet Russia and Germany. Estonia oscillated
between Baltic and Scandinavian vectors, while Lithuania’s foreign
policy choices were determined by its protracted conflict with Poland.
In such a complex situation, the goal of forging a functional regional
alliance was not attainable.
The collapse of multinational empires necessitated the transformation
of traditional societies into homogeneous nations. The ideology
of nationalism provided the most effective tool to build cohesive
societies and mobilize resources for the sake of stabilizing the newly
emerged countries. This process limited the influence of communist
ideas, diminished the importance of historical identities, and created
new contradictions. Opportunities for transnational cooperation
encountered obstacles stemming from conflicting national interests,
which adversely affected both the idea of federalism and the prospects
of building regional alliances.
Conclusion
Ethnic nationalism was the most important element of the political
dynamics that shaped the result of the self-determination processes in
the Baltic region. The only exception in this sense was Finland, which
followed a different trajectory. Latvia was a typical example of ethnic
politics. Assemblies of ethnic Latvian political parties (the DB, the LPNP,
and the LTP) made the initial decisions regarding self-determination.
Minorities were not involved in this process; they were not represented
on the LTP for a significant period and participated in the work of the
Provisional Government only nominally.
Characteristically, representatives of the German-speaking community
were excluded from the Latvian delegation to the Paris Peace Conference.
The delegation could surely speak on behalf of ethnic Latvian nationalists
but by no means represented the aggregate population of Latvia. The
ethnic elites steered the self-determination process by referring to the will
of the majority of the emerging nation, but behaved as an endangered
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minority when interacting with the educated, wealthy and politically
experienced German-speaking community.
Latvia’s ethnic and linguistic minorities could participate only in
the final phase of the self-determination process – elections to the
Constitutional Assembly, which took place on a proportional basis. This
did not affect the result of the self-determination, because in reality the
Constitutional Assembly just approved decisions that had been already
made. Interestingly enough, international documents of the 1920s
referred to the nascent nation of Latvia in terms emphasizing its ethnic
identity (Lettish instead of Latvian).15 The Latvian state only partially
rectified this defect in the self-determination process by declaring its
commitment to comply with the recommendations of the LN Assembly
and cooperate with the LN on the protection of minorities.
Ethnic politics rejected any continuity between the Baltic autonomy
and the newly established Republic of Latvia. The precedent of territorial
autonomy within Soviet Russia that partially materialized in 1917-1918
was completely disregarded. The return to the communist concept of selfdetermination occurred much later, when Latvia lost its sovereignty in 1940.
Paradoxically, the occupation and annexation of the Baltic States by the
Soviet Union provided a new impetus to the issue of the right to selfdetermination. The idea of a free referendum and the self-determination
of the Baltic nations was mentioned by US President Roosevelt in his
talks with Soviet leader Stalin in 1943. Regrettably, this was to no avail.
During the second half of the 20th century, when the right of all
peoples to self-determination evolved into a fundamental principle of
international law, the issue of Latvia’s status re-emerged in a new context.
Specific references to decolonization were included in the European
Parliament Resolution of 1982 on the Baltic States, and the right to selfdetermination was explicitly mentioned in the 1987 document of the
Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe on the Baltic States.
The issue of the right to self-determination also was re-activated
by the resistance movements in the occupied Baltic States and exile
organizations in the free world. To some extent, this was a departure from
the line followed by Latvian diplomats and legal experts, who claimed
that the country continued exist in international law. Putting Latvia on
an equal basis with colonial territories could cost it the ability to refer to
the policies of non-recognition of Soviet annexation upheld by several
Western countries. However, the doctrine of the state continuity of Latvia
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had not yet been devised. Keeping the Baltic issue alive internationally was
in itself a goal that justified the means. Paradoxically, the impossibility of
actualizing the Baltic problem in the context of decolonization – which
was partially determined by the influence of the USSR and its allies at the
UN – helped create the opportunity to implement the doctrine of state
continuity. In addition, this prevented the emergence of a new state on the
basis of the nominally autonomous Latvian Soviet Socialist Republic, which
could have happened in the process of the disintegration of the USSR.
In its early stages, the movement for the restoration of Latvia’s
independence interpreted self-determination from a traditional Marxist
point of view. The 1988 programme of the Popular Front of Latvia still
referred to the “Leninist principles of self-determination and equality of all
nations”. The 1989 Declaration of the Supreme Council of the Latvian SSR
on the Sovereignty of the State of Latvia emphasized that “according to the
rules of modern international law, which the Soviet Union has acknowledged
as legally binding, all nations have the right to self-determination”.
A specific reference to the self-determination of the ethnic Latvians
that had taken place in 1920 was included in the 4 May 1990 Declaration
of the Supreme Council of the Latvian SSR. A reference to “the
invariable will of the ethnic Latvian nation and its inalienable right to
self-determination” also appeared in the preamble to the Constitution
adopted in 2014. Official legal literature retrospectively links this right to
“the constitutional power of the ethnic Latvian nation”, emphasizing the
ethnic dimension of Latvia’s self-determination.16
It is important to keep in mind that in the domains of international politics
and international law, the restoration of Latvia’s independence was justified
by the doctrine of state continuity. Although this concept “respected the
once-implemented self-determination of the people of Latvia”,17 such
an aspect did not significantly affect the international standing of Latvia
during the occupation period, nor through the process of the restoration of
independence, nor in relations with other countries today.
***
The break-up of the USSR and Yugoslavia into new independent
countries in the 1990s followed the expression of the free will of the
people. Essentially, subjects of these federations determined their
future political status under conditions of general democratization. This
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fragmentation could not be stopped, even by fierce military resistance
on the part of Yugoslavia and Serbia. In this process, the question of
border adjustments along ethnic lines, or founding new states within the
ethnographic territory of a given ethnic group, did not arise.
However, any attempt by lesser territories and ethnic groups to exercise
the right of self-determination resulted in violent conflict. In reality, only
the federal subjects of the USSR and Yugoslavia could freely determine
their future and become independent. The problems of separatism in
Chechnya, Abkhazia, Adjara, South Ossetia, Nagorno-Karabakh and
Transnistria were viewed through the prism of sovereignty, human rights
and the territorial integrity of the newly independent states – respectively,
the Russian Federation, Georgia, Azerbaijan and Moldova. The possible
decomposition of Bosnia and Herzegovina into smaller formations was
halted by the intervention of major international powers.
The frozen conflicts policy applied by the international community
reinforced a new reality, where the principles of the inviolability of borders
and territorial integrity prevailed over the right to self-determination,
subordinating the importance of self-determination to democratic
processes within an existing country. Russia’s support for secessionist efforts
in some cases stimulated this trend, thus contributing to the blurring of the
boundary between legitimate self-determination and separatism.
Regarding the recognition of new countries, Latvia has consistently
followed the position of the majority of EU and NATO member states,
which in the 21st century resulted in decisions to recognize East Timor,
Montenegro, Serbia, Kosovo and South Sudan. Latvia recognized neither
the entities that arose from Russian aggression in Georgia and Ukraine,
nor any other separatist territories.
The link between Latvian statehood and the historical implementation of
the principle of self-determination does not significantly affect its official
policy towards the aspirations of different national groups today. Latvia
has exercised a cautious approach in a number of cases, including the
recognition of Palestinian independence, the territorial integrity of Spain
regarding the Catalan issue, ideas surrounding Scottish independence,
the question of Kurdish statehood, and Tibet.
One can observe that several tendencies are present in Latvia’s attitude
towards self-determination. Firstly, it supports the creation of new states
in the former colonial world. Second, it supports the transformation of
countries in the former socialist bloc (the USSR and Yugoslavia) into
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independent states that are moving towards Western values a nd integration
into transatlantic structures. Thirdly, it cares for the unity, enlargement
and further integration of the EU. Fourthly, it is apprehensive about the
destabilizing potential that may arise from the unconditional application
of the principle of self-determination in the Middle East. Fifthly, it gives
careful consideration to China’s policy (particularly the principle of
“three evil forces” – terrorism, separatism, religious extremism) in Asia.
In the 21st century, the Republic of Latvia perceives the formation of
new states from the perspective of the stability of the international system,
emphasizing the principles of territorial integrity and good governance.
The right to self-determination has lesser importance than human and
minority rights. Overall security and stability, respect for international law
and regional norms, and the further progress of European integration are
the most important motives in Latvian foreign policy. This trend at least
partially confirms the assumption that in the course of 100 years of Latvian
independence, the principle of self-determination has lost its appeal and
cannot be associated with the idea of a sovereign nation-state any longer.
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Multilateralism and Inter-war Latvia
GUNDA REIRE

Only a tranquil Europe can be a stable Europe.
There must be, not a balance of power but a community of power;
not organized rivalries but an organized, common peace.
Woodrow Wilson in his address to the American Senate,
January 22, 1917.
Today, multilateralism is recognized worldwide as an effective means
of building and maintaining international relations and as a framework
for shared values, principles and ideas. However, this concept is not old;
multilateralism in the modern sense of the word can only be traced to
the end of World War I and the inter-war period. That is when it was
born and took shape, and the newly founded state of Latvia became part
and parcel of this process. While many other European countries had
survived more than one war and had already had the chance to try their
hand at diplomacy along with engagement in various international fora –
and could feel therefore more self-confident in the new international
environment these were not the easiest times for Latvia. Firstly, the
country had just been established, it was completely new, meaning that
interstate relations had to be learned from scratch. Secondly, the birth
of multilateralism created special circumstances: there was a desire for
a new model of interstate relations, even though political realism and
power politics were still dominant.
There has been much discussion about whether the foreign policy choices
made by Latvian statesmen during the inter-war period were the right ones.
In this regard, it should be kept in mind that the international system was
undergoing change – something new was being born while the old order
was still dominant, and it was not easy for anyone, even European powers,
to orient themselves in the process. There is also the view that the inter-war
period was not a period of peace, but rather a period of regrouping and
shuffling of forces that led from one world war to another.
I’m not a proponent of determinism but I must point out that Latvia’s
geopolitical position is not exactly advantageous if we are speaking in terms
34

of power politics and use of force. As a manifestation of rule of law and
the common system of values in international relations, multilateralism
is of much greater benefit to Latvia, and its membership in the European
Union and NATO (as well as other international organisations) illustrates
this and gives evidence in support of this perspective. But looking back to
that time in history, nothing quite like these contemporary expressions of
multilateralism had yet emerged on the international stage.
Multilateralism – a means or a goal?
Many phenomena in the world existed even before they were given a
name Before World War I, for example, there was an elaborate network of
international organizations linking industrialized European countries. At
the time, however, this phenomenon was not referred to as “multilateralism”
or “global governance”, and it was essentially functional in nature.
At the end of World War I, a new international system began to come
into view, reinforced by the creation of the League of Nations in 1920.
The overarching principles of the international community included
rules and practices that had already been developed in Europe, including
international law and diplomacy, as well as the fundamental legal
principles of sovereignty and equality of states, thereby recognizing
each nation as an independent member of the international system. In
addition, the impetus for the League of Nations came not from Europe
but from Woodrow Wilson, President of the United States of America,
and this also marked the advent of changes in the international order.
Generally speaking, multilateralism can be defined as clearly
formulated or widely-accepted principles, norms, rules, and decisionmaking procedures in which the interests and expectations of participants
in a particular area of international relations are brought together.1
Multilateralism today has evolved into a concept encompassing global
governance, where other important players, including those in civil
society and multinational companies, and sovereign states work side
by side. Multilateralism can be basically divided into two categories –
normative and functional – although there are other, more nuanced
levels of categorization. Similarly, the different schools of thought in
international relations highlight particular aspects of multilateralism.
Normative multilateralism implies that multilateral action is not
only a political choice, but also a result of the normative preference for
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multilateralism. From this perspective, multilateralism is seen as the
highest form of cooperation in international relations. Thus, it can also
be viewed as a conviction or an ideology.2 Today, the main framework
for building and maintaining multilateral relations is the United Nations,
which gives the right-of-way to principles of multilateralism over
universalism and globalism as such.
Nowadays, ideas, ideologies, norms and knowledge have become
fundamental elements of international relations. They materialize
in international law, which is a fundamental element of normative
multilateralism. Generally speaking, the international legal order unites
norms, processes and institutions, and the interaction between these
elements forms the authority, legitimacy and effectiveness of international
law.3 International law authoritatively regulates international life, and
it influences the behaviour of countries not so much because of the
threat of sanctions, but rather due to the commitment and action of the
participants in the system. Notwithstanding, one would not want to leave
this concept in a purely idealistic light – international law also faces rivalry
and competition, where conflicting values, interests and approaches each
strive to become the dominant norm.
In contrast, functional multilateralism can be seen as a tool or an
instrument of foreign policy.4 It presumes that countries have the ability
to choose between unilateralism, bilateralism and multilateralism
at both regional and global levels. It also means that the sovereignty
of the participating countries within the framework of functional
multilateralism is minimally restricted. From this viewpoint, the inclusion
of great powers in the common system plays a decisive role in the
functioning of multilateralism, and it is also possible for multilateralism
to be dysfunctional. It is argued that the most powerful nations today
have the greatest influence on the structure and functions of international
organizations, and from this point of view they seek to maintain their
might with the help of international organizations – thus, they build
international organizations as a tool for defending their interests in the
world. This view of functional multilateralism directly correlates with the
school of realism in international relations.
Each type of multilateralism emphasizes different priorities. For proponents
of functional multilateralism, multilateralism is a legitimate option if it is
effective. From a normative point of view, multilateralism is effective because
it is the most legitimate way to address international problems.
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The multilateralism of the inter-war period receives undeservedly little
attention in Western thought. Undoubtedly, multilateralism reached
new heights after World War II with the establishment of the United
Nations and other post-war international organizations. However, this
did not occur in a vacuum – the previously mentioned international
organizations of the late-19th and early-20th centuries marked the birth
of functional multilateralism, while the creation of the League of Nations
marked the birth of normative multilateralism. At the same time, it
should be noted that in practice the distinction between normative and
functional multilateralism may not be very clear, and that both types may
even coexist. For example, it can be argued that the League of Nations
was based on Wilsonianism, legal norms, and ideas, pointing to the
normative nature of this international organization. At the same time, it
is known that the League of Nations failed because the great powers had
a low interest in it as a foreign policy instrument; quite simply, from a
functional point of view, the great powers saw the balance of power and
later power politics as more effective tools for defending their interests.
A stable political order is possible when two major elements overlap: the
social element (commonly accepted norms and rules) and the material
element (the ability to provide the power necessary to maintain stability
at critical moments).5 Countries in the inter-war period were not yet
ready to replace the old balance of power with the rule of law.
Multilateralism in inter-war Latvia: between the League
of Nations and neutrality
The legend of the League of Nations is well known – the victors of World
War I saw it as a structure to ensure that World War I was the “war that
ended all wars”. Its establishment in 1920 marked first and foremost a
commitment to multilateralism in interstate relations. Secondly, it was a
commitment to prevent a future war, and this was seen as achievable under
conditions of collective security. This principle rests on the assumption that
a regulated, institutionalized order based on the principle of “all against
one” provides greater stability than unregulated balancing grounded in
self-help and guided by the principle of “every man for himself ”.
For international organizations, legitimacy is crucial; in many respects,
this is what ensures effectiveness, power and influence. If an international
organization is viewed as legitimate, it receives support from member
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states and is able to take binding decisions that are then put into force.
From this outlook, one of the causes of the failure of the League of Nations
as a multilateral institution was its lack of legitimacy, stemming directly
from the basic features of international relations at that time. Factors
contributing to this lack of legitimacy were a lack of support from the great
powers,6 the failure of the League of Nations in preventing aggression;7 the
naive utopianism it symbolized;8 as well as its failure to fulfil the basic task
of maintaining international peace and security. However, it would be a
mistake to think that these shortcomings were exclusive to the League of
Nations: they were hallmarks of the general international system.
Latvia’s experience in the League of Nations was directly connected to
basic features of the international order of the time. On the one hand,
“The principles of collective security as defined by the League of Nations
were advantageous to small states, especially the Baltic States. As a
recently established state, it was incumbent upon Latvia to strengthen
its visibility and prestige in the international community”.9 Joining the
League of Nations10 is also seen as one of the most important achievements
which Latvia made on its way to gaining international recognition of its
independence after the new state was forged.11 Even the coup of 15 May
1934 did not alter the fact that the strengthening of security remained
a cornerstone of Latvia’s foreign policy. On the other hand, trust in the
authority and power of the League of Nations had already begun to
crumble in the very first years of its existence, and it endured a deep crisis
in the years immediately preceding World War II, and in Latvia’s case
led to the decision in September 1938 to renounce the collective security
principles of the League of Nations and declare neutrality.12
One can encounter arguments that Latvia, by choosing to go down a
path of neutrality, had devalued one of the key elements of its foreign
policy – cooperation with the League of Nations – and that Article 16
of its Covenant was the only international guarantee of independence
for Latvia and the other Baltic States, as it could be invoked in the event
of an attack from a foreign country.13 However, by September 1938, the
potential of the League of Nations, which had initially seemed hopeful,
had already been lost. Also, had Latvia formally retained the protection
offered by Article 16 of the Covenant of the League of Nations, this
would have done little for the country; at that time, power politics and
the geopolitical interests of the USSR and Nazi Germany were what
made the key, not international law and collective security. It is also
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important to take into account that, for Latvia, a small country with
an unfavourable geopolitical position, being pulled into a conflict with
the major powers could prove fatal, coming, as it could, with carnage
and large-scale destruction in its wake. The experience of World War I
was still fresh in the nation’s memory, and the possibility of a new war
led it to take extraordinary steps, given that foreign policy goals were
no longer matched with the actual choices available to foreign policy
decision makers.14 First of all, Latvia’s geopolitical location excluded the
practical possibility of adopting a policy of neutrality. Secondly, Latvia’s
self-proclaimed neutrality was not guaranteed by anyone – not the West,
the USSR, or Nazi Germany. The proclamation of neutrality did not
ensure that Latvia would remain outside the conflict between Germany
and the USSR or Poland. From this point of view, Latvia’s announcement
of neutrality was merely declarative and basically worthless.
Initially, Latvia had high expectations for the League of Nations as a
guarantor of security and conflict resolution. The first diplomat in the
Latvian Foreign Ministry in charge of relations with the League of Nations,
Pēteris Sēja, wrote in the late 1920s that although the organization had
existed for less than a year, it had defined the controversial issue of the
Saar Basin and its administration, looked for solutions to the Danzig
issue, set up a commission of arbitration to put an end to the conflict
between Sweden and Finland over the Åland Islands, and arranged,
with the assistance of the International Committee of the Red Cross, for
the return of some 200,000 Yugoslav, Polish, German and Austrian war
prisoners from Russia and Siberia, where they had been kept in deplorable
conditions.15 Such achievements made accession to the League of Nations,
and active participation in it, one of the main objectives of Latvia’s foreign
policy. In other words, the benefits of multilateralism after the end of
World War I were clearly discernible.
At the same time, the failures of the League of Nations were both
inherent and ingrained in the organisation while at the same time being
dictated by external factors specific to the international system. Regardless
of how one evaluates Latvia’s experience in the context of multilateralism,
it is important to note that the collapse of collective security and other
processes was not a result of Latvia’s actions. The first stumbling block
for the League of Nations was manifested in attrition of the great powers,
in how they left the organisation and stayed out of it Already in the
first stages, the U.S. refused to ratify the Versailles Peace Treaty and did
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not join the League of Nations. In 1920, Germany was denied League
of Nations membership. The USSR only joined the League of Nations
in 1934. Further drawbacks included the failure of the Disarmament
Conference in 1932, the voluntary withdrawal of Japan and Germany
from the League of Nations in 1935, followed by Italy’s withdrawal
in 1939. At the outbreak of the war in Finland, the League of Nations
expelled the USSR. Therefore, by the end of 1939, four great powers had
departed from the organization. In the last pre-war years, the influence
of the League of Nations was significantly reduced by the annexation
of Austria by Germany in 1938; the partition of Czechoslovakia and its
refashioning into a German protectorate; the occupation and partition
of Poland in 1939; and the occupation of Denmark and Norway in 1940.
Latvia’s view of multilateralism during the inter-war period was fickle
and contradictory. On the one hand, in opposition to realism, there was
idealism and there were attempts to enter the wider world through the
League of Nations. During later years, the Baltic States used regional cooperation (the Baltic Entente16) to increase their weight and influence in
the League of Nations. They cooperated closely, which also resulted in a
very practical step: after two years of effort (and more diplomatic work),
Latvia was elected to the League of Nations Council.17 In general, while
supporting collective security solutions and multilateralism in general,
Latvia gave its support to all possible international cooperation activities,
including specialized international organizations, various international
conventions and ad hoc initiatives.18
And yet, especially in the later years of the inter-war period, Latvia
also made foreign policy calculations in the spirit of realism, trying to
“balance out” one of the major powers or appeal to them,19 but at times
such foreign policy calculations were inadequate and disadvantageous for
the small country. Just one example: at the 101st session of the League
of Nations Council, chaired by Vilhelms Munters,20 Italy’s annexation
of Abyssinia was discussed, but Munters had not invited the Abyssinian
delegation to take part and formally called on members of the Council to
support Britain in its efforts to secure support from the League of Nations
in recognizing the Italian conquest. Abstaining from condemnation
of aggression, undermining the principles of multilateralism and
diminishing the role of collective security was not beneficial to Latvia
itself at that time, but this example demonstrates that Latvia would decide
in favour of such choices because it was trying to play “big politics” and
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was hoping, in this case, to earn further British support.21 By the end
of the 30s, when the Versailles system had for all intents and purposes
collapsed, Latvia was in a balancing act between Germany and the USSR
– and from the mid-1930s, Latvia’s main concern was the possibility of
a conflict between the USSR and Germany.22 However, it is also clear
that even Latvia’s most successful efforts and support for multilateralism
could never have been enough to deter the two strongest great powers on
the continent their penchant for war and new territories.
It can also be argued that the neutrality proclaimed by Latvia is not a
normative or a values-related matter, but rather a question of profitability
and calculation – Latvia hoped to stay out of the war, and to preserve
its statehood and economic stability. All in all, since the mid-1930s, it’s
possible to see a waning of Allied interest and influence, and geopolitical
calculations increasingly entered Latvian foreign policy in the form of
negotiating Latvia’s position in the geographical space between the USSR
and Nazi Germany. By the late-1930s, the end of multilateralism was
a fact that all acknowledged, and this realization was also reflected in
Latvia’s foreign policy. At the time, no one understood that with these
changes in international politics, Latvia and the other Baltic States had
essentially lost their status as subjects of international relations – they had
already become objects of great power politics.
The constructivist school, to which normative multilateralism
belongs, emphasizes that military power, trade relations, international
institutions and other elements of international relations are not
important in their own right or because they are objective global
realities, but because they have a specific social significance. The same
applies to the League of Nations and to neutrality. The part played
by the League of Nations in Europe as a whole – and in the foreign
policy of Latvia in particular – was and could only be as great as the
importance attributed to it as a multilateral institution, both by its
member states and by countries remaining outside of it, especially the
great powers. Also, neutrality per se is meaningless unless other actors
in international relations assign a value to it. Self-proclaimed neutrality
has no value, and no intended effect. It is necessary to understand the
history, ideas, norms and beliefs of the participating countries in order
to explain their behaviour. Perception matters – the perception of allies
and enemies, the perception of honesty and justice; these factors are
important components that determine state behaviour.
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It is important to look at the inter-war period and the phenomenon
of the League of Nations in their historical context. While there can be
no doubt that the League of Nations failed in many fundamental areas,
it has nevertheless left a unique long-term impression on the founding
principles of the international order (and these principles continue
to dominate today). If at the present moment, we were also to face
stumbling blocks such as those which we saw during the inter-war period
(including a failure to guarantee collective security, the inaction and noninvolvement of great powers, a questioning of international rule of law in
general, etc.), then multilateralism would again today be unsuccessful.
The League of Nations failed, and that is a well-established historical
fact. However, digging more deeply, it must be admitted that in reality
it was normative multilateralism itself that did not succeed – the success
of any form of intergovernmental cooperation does not depend on
the treaties concluded, but on the willingness of states to stick to their
commitments and stand by their obligations to implement those treaties.
This is also evidenced by modern practice: most crucial is not the form of
an agreement, but the readiness of countries to follow it. The rules, norms
and practices that make up the international order are based on common
ideas and common values.
The impact of multilateralism on Latvian foreign policy
During the inter-war period, the influence of multilateralism on Latvia’s
foreign policy was embraced at an ideological level, but at a practical level
(the level with real consequences) it was relatively limited; this was also
the case for other countries in Europe and the world. After World War
I, when the idea was born, it was neither functional nor normative, but
based on trial and error. The League of Nations is seen as a first attempt at
multilateralism that – in general – did not succeed.
In less than 100 years, the situation has changed dramatically, the
influence of multilateralism on national foreign policies is significant,
and international law, at least in the democratic world, is assessed as
something to be valued. Today, membership in democratic international
organizations (or their various cooperation formats) is so important
that even undemocratic regimes are active in fighting for a seat at the
table, and this creates a new challenge for multilateralism – the ability to
balance values against the principle of inclusion.
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Every major international organization is dealing with such challenges.
One does not have to look far for an example. Though this is not the
only one (or even the most illustrative one, at that), in June 2019, after
a five-year hiatus, the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe
restored the mandate of the Russian delegation in full – the mandate
had been suspended in light of the country’s aggression in Ukraine. It
is estimated that the main driver behind this decision was the fact that
Russia had frozen its share of funding for the Council of Europe budget.
Protesting against such a move, the Latvian delegation did not attend the
Autumn plenary sessions of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of
Europe (continuing to work only within political groups and committees
of the organization), and along with members from Lithuania, Estonia,
Ukraine and Georgia it boycotted the celebratory events of the 70th
anniversary of the Assembly. Subsequent comments by Russian officials
merely confirmed the country’s ambition to influence European political
processes and to instrumentalize the Council of Europe: the protest was
called a “boycott by small states that mean little on the European political
scene”, and this was followed by accusations of a lack of desire for political
dialogue with Russia and an assurance that the “the caravan of history
moves on”. Therefore, Russian officials asserted that Europe and Russia
are now facing major new tasks and amongst them is the building of a
greater Europe from Lisbon to Vladivostok,23 whereas the Baltic States,
Ukraine and Georgia are always sidestepping the shared understanding
of this central task.24 Circumstances and reasoning at the time when
Russia returned to the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe
show both contradictions in the values and

principles stipulated within
the Council of Europe as well as attempts to divide Europe and directly
undermine the international order that the Council of Europe shapes.
Today, Latvia places great emphasis on multilateralism, international
organizations and international justice in its foreign policy. These aspects
are, to a large extent, the guarantors of the nation’s independence,
freedom and existence. When working in various international
organizations, it is essential to Latvian foreign and domestic policy that
international organizations contribute to the coordination and formation
of international relations based on legal principles.
Multilateralism, membership in international organizations and
support for international rule of law have become integral parts of the
Latvian foreign policy doctrine.25 It is not uncommon to hear ironic
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comments saying that Latvia’s foreign policy strategy is to get involved
everywhere, “join everything”. Indeed, Latvia has made considerable
efforts in its foreign policy to join international organizations.
Immediately after regaining independence, in order to become involved
in international processes and networks, the country became a member
of the UN,26 the OSCE27 and the Council of Europe,28 it went through a
lengthy integration process to join the European Union29 and NATO,30
and its latest achievement has been admittance to the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)31.32 Collective security,
international trade, and economic development are important to Latvia,
as is addressing global challenges such as international migration, climate
change and transformations in the global economy. All these issues need
to be addressed multilaterally while taking past experience into account
– today, results can only be achieved on the basis of international law and
common values, and it’s critical to ensure the presence of all those involved,
including the largest and most advanced countries. In his 2018 address
to the UN, the Latvian foreign minister clearly stated: “We must join our
efforts to strengthen the principle of multilateralism. In an interdependent
and globalized world, we can address and resolve global problems only
through multilateral means. In this regard, the UN stands out as a good
global governance instrument, but it is not a global government. The
ability of the United Nations to meet the challenges of the present world
depends heavily on the decisions of governments and on the support of
populations for these decisions. With this, I want to emphasize that the
future of multilateralism will depend more on changes in the attitude of
member states than on reforms of the UN system. However, until the
fundamental characteristics of the international system are changed, the
UN can only strive for higher effectiveness and efficiency”.33
These few sentences clearly demonstrate Latvia’s support for normative
multilateralism, as well as an in-depth understanding of it – the basis
for intergovernmental cooperation is not created by institutions or based
on formal norms, but instead the key to global peace and stability is the
attitude of states and their readiness and willingness to follow the rules.
During a debate on foreign policy in 2019, Foreign Minister Rinkēvičs
pointed to a new trend in the international system that was not in line with
Latvia’s interests – attempts to diminish the importance of multilateralism
and international justice. “Ever since the restoration of Latvia’s
independence, the Government of Latvia and the diplomatic service have
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ensured security and partnership for Latvia in the international system.
Regrettably, the international system in which Latvia’s statehood was reborn
is often challenged these days. The prevailing balance of power, rooted in
the understanding of the international community and the unquestionable
character of international obligations and rights, is waning”.34 The minister
also pointed to the need to support the preservation of the existing
international system and principles, as well as Latvia’s goal to become a
non-permanent member of the UN Security Council, the most influential
multilateral format in the world, in the period of 2026-2027.35 Regarding
the preservation of the system and principles, it must be admitted that
discussions on the crisis of multilateralism and international cooperation
in the world are indeed active. They are fuelled by unilateral and bilateral
efforts and attempts by countries to address global issues outside the
framework of multilateral cooperation, as well as by a disregard for
international law and the rise of nationalism36 and populism in Europe. Is
normative multilateralism in deep crisis? Unlikely. But efforts to diminish
its importance – consciously or unknowingly – really do exist.
The Foreign Minister Rinkēvičs emphasized that it is in Latvia’s
interest to have an international order based on universal values and
international justice, “since we all are well aware what brute force
in international relations means... support for compliance with the
principles of international law positions Latvia as a responsible partner in
international cooperation. Therefore, Latvia advocates the enhancement
of the role of the United Nations, the Organisation for Security and
Cooperation in Europe, and the Council of Europe in international
relations. International law also guarantees the territorial inviolability of
states, and it is of vital importance for Latvia that this principle be upheld,
it being closely related to Latvia’s security”.37 The fact that Latvia especially
emphasizes the importance of international law in its interstate relations
has to do with several factors and circumstances.
The first factor has to do with history, including developments during
the inter-war period, the unlawful Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, and
the occupation of Latvia on 17 June 1940. Secondly, international law
played a decisive role in restoration of Latvia’s independence and in
formulation of the idea of an independent Latvia. Thirdly, Russia’s recent
aggressions against Georgia and Ukraine highlight refusals to abide by
the principles of international law and a return to a power politics that
would undermine the very foundations of the existing international order.
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Latvia’s latest step – which confirms the country’s willingness to fully
engage in the international system, to be a credible international partner
and to strengthen the rule of law, and to express its highest responsibility
towards international commitments – can be seen in its joining of the
compulsory jurisdiction of the International Court of Justice.38 Generally
speaking, international law serves as a precept for the development of
interstate relations; thus, it also reflects the interests and values that

permeate such relations. For Latvia’s foreign policy, the concept of values
is not just empty talk – belonging to the Western community of values,
having a presence in the international legal framework, and building
partnerships with international organizations have a direct impact on
the country’s internal and foreign policy, military security as well as on
human security, sovereignty, and independence as a whole.
Conclusion
The modern international system exists not because it is made up of
an advanced structural network of international organizations; interwar multilateralism failed not because the League of Nations was a weak
organization. Everything is based on values, norms and ideas that are
found in both written and unwritten agreements between countries.
Modern multilateralism is based on principles of international relations,
which form the identity of states in the international system. Interwar international relations were also marked by universal governing
principles, but these principles were based on realism and power politics.
At that time, the breezes of change had already begun to be felt and to
blow – they just needed time to gather strength and mature.
The inter-war period did not engender multilateralism, it only planted
the seeds for processes that took off after World War II. In terms of
the development of international relations, this initial stage is very
important, as experiments with new ideas and early attempts at creating
a new international system were taking place. While these attempts did
not bear fruit, but they were not given up on as a system of values and
norms that could be applied in practice. This period proves that ideas
can influence the development of international relations with respect to
both regulatory and constitutional norms. Although Latvia’s experience
in multilateral relations during the inter-war period was unsuccessful as
well, it was not discarded as useless.
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There is a quote from Woodrow Wilson that says a lot about the League
of Nations and its destiny: “The League must grow, and not be made”.39
Therefore, the League of Nations should be viewed primarily from an
evolutionary point of view. It codified many of the ideas that prevail in
international relations today – collective security, self-determination,
and multilateral cooperation – doing its best to lay the foundations for a
peaceful world order. Despite the grand failure of the League of Nations
as an organization, the ideas in it survived and lived on and later formed
the basis of the liberal international order that exists today.40 Thus, the
League of Nations embodies the first attempt to institutionalize the
liberal order on a global scale, and such order had to be based not on the
balance of power but on a community of power.41 Operating on the basis
of assumptions is not the kind of work which is rewarding, nevertheless, it
is difficult to imagine what the security architecture and the international
order of World War II would look like if the League of Nations had not
laid the foundation for the idea of normative multilateralism, allowing
countries to make their first efforts, explorations, and mistakes in
reaching for it.
Latvia took part in these processes during the inter-war period, initially
through engagement in multilateralist processes, and later, with the rise of
realism and power politics, by trying to deduce the political constellations
of forces of the great powers and Latvia’s place amongst them. It was not
Latvia’s behaviour or decisions that determined its fate; it was a world that
was not ready for multilateralism as a guiding principle in international
relations. The League of Nations and the birth of multilateralism tend to
be regarded as a paradox, since it symbolizes both a road to peace and
a road to war. It marks a promising world order and, at the same time,
a utopian mirage. It is seen both as an artefact of a bygone era and as a
signal prompting the one to come. Latvia’s presence in these processes
could be similarly described. This period is worth exploring in depth
to understand the importance of the evolution of ideas in international
relations, the importance of historical contexts, and the inescapable birth
pains that inevitably accompany paradigm shifts.
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Political Nationalism and Latvia
ALDIS PURS
Nationalism has been one of the most viable and significant ideas to
emerge since the 18th century. Understanding the unity of ethnic groups
has not only helped forge individual identities but also entire countries and
the modern national system as a whole. National relations have been driven
for more than two centuries by the idea of nationalism, which has created
new models of cooperation or conflict. Therefore, part of the aim of this
article is to expose the origins, popularity, emergence and strengthening
of nationalism as an idea in Latvia. The idea of nationalism has been the
basis on which Latvians built and rebuilt their own country – and it created
the opportunity for them to do so. The idea of nationalism in its various
forms has taken hold in the Latvian consciousness and has influenced the
political history of the country.
The modern beginnings of political nationalism
The essence of political nationalism is the idea that political power
belongs to the nation. The modern roots of this mantra are found in
the French Revolution, when power was violently wrenched from the
monarchy and aristocracy and handed over to the people in documents
such as the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen (adopted 26
August 1789) and across the various constitutions (in 1791 and 1793) of
the French Revolution. In each of these documents, however, who “the
people” were was largely undefined and a specifically ethnic element was
missing. Napoleon (1769-1821), in his wars to defend the revolution
and expand his own empire, used the idea that power belonged to the
people as a potent propaganda and mobilizing tool against his foes, who
were primarily multi-ethnic monarchies and empires. This geopolitical
tool merged with the developing ideas of German philosophers such as
Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803), who came to see intrinsic value
in the “peasant” people of Europe and suggested that they were equal to
established great powers. Herder became a leading proponent of cultural
nationalism, but his calls for equality among nations encouraged a flock
of “national awakeners”. These groups worked to elevate the cultures
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of their parents and grandparents, but also used cultural nationalism
as a first step toward ethnic national emancipation. Across the 19th
century, the rise of nations and their developing political demands for
recognition, autonomy, and independence defined the gathering and
unification of the German and Italian states, the political evolution of
the Hapsburg Empire, the continuing Polish resistance to their loss
of statehood, the Irish resistance to English rule, and the decline of
Ottoman rule in southeast Europe. No single pattern emerged, as each
multi-national monarchy or empire had different standards regarding
the rule of law and the rights of individuals to dissent, but in most
places there was an ebb and flow between accommodating minority
ethnic representation and the pacification of irredentist demands.
The revolutions of 1848 prematurely celebrated the success of ethnic
national aspirations in many lands; through the second half of the
19th century the slow march of political nationalism as a successful
mobilizing political tool gained footholds in Denmark, Greece, and
Serbia, while political elites employed and appropriated popular ethnic
feelings to manage the unifications of Italy and Germany. Bowing to
the international norms of Europe, most of these new states adopted
monarchies with roots in pan-European aristocratic families and kept a
semblance of the traditional aristocratic order, but political nationalism
was clearly in ascendancy (although it was also being challenged by a
more radical, universal socialist class doctrine).
In Imperial Russia, the development of political nationalism was slower
and more stunted than in most parts of 19th-century Europe. Tsarist
Russia remained a stalwart defender of the traditional order in Europe
and was the least tolerant of dissent or independent activism within
its borders. The relatively late emancipation of the peasantry, coupled
with the massively rural and agrarian nature of most of the empire,
produced few anti-establishment political or cultural elites and limited
the receptivity of audiences to messages of political nationalism. Not
surprisingly, in places like the eastern littoral of the Baltic Sea region,
for example in the Baltic provinces of Tsarist Russia, the development
of local, ethnic political nationalism was slow – it essentially stalled at
the cultural nationalist stage for more than a generation, as autocratic
rule stifled any independent political development. The roots of political
nationalism in Latvia appear in these muted times.
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Proto-political nationalism in the Baltic provinces in the
second half of the 19th century
The standard account of the rise of modern Latvian nationalism
tends to begin with a generation of educated activists in the middle
of the 19th century who rejected assimilation into the dominant,
hegemonic identities of their homes and empire – that is to say, their
Germanness or Russianness – and consciously decided to reassert their
Latvian identity (for some this “reassertion” was happening for the first
time). The Latvian students, graduates, and others associated with the
University of Dorpat, Krišjānis Valdemārs (1825-1891), Krišjānis Barons
(1835-1923), Juris Alunāns (1832-1864), Atis Kronvalds (1837-1875)
and others, fill the pantheon of early Latvian nationalist leaders even
though their careers seldom actively crossed over to meet the demands
of political nationalism. They mostly limited their activities to raising the
cultural level of their Latvian compatriots, to encouraging the economic
betterment of the same lot, and, at their most militant, to displacing the
local political monopoly of the Baltic German aristocracy as better and
more loyal servants of the Tsar. These were of course highly contentious
acts and were fought bitterly, and mostly successfully, by the Baltic
German aristocracy. The Baltic German adversaries of the movement
initially and pejoratively called this generation of Latvian activists the
“Young Latvians”, implicitly linking them to the Young Italians and
Young Germans and other “young” nationalists across Europe, who were
caricatured as naive, hot-headed radicals. There were clear limits to the
political demands that the autocratic Tsarist system would tolerate, and
for the most part these early Latvian cultural nationalists did not stray
into this territory. The massive organizational undertaking of events
like the first General Latvian Song Festival in Riga in 1873 nevertheless
included an intrinsic political message: that these activists were capable
of complex organizational activity and could evoke the sympathies
and allegiances of the masses who made up the ethnic Latvian nation.
However, there were no overt political statements in this vein. Even
the private writings of this generation of activists do not hint at a belief
in the viability, likelihood or even desire for an independent state that
would be based on Latvian political nationalism. Such an idea may have
been too fantastical to consider relative to the power and might of the
Tsarist Empire. Similarly, those early Latvian activists had translated their
education and skills into business ventures, where they became wealthy in
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the rapidly industrializing and modernizing cities of the Baltic provinces
(primarily Riga), and they could not imagine the economic viability of an
independent small nation; their wealth and well-being were too closely
linked to the economy of the empire.
Even the first generation of Latvian activists that dreamed of and fought
for radical transformative change across the Russian Empire and across
Europe, the Social Democrats of the 1890s and 1900s, did not call for
political nationalism as an organizing principle nor for independence
or autonomy for a small territorial region like the Baltic provinces.
The Baltic provinces were at the cutting edge of industrialization in
Imperial Russia at the end of the 19th century, and with this rapid
development came unrest and organization amongst the workforce.
Within the tightly controlled political space of Tsarist Russia, workers
had no viable outlets for grievances and so they quickly turned to radical
socialist activists. Similarly, a new generation of Latvian intellectuals,
who were disenchanted with the slow, organic growth model of the
earlier generation of intellectuals, looked for more radical, immediate
change and so migrated toward the social democracy currents that were
awash across Europe, particularly in Germany and Austro-Hungary. The
radicals of the new current (jaunā strāva) first used Aesopian language to
discuss social ills through reviews of the arts and culture, but they quickly
became suspect after an illegal workers strike broke out in the last decade
of the 19th century. Neither the socialist activists nor the militant workers
advocated political nationalism as their preferred form of socialism.
Taking their cues from West European socialist thinkers, early Latvian
socialists argued that ethnically based political or social organization was
a false front used to weaken the unity of the working classes. Too much,
however, has been made of this rejection, and some Western historians
have conflated the lack of ethnic political nationalism with a weak or
immature national identity. Andrejs Plakans convincingly argues that by
the end of the 19th century political dialogue and social discourse among
the Latvian elites and working classes was almost entirely conducted in
Latvian; Latvian identity was set (perhaps less so in the peripheral regions
and amorphous border zones), but there was no agreement on or even
a stated objective for political nationalism. In fact, until 1905, although
socialists desired a revolution, there was little belief that the Tsarist system
showed any signs of weakness.
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The 1905 revolution and the beginnings of the end of
Imperial Russia
The 1905 revolution was an unexpected, chaotic outbreak of discontent
and violence that nearly sundered the political and social fabric of
Tsarist Russia. The empire’s weaknesses were exposed in a losing war
with Imperial Japan and the state’s heavy-handed response to a peaceful
protest in St. Petersburg set off popular anger and revulsion. The abortive
revolution had many unique features across the empire, in both urban
and rural areas, but the Baltic provinces were at the forefront of violence
and were at the heart of organized and prolonged demands for radical
change. Marches protesting Bloody Sunday occurred in Riga less than
a fortnight after the events that took place in the imperial capital.
Through 1905, labour activism, general strikes, and specific strikes roiled
Baltic towns and cities, while landless strikes and general rural unrest
was commonplace in the countryside. Much of this was anarchic and
unfocussed – it was more driven by resentments and grievances than
united around a common political platform, to say nothing of demands
for ethnic national rights. In October 1905, the Tsar relented, and with the
October Manifesto he outlined tentative steps towards a constitutional
monarchy, although only countenancing a consultative body, the Duma,
which would be elected by disproportionate and non-egalitarian electoral
rules. Progressives, including many Latvian political activists, hoped to
use this new avenue to push for a deepening of constitutional order.
Revolutionaries, including the majority of Latvian political activists,
demanded a deepening of revolutionary demands. The Tsar was able
to reassert authority over a divided empire-wide opposition, although
in the Baltic provinces this involved a multi-year campaign of punitive
expeditions, summary courts martial, and considerable numbers of
activists being deported to penal colonies in Siberia.
Through all of the reformist and revolutionary currents in the Baltic
provinces between 1905 and 1907, there was no overt demand for the
zenith of political nationalist ideals – independence. The reformists,
including the future first state president of Latvia, Jānis Čakste, pushed
for reform, but not nationalist independence. Čakste himself stood for
election to the first Duma; he was elected and joined the progressive
wing of the Cadet Party, which pushed for greater liberalization, before
retreating to Vyborg and signing the Vybog Declaration after the Tsar
dismissed the first Duma. Within this political activism was a clear
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demand for extending civil rights and liberties, but not an ethnic
political nationalist message. In every successive Duma, ethnic Latvian
delegates voiced their unqualified loyalty to and support for the Tsarist
state. Most Latvians’ political loyalties, however, likely lay with the
more radical Latvian Social Democrats and Social Revolutionaries.
Here too, however, even though the revolutionary parties called for
an end to Tsarist autocracy, they did not imagine the break-up of the
Russian state. The most radical Latvian Social Democrats sided with
the Bolsheviks during the split in the Russian Social Democratic Party,
and they focussed their efforts on making an organizational push to
forge the party into a “vanguard of the proletariat” that would lead
future revolutions; in this effort ethnic grievances could be exploited,
but ethnic organization was a diversionary weakness. Social Democrats
of all stripes, and likely most Latvian activists, supported the idea of an
autonomous Latvia within a democratic Russia. These calls grew out of
myriad congresses and public meetings in the 1905-1906 period, when
schoolteachers, local government officials, and intellectuals moved
toward autonomy through multiple demands for local control and
ethnic language instruction in schools. Nonetheless, projects such as
the one authored by Miķelis Valters (1874-1968) as editor of the Social
Revolutionary newspaper Proletariat (Proletāriats), which he put out
from exile in London in 1903 and which was probably the first call for
an end to both autocracy and Russian rule, were the projects of a few
radical intellectuals with almost no popular awareness or influence.
Although up until the beginning of World War I there had been only
muted demands for greater political autonomy for Latvians and no
popular calls for independence, there had been a sharpening of ethnic
division. Before the revolution of 1905, there is little information
about the political sympathies (or even how defined they were) of the
average worker or peasant, but the competing narratives of German
and Russian oppression, and the oppression of the landed aristocracy
and distant autocracy, must have seemed somewhat interchangeable;
German manor owners were German and landed noblemen, while
German small merchants, teachers, and pastors and Russian officers and
bureaucrats were something else. Likewise, the Baltic German aristocracy
saw themselves as loyal servants of Tsarist Russia and looked on halfbemusedly at the nationalist awakening of the sons of Latvian peasants.
They still tended to believe that Germanness was not just in the blood but
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was a cultural identity that could be acquired once one was educated in
the German cultural world milieu. To most Baltic Germans, generations of
upwardly mobile Latvians had Germanified themselves through education,
wealth, and marriage; the rest of the Latvian population remained part of
a peasant nation or a lumpenproletariat that was new to the cities. Latvian
violence against Baltic Germans and the arson of Baltic German property
during the revolution of 1905 (the Baltic provinces were the most violent
provinces in the empire, and saw by far the greatest number of manors that
were burned) shocked Baltic Germans generally and transformed their
image of those around them. Similarly, Baltic German participation in and
direction of punitive expeditions against Latvian revolutionary leaders (and
their families, homes, and communities) hardened the opinions of Latvians
on the Baltic Germans in their midst. Although few Latvians yet called
for Latvian independence, many identified Germans as an enemy and an
obstacle to Latvian progress. Likewise, Baltic Germans worried for their
safety in a sea of Latvian radicals, and the provision of security from the
Tsarist state seemed to be a quid pro quo for their allegiance and loyalty. For
other ethnic communities – Russians, Jews, Belorussians, Romani, Poles,
Lithuanians, Estonians and others – political activism was far removed
from Latvian national political aspirations, and these communities hardly
interacted with each other on a political level (exceptions existed in some
municipal governments, with radical Jewish socialists who made common
ground with Latvian and Russian Social Democrats).
Historians are hopelessly split about the causal or corollary relationship
between Imperial Russia’s defeat in World War I and the outbreak of the
Russian Revolution; either the Great War exposed societal fractures and
hastened the revolution, or it splintered the early, tentative steps that were
being made towards creating a viable constitutional monarchy. For Latvia,
there is no debate – the devastation of war, Latvia’s reaction to it, the
momentary collapse of great powers that coveted and could overwhelm
Latvian (and many others’) aspirations for statehood created a unique
geopolitical moment. The clear moment of truth arrived when Latvian
nationalists were left with no other palpable option – they could tolerate
neither the Bolshevik vision nor a reactionary Russian monarchical cause
that clamoured for a single Russia, united and indivisible, nor a revanchist
German state eager to preserve spoils from the east after its defeat in
the west. Initially, however, as the war began, these developments were
almost impossible to forecast.
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The initial Russian offensive in the war began successfully, but after
a sustained German counter-offensive routed multiple Russian armies,
Russian forces fled eastward and were followed quickly by German
forces. The front stabilized along the Daugava River, but upwards of
700,000 Latvians fled from present-day Kurzeme and Zemgale to avoid
life under German occupation (the refugee wave was encouraged, if not
ordered by, Russian forces amid rumours of expected German atrocities).
Although some refugees remained in present-day Vidzeme and Estonia,
most dispersed further across the wide expanses of the Russian Empire.
Waves of refugees from across Russia’s western borderlands joined them,
and imperial civilian authorities struggled to support them. A Tsarist
governmental charity, the Tatiana Committee, was formed to look after
refugees, and prominent Latvian imperial politicians (headed by deputies
from the 4th Duma) formed a Latvian Refugee Council to provide aid
to ethnic Latvian refugees. This initial step into organizational work,
including supplies for and advocacy of ethnic Latvians by ethnic Latvian
activists, became a formative episode in the evolution of demands for
political independence, even if that moment was still a long way off.
This first step occurred alongside the formation of ethnic Latvian rifle
regiments for the defence of Latvian territory – a possible seed for a
future national army.
Baltic German aristocrats, however, received the occupying German
forces somewhat differently. Already worried about the Latvian hostility
and violence that targeted them and their possessions during the revolution
of 1905, they were equally alarmed by the wave of anti-German sentiment
that swept Imperial Russia at the beginning of the Great War. As it seemed
likely that Russia would be defeated and the German Empire would emerge
victorious, some Baltic German aristocrats made entreaties towards
the Kaiser to pledge their loyalty to him. The affair did not last long (it
faced opposition from Baltic German notables and from varying circles
in German politics), but it seemed to be an early assertion of political
nationalism from Baltic Germans in defiance of Imperial Russian rule.
Instead, it turned out that the affair was the last gasp of a dying, aristocratic
order attempting to switch loyalties from one crown to another – there
was mere lip service to the German political nationalist call as part of their
desperate attempt to preserve hegemony on the cusp of a brave, new world.
Instead, ethnic political nationalism came to the fore after the February
Revolution of 1917, which deposed the Tsarist order. Political power and
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authority were uneasily shared between a provisional government that
saw its legal roots in the last Tsarist cabinet and Duma, and a radical
Soviet order that drew its inspiration from the revolutionary organization
of the same name during the 1905 revolution. Both centres of power,
however, extended broad, sweeping civil rights and liberties to the
citizens of Imperial Russia – the freedoms of expression and assembly
swept over a war-weary and beleaguered state. The Finns demanded
and received political autonomy, as did the Poles, and the provisional
government appointed Latvians and Estonians to positions of authority
in their provinces. In most cases, political demands and organization
outpaced the reforms of the provisional government, while the military
situation worsened considerably. As the February Revolution slipped
into the November Revolution and a Bolshevik party seizure of power,
Latvian activists, many of whom came from the refugee aid committees,
began to tentatively organize towards political nationalism. In September
and October of 1917, spurred on by the central refugee council, various
Latvian representatives from nascent political organizations (or those
that claimed to speak on behalf of such organizations) self-proclaimed
themselves a Temporary Latvian National Council. Very quickly, minority
politicians abstained from this council’s meetings in the city of Valka, as
did the Bolshevik wing of the Social Democratic movement. The council’s
freedom of activity was curtailed by the more radical Latvian Soviet, and
most of the council relocated to St. Petersburg (then called Petrograd).
Through the early part of 1918, this council tried to lay the framework
for an independent nation-state, but it was beset with material obstacles
and political misunderstandings. Still, as a declaration of independence
seemed imminent, some foreign observers and diplomats assumed that
such a move would come from this council and they de facto moved to
recognize it as the representative of a Latvian nation.
The Bolshevik surrender of Latvian territory to Germany at the BrestLitovsk Peace Negotiations suddenly changed the political reality on the
ground. Latvian activists could no longer work within a chaotic quasipolitical vacuum that had considerable civil rights and liberties – they
were now either far removed (in Moscow, St. Petersburg or other areas
across the empire) from their home territory, or were in the Baltic
provinces but were now under the military jurisdiction of a seemingly
victorious occupying army. Political aspirations raced ahead, but realistic
work became exceedingly difficult until the tide of war turned against the
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German Empire in the late summer and early fall of 1918. As Germany
surrendered in the west, Latvian activists aware of Germany’s hopes for
keeping Eastern spoils, and also aware of a resurgent Bolshevik state
eager to collect the lands lost at Brest-Litovsk, were presented with two
unacceptable offers. The Latvian National Council, at logger jams for
more than a year, gave way to a reshuffling of political forces and activists
that more readily included the moderate wing of the Latvian Social
Democratic movement; a hastily and vaguely declared democratic bloc
morphed into a Latvian Peoples’ Council, which met on 17 November
1918 and declared independence on 18 November 1918. The earlier
National Council prorogued itself in favour of the Peoples’ Council’s
Republic, and most of its activists migrated to the new organization
and its corresponding emergent state. Latvians had moved to declare
an independent Republic of Latvia a week after Germany’s defeat in the
west because there was no other option, and this was the only foreseeable
moment when independence could be achieved. Latvian politicians
and activists who had long worked within a Tsarist imperial framework
pushing for progressive reform joined with Latvian socialist activists
that rejected the Bolshevik model (these were still a minority of Latvian
socialists, most of whom initially sided with and fought for the Bolshevik
state) to form a national state when political nationalism had almost
never before been considered.
Political nationalism at the beginning of the Republic of
Latvia
The path to declaring independence had been a torturous one in a short
period of time – really the idea of independence only began to form in fits
in 1917. Achieving independence would be a far more difficult challenge.
The vagaries and myriad allegiances of the war for independence are
part of the standard narrative of Latvia’s independence, and there is little
reason to summarize all of those in detail now; suffice to say that the
lack of overt political nationalism in calls for action is telling. By and
large, politics had become compartmentalized, with ethnic parties that
had ethnic politicians appealing to ethnic constituents, but in the crisis
moment of fighting for independence, aid and support from Baltic
Germans, Germans, Jews, Estonians, Poles, Lithuanians and others was
readily accepted. The tactic that proved ultimately successful in mobilizing
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popular support for the Republic of Latvia was not building a state for
Latvians, but following a two-fold agenda that was both vague and clear:
the promise of free and fair elections, with a Constituent Assembly that
would determine the political order after victory, and land gifted to those
that took up arms for the new state in a radical, agrarian reform that
was to come. After independence was won, there was an open contest for
political power in the Constituent Assembly, which would determine the
role of political nationalism in the new state and launch agrarian reform
that would largely punish Baltic German aristocratic land owners, but
without defining the class of large land owners in ethnic terms. Agrarian
reform supported the establishment of ethnic Latvian as landowners of
small plots, but also did not distribute the state’s largesse on ethnic terms.
Constituent Assembly elections in 1920 began to sketch out the future
political divisions and weaknesses of the infant Republic of Latvia.
Moderate Social Democrats (the radical Bolsheviks retreated into Soviet
Russia to help construct socialism, but in the cruellest of ironies they
would later be purged by the Stalinist state for, among other things, false
charges of nationalist-fascist sympathies in show trials and summary
proceedings through the 1930s) gained the most seats, but strategically
and ideologically chose to remain in the political opposition. They
explicitly rejected political nationalism, yet still largely relied on ethnic
Latvian electoral support, suggesting that while most Latvian workers were
motivated by social and economic justice rather than ethnic demands, they
still felt most comfortable in an ethnic, socialist party. Ethnic minority and
social-democratically inclined parties (like the Bund) aligned themselves
with the Latvian Social Democrats in the Constituent Assembly and in
the Saeima, but they also spoke largely to, and received support from,
their own ethnic communities. Likewise, agrarian parties became defined
by the ethnic composition of their politicians and constituency, and they
became aligned with similarly agrarian parties of other ethnicities (with
Latgalian ethnic parties, for example), but at the same time they did not
define themselves exclusively as political nationalists. Agrarian parties
were most clearly defined by their championing of agrarian interests
in state policy. The very low threshold for election into the Constituent
Assembly and Saeima, coupled with the bare minimum requirements to
stand for elections, not only resulted in divided assemblies and coalition
governments of many parties that could fall with the loss of only a few
deputies, but also resulted in parties that were issue-based or focused
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only on a very narrow appeal. The obvious exceptions were the Social
Democrats, the Agrarian Union, and some of the religious parties –
among all these parties, explicit political nationalism was not a driving
point of their electoral platforms or their agendas once they were in
power or in the opposition. The Republic of Latvia developed a strange
composition of parties and politicians with an ethnic political nationalist
background and a desire to create a political nation-state, but without an
active record of doing so.
The constitution adopted by the Constituent Assembly was a large
reason for the lack of political nationalism in the majority of parties. After
a prolonged and clear debate centred on to whom political power belongs,
the Constituent Assembly agreed to the formulation championed by
prominent Social Democrats such as Felikss Cielēns that power belonged
to the people of Latvia, not to the Latvian people. At first this seems like
a question of grammatical detail (Latvju tautai or Latvijas tautai), but the
conscious decision to seat political power in the nation as a geographical
construct was a clear rebuttal of the idea of an ethnic nation-state. To
some, at the moment, the compromise seemed immaterial – the clear
majority of the population was ethnically Latvian, and they would craft a
Latvian state. The nature of the election results and the removal of Social
Democratic seats from possible contenders for a government coalition
(in effect meaning a coalition had to find 51 votes from little more than
70 votes and not 100) meant that a stalwart coalition of ethnic minority
political parties, if they were steadfast in maintaining and expanding the
rights of ethnic minority communities, could more effectively leverage
the preservation of their political rights than could Latvian political
nationalists build a “Latvia for Latvians”. As a result, ethnic minority
political parties, particularly Baltic German and Jewish parties, were the
most successful in setting a course of political nationalism in terms of
their parliamentary record and behaviour across all elected assemblies.
The achievement of political independence, a dream that was almost
unknown but then realized through great sacrifice and courage, being
followed by a political state that was not built on the foundations of
political nationalism for the Latvian people seemed to be a great tragedy
and a betrayal of the new generation of Latvian political activists. Young
Latvian professionals, young Latvian students (particularly those in
Latvian fraternities), and junior officers were some of the first to answer
calls to service for the new state, either in battle or in administration.
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Often these early sacrifice was poorly compensated, and as politics
began to resemble a seedy market to these growing disillusioned Latvian
nationalists, they pressed for fundamental reform. Devoted Latvian
nationalists quickly pinned many of the new state’s problems, and the source
of their own frustrations, on the constitution – a favourite rallying call of
the nationalist right became “the constitution does not go” or “does not
work” (Satversme neiet). Their strident views, however, seldom surpassed
even the very minimal thresholds needed for Latvian national elections.
The voting population never supported strident political nationalism
with a plurality, yet alone a majority, of votes. The most radical Latvian
nationalists also began to clamour for a “Latvia for Latvians”.
Through a crisis of confidence that grew out of the global depression,
Latvian nationalists began to form radical political organizations loosely
modelled on the successful fascist regimes of Europe – first and foremost
of Mussolini, but increasingly of Hitler after his early victories. The
ugunskrusts and then the perkoņkrusts were the most well-known of these
organizations, but they suffered from three main problems that were
perhaps insurmountable. First, they were domestically anti-German, but
they modelled themselves, in part, on the fascist example set by Germany
– a difficult balance to strike. Second, they were unable to garner larger
political support from broad spectrums of the populace, and as such they
were largely limited to radical university students (although they did receive
a sympathetic nod from some more senior administrators). Finally, calls
for overthrowing the existing state order landed these organizations afoul
of Latvia’s political police. They were harassed, arrested, and occasionally
imprisoned. Arguably, the political police were more successful in curtailing
the activities of these radical nationalists than they were in countering
underground communists (although communists were also better trained
and prepared for clandestine work). Some ethnic Latvian centrist parties
that represented the urban middle class borrowed some of the radical
organizations’ vim and vigour, particularly in campaigns to wrest the Dome
Cathedral from German Lutheran hands and deliver it to Latvian Lutheran
hands, but by and large these seemed to be electoral strategies and not clear
party programmes.
On 15 May 1934, Kārlis Ulmanis masterminded a coup d’état that
ended democratic, parliamentary rule in Latvia for almost the next 60
years. The Ulmanis regime borrowed much its rhetorical flare from
radical nationalists, but only acted on parts of it. For example, the regime
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used the power of the state to break the economic strength of wealthy
Baltic Germans and Jews, which was based in real estate and industrial
ownership. This seemed similar to Latvia’s homegrown fascists’ calls for
“Latvia for Latvians”. The state did expropriate considerable wealth from
the wealthy members of ethnic minorities, but they largely kept that
property in the state’s hands and did not embark on an urban version of
the aforementioned agrarian reform measures. Likewise, one of Ulmanis’s
dominant slogans was for a “Latvian Latvia”, something that sounded
similar to the “Latvia for Latvians” call of the fascists. Although the way
that regime administrators understood and implemented this policy is not
clear, Ulmanis himself did not see the call as being as radical as “Latvia for
Latvians” was. After the Soviet occupation, Ulmanis remained adamant
in NKVD interrogations that he did not use the more extremist “Latvia
for Latvians”, and he only suggested the phrase “Latvian Latvia”. The
meaning of this changed in different municipalities depending on each
town or city’s ethnic composition, but Ulmanis seemed to differentiate
between these and hoped that towns and cities would showcase a kind of
ethnic Latvian aesthetic in the socio-cultural landscape of the state.
During Ulmanis’s rule, the Baltic German community turned away from the
indefatigable and principled defence of minority rights that was championed
by Paul Schiemann from the founding of the Republic, and they began to
embrace local aspirants that sought to mimic and ingratiate themselves to
Hitler with Nazi imagery and plans. As a result, most political activism and
cooperation among ethnic minority communities withered on the vine.
Tragically, the most triumphalist and explicit political nationalist
message from the Ulmanis regime came on the eve of Soviet occupation.
After Hitler called for Eastern Europe’s Germans to “repatriate” to
Germany, and after most did, regime newspapers revelled in the departure
of a historic ethnic community as the realization of a political nationalist
dream. This blanket elimination of a historic ethnic community was seen
again, in a much darker light, during World War II with the Holocaust
of Latvia’s Jews and the genocide of much of its Romani population. Still,
despite the Ulmanis regime’s support for many ethnic Latvian cultural
events and its encouragement of a “Latvianization” of history, the arts and
the economy, the clear dominant political tenets of his regime centred
on the leader principle (vadoņaprincips) and his unquestioned role as
“saimnieks” of the state. The Ulmanis regime ultimately expanded state
power, not ethnic Latvian power.
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Political nationalism in international relations in the
inter-war Republic of Latvia
Through the 20-odd years of Latvia’s inter-war existence, its foreign
relations were defined by the same dichotomy of ethnic political
nationalism and a lack of the political nationalism. From the beginning,
when the most pressing need for Latvia’s diplomats was to secure de facto
and de iure recognition of their newly declared state, Latvia’s diplomats
invoked Woodrow Wilson’s 14 points and the right of self-determination
for nations – an essentially political nationalist raison d’etre. However,
Latvia’s diplomats were also aware of rising European concern over
ethnic minorities in new states (a possible pre-condition for a seat at
the League of Nations). To the international community, Latvia was
contradictory; the state drew some of its validation from Wilson’s call,
but it also had to reassure the international community that the rights
of minorities were respected with no need for international monitoring
or concern. This dichotomous nature extended to the inner workings
of the Latvian diplomatic community – on the one hand, as with much
of the state apparatus, the overwhelming majority of diplomats were
ethnically Latvian, but on the other hand they placed few obstacles in
the way of Latvia’s minority politicians taking action on the international
stage. The aforementioned Pauls Schiemann was a seminal activist in
the larger European minority’s rights movement, but he also enjoyed the
backing and aid of his state while abroad. Similarly, when the Latvian
state defended itself in international arbitration, it did so within its
constitutional parameters as a geographic nation, not an ethnic one.
Political nationalism during World War II and throughout
multiple occupations
Although well outside of the purview of this introductory essay, the
role of political nationalism was obviously forced underground during
foreign occupations in World War II and afterwards. Neither the Third
Reich nor the Soviet Union would countenance any semblance of political
or ethnic nationalism from ethnic Latvians – in fact, it remained a crime
punishable by the most extreme sanctions. Clearly the Soviet Union
and the Third Reich used ethnic mobilization for their own purposes,
and they succeeded in drawing ethnic Latvians into the administration
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of Latvian lands under their control, but neither tolerated the idea of a
re-emergence of an independent Latvian state. Ethnic Latvian efforts to
cling to some political power, and German and Soviet steps to stamp out
ethnic autonomy or independence, came to be a constant subtext of the
long years of occupation. When popular mass political movements such
as the popular front and the Latvian National Independence Movement
began to push for radical reform, and then for the dissolution of Moscow’s
hegemony over the Latvian Soviet Socialist Republic, a new generation
of politicians and social activists found themselves balancing the desire
for ethnic survival and an independent nation-state with the multiethnic reality of the republic and its past as a geographic nation. Latvia’s
politics, arguably, work best when this dichotomy is not resolved and
there is space for both strands of thought – the ethnic nation-state and
the less well-defined geographic state and community. The addition of a
preamble to Latvia’s constitution in 2014, which decidedly overrode this
delicate balance in favour of a strong ethnic statement of statehood and
survival, has broken from the previous pattern of Latvia’s and Latvians’
ambiguous attachment and allegiance to a purely ethnic version of
political nationalism.
Conclusion
Nationalism has a long and extensive history in Latvia. By creating and
strengthening this principle in Western thinking – alongside ideas of the
Enlightenment, technological change and the development of modern
political and economic systems – the Latvian people gained their country.
Nationalist ideas are not only the basis of Latvia’s statehood in the 21st
century, but also the most important principle in the implementation
of Latvia’s foreign policy. The idea of Latvia as a nation-state in an
international system is fundamentally important – it sustains and
promotes the preservation of the nation-state and ensures its national
narrative. The political form that modern Latvian nationalism takes is
legal, with the country becoming strengthened in terms of geographical
nationalism and highlighting the issue of ethnic nationalism.
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The Blurring of Lines: Democracy,
Vadonisms*, and Latvia in
Transnational Context
JORDAN T. KUCK
The history of the first era of Latvian independence has many central
questions. Arguably none is more complex and contentious than the
question of why Kārlis Ulmanis put Latvia on a new and politically uncertain
path, beginning in 1934. Even in 2019, this historiographical question
remains unresolved, despite the outpouring of works on the topic, with
the past two decades witnessing a particularly voluminous contribution.
The crux of the problem is that Ulmanis himself remains somewhat, if not
mostly, misunderstood. This is true of Ulmanis the man, as well as Ulmanis
the politician. Perhaps Alfreds Bērziņš, a long-time political colleague
of Ulmanis’s and the minister of the interior for much of the Ulmanis
regime, put it best when he wrote that trying to fully understand Ulmanis
the person is somewhat akin to looking into a house through a foggy
window – one can discern certain things here and there, but the room in
its entirety remains frustratingly obscure.1 The reason for this obscurity is
clear: Ulmanis was a very private person, such that we do not have any
telling autobiography to work from, nor do we have the memoirs of anyone
who was intimately close to him.2 Furthermore, Ulmanis never penned any
sort of political manifesto, as leaders in the interwar period were wont to
do.3 Rare, too, were speeches that offered listeners a glimpse into Ulmanis’s
most sincere, inner thoughts. Given the paucity of materials with which to
decisively settle this most important historiographical question, how, then,
shall we strive to uncover the answer?
This chapter contends that Ulmanis did not suspend Latvia’s constitution
because he was narcissistic, power-hungry, and desperate to maintain his
political footing, nor did he do it at the urging of right-wing, nationalistic
intellectuals who were calling for “strongman rule”. No, domestic factors
were clearly not decisive. What was decisive were the international
factors – the rise of mass politics, the intermingling of democratic and
authoritarian ideas that blurred political-ideological lines, economic
* Vadonisms: The Latvian equivalent of the German term Führerprinzip, it means “Leaderism” or “the leader
principle”. The term was used in a multi-faceted way, referring both to the importance of the leader within the
political system of authoritarianism, as well as to the cultural impetus given to strong, decisive leadership.
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chaos, and widespread feelings of despair and fear – the confluence of
which sparked a transnational search for new alternatives. As a voracious
reader of the news and an ardent student of politics, Ulmanis was aware of
these international factors. He read about developments in Germany and
the United States, to give but two examples, as passionately as he engaged
in politics in Latvia.4 And he did so with progressivist eyes. At his core,
Ulmanis was a progressive: from his support of the 1905 revolution and
Latvian nationalism, to his efforts as an agronomist to modernize Latvian
agriculture, to his support for women’s rights, to his anti-smoking and
anti-alcohol campaigns, essentially everything Ulmanis did during his
adult life was linked in some way to the progressivist mindset of the
late 19th and early 20th centuries. Though it has largely been forgotten
today, in the early 1930s, authoritarian ideas and policies were often seen
throughout much of the world as progressive. Ulmanis, too, saw them that
way. Ultimately, Ulmanis became the Vadonis** because he believed that
it was the progressive thing to do, for it would more directly link Latvia to
a “new age”, promote optimism and activism amongst the populace, and
cut through the parliamentary debates and bureaucratic red tape that he
believed had been holding up progress.
Blurring of lines: the transnational context
This thesis only becomes clear if the events of 1934 are properly
analysed within their transnational, transatlantic context. Equally as
important with regard to methodology and approach, we must be careful
to avoid thinking anachronistically. By that I mean that we must not
project into the past knowledge of how divergent the new political path
became. The line between democracy and authoritarianism in 1933-1934
was blurry at best, such that political commentators at the time could
hardly distinguish between the political styles of “democratic” as opposed
to “authoritarian” leaders. To give but one telling example, in May 1933,
Anne O’Hare McCormick wrote for the New York Times that Washington
had become yet another “revolutionary capital”. She remarked, “The
atmosphere [in Washington] is strangely reminiscent of Rome in the first
weeks after the march of the Blackshirts, of Moscow at the beginning of
the Five Year Plan”. In another passage, McCormick concluded that all of
** Vadonis: The Latvian-language equivalent to the German term der Führer or the Italian term Il Duce, the term
means “the Leader”. All fascist-style leaders in interwar Europe adopted such language, as did Ulmanis. However,
he also interchangeably used the term Saimnieks (which can be loosely translated as Husbandman or more
colloquially as “Bossman”), which sounded less contrived to Latvian ears.
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the other political stakeholders in the country had abdicated their powers
in Roosevelt’s favour, with the result being an America that “literally
asks for orders”.5 McCormick’s analysis in 1933 is especially noteworthy,
because she reported on Benito Mussolini’s Italy more extensively than
any other American journalist and won a Pulitzer Prize for her coverage
of events in Europe—coverage that included interviews with Mussolini,
Adolf Hitler, Josef Stalin, and others. In short, her words tell us much
about the political fluidity and uncertainty of the relationship between
democratic and authoritarian ideas.6 They also invoke a reminder that
in 1933 Roosevelt viewed himself as having political affinities with
Mussolini, Stalin, and Hitler, just as Mussolini and Hitler routinely
pointed to evidence of fascism’s influence on Roosevelt’s political
platform.7 Of course, the subsequent unfolding of history made clearer
the differences between democratic and authoritarian ideas—and that in
the interwar period the latter frequently continued to radicalize, reaching
a terror-filled zenith of totalitarianism in the cases of the Soviet Union
and Nazi Germany. But if we are to truly understand what Ulmanis and
his allies believed they were doing in 1934, then we have to put aside our
knowledge of later years and instead focus on the blurry political line that
Ulmanis and others saw in 1933-34.8
That political blurriness was a result of three epoch-defining events:
the Great War, the establishment of the Soviet Union, and the Great
Depression. The Great War and the drive for total war mobilization
gave rise to a new form of mass politics, one that by the end of the
war was increasingly tinged with authoritarian tendencies, as the state
subsumed more and more of the public and private spheres under its
auspices, from regulating labour relations to the food supply. While the
war may have ended in 1918, the political tendency, even in liberaldemocratic countries, to respond in authoritarian ways to crises did
not cease when the guns fell silent. To be sure, the reactions to the
postwar food crisis are proof of the continued authoritarian policies of
governments.9 If the Great War made mass politics with an authoritarian
bent ubiquitous, then Soviet leaders were the first to perfect this new
form of modern politics. Stephen Kotkin has convincingly made this
point. He has also successfully argued that the Soviet Union henceforth
served in the 1920s and 1930s as a major influence on other iterations
of mass politics, from fascism to liberal democracy.10 Finally, the
Great Depression intensified the transnational search for a new way
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to regulate the economies, to manage labour relations, to guide mass
politics, and for a new way to mitigate the fear and cultural despair
that had seemingly paralyzed societies.11 That search resulted, by 1933,
in an absolute melding of political ideologies. Syncretic pragmatism,
rather than political rigidness, became the spirit of that political age.
However, that pragmatism proved to be dangerous, for it often resulted
in an unprincipled path forward.
In 1933, very few observers understood just how dangerous that
unprincipled path might become. Instead, most commentators focused
on the successes of this new syncretic authoritarian movement. For
instance, the famed writer T.S. Eliot once summarized fascism as nothing
more than “the doctrine of success”, pointing out that the newspapers
worshipped its successes in the same way that they had trumpeted the
works of Henry Ford “or any other big business man”.12 Similarly, the
journalist Will Rogers tried to assuage any concerns that Americans
had about Mussolini’s leadership and role as a political trendsetter by
maintaining that Mussolini was merely a man with a plan, so to speak—
that he was a man of action who was “merely doing for Italy what Henry
Ford did for the United States”.13 Passages equally as positive about Hitler’s
infrastructure programme or Stalin’s First Five Year Plan abound in the
press coverage from the early 1930s.
These comparisons between Henry Ford and the authoritarian leaders
of the early 1930s are important because Ulmanis greatly admired
the progressivist, can-do attitude of Henry Ford and other American
business titans. Similarly, he found what might be called the “self-help
literature” of the New Thought Movement inspirational. This intellectual
and literary movement – favoured by magnates like Henry Ford, Harvey
Firestone, Thomas Edison, J.P. Morgan, and others – espoused an
existential philosophy that was imbued with Nietzschean ideas of a will
to power, that emphasized decisiveness and action, and that made heroes
out of ostensibly “self-made” industrialist and capitalist tycoons. In the
1920s and early 1930s, Mussolini was often characterized, especially in
the Italian, German, and American press, as a self-made man: the son of
a blacksmith who rose to power because of his order, discipline, and work
ethic.14 In other words, in the early 1930s it was not at all a stretch of the
imagination to see authoritarian leaders like Mussolini, Hitler, Stalin, and
even Roosevelt as political CEOs who were taking decisive steps to solve
the crises of the modern age.15
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Although the authoritarian tendencies of capitalist barons could at
times seem anathema to the concept of a liberal democratic society, their
behaviour and leadership style were generally tolerated, so long as the end
result was success—however that might be defined. The same was true of
the new authoritarian style of politics, as T.S. Eliot correctly pointed
out. While the new path was unprincipled and uncertain, the masses
went along with it so long as it led to success. But this begs the question:
what was success supposed to look like, politically speaking, in the
early 1930s? This was an incredibly important question, for “success”
served as the main source of legitimacy for this new political style. This
question is at the core of Wolfgang Schivelbusch’s excellent book, The
Three New Deals: Reflections on Roosevelt’s America, Mussolini’s Italy,
and Hitler’s Germany, 1933-1939. Schivelbusch argues that success
(i.e., legitimacy) came in the form of charismatic leadership, prestige
projects, encouraging conformity, and emphasizing a rootedness in the
soil.16 Schivelbusch shows that in the early 1930s, political programmes
and definitions of political success looked very similar, whether in the
United States, Italy, Germany, or even the Soviet Union.
There are discernible reasons for these political similarities across what
we typically see (or perhaps would like to see) as definite and firm politicalideological lines. First, the international press, always eager to report on
dramatic events, offered extensive coverage of this new style of political
leadership. Indeed, one expert on Italian fascism has argued that it was
primarily driven forward, both domestically and internationally, by “a newshungry media and a public given to dramatic ‘pseudo-events”.17 Obviously,
news coverage did much to encourage transnational imitation—and this
was certainly true in Ulmanis’s case, a point that will be covered in full in a
later section. A second reason for these political similarities is because of the
transnational work and experiences of “experts”. For example, members of
Roosevelt’s “Brain Trust” and Committee on Administrative Management
were sent to Rome to study Mussolini’s approach to government. Traveling
the other way, forty-two members of the Italian-fascist youth organization
Opera Nazionale Balilla were sent to America to study youth organizations
and physical education programmes. Yet a third example: Josef Stalin
turned to American experts for his modernization programme, including
the ideologically important city of Magnitogorsk. The proliferation of such
an international network of experts who crossed ideological lines certainly
promoted similar outcomes and similar definitions of success. A third
70

reason for commonalities is propaganda outreach. In the early 1930s, the
Soviets and Italians were the most advanced in this regard. Regardless of
whether Soviet leadership was promoting internationalism or “socialism in
one country”, the Comintern was used to disseminate information abroad
about Soviet achievements. This propaganda was most effective during the
First Five Year Plan (1928-1932), when the capitalist West was in the grips
of the Great Depression. For their part, the Italians were divided on the
question of whether propaganda should be used to turn fascism into an
institutionalized international movement. Throughout the 1920s and early
1930s, Mussolini insisted that fascism was not, as he put it in March 1928,
“merchandise that could be exported”.18 However, by 1932, Mussolini had
changed his mind. He was persuaded by younger members of the fascist
movement, who wanted a more total revolution. He also wanted to politically
capitalize on the widespread, global interest in fascist corporatism that had
developed as a result of the Great Depression.19 And most assuredly there
was pressure to compete with the triumphalist propaganda emanating from
the Soviet Union. The Italian-fascist international propaganda campaign
took a number of noteworthy forms, especially the Volta Conference of
1932, the organizing of two fascist international congresses in 1934 and
1935,20 and the work of the “Italian Fasci Abroad” (Fasci italiani all’estero)
and the “Action Committees for the Universality of Rome” (Comitati
d’Azione per l’Universalitá di Roma, CAUR).21 The overarching theme of the
propaganda was that only fascism and the leadership of Rome could save
the West from demise.
“Renewed” Latvia within the transnational context
There are a number of useful ways to approach the question of how ideas
about democracy and authoritarianism migrated to Latvia. One could
focus on the role played by the intellectual class as a collective group.22
Another approach is to talk about the influence of far-right groups within
the European public sphere, such as Thunder Cross (Pērkonkrusts), that
encouraged the “fascistization” of politics.23 A third approach might
emphasize the centrality of German and Italian examples, portraying
Latvia and other “periphery” countries in Eastern Europe as mere slavish
imitators.24 All of these approaches have been offered. None of them
properly explain Latvia’s precise path, within the transnational context,
to the “renewed” (atjaunotā) era.
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What matters most is how Ulmanis came into contact with, and then
interpreted for the domestic realm, this new international style of politics
that blended democratic and authoritarian ideas. His most frequent
source of contact with these ideas was via the international press. From
the 1920s on, Ulmanis committed himself to a daily regimen of Latvian-,
English-, German-, and Russian-language newspapers and journals. It is no
wonder that visitors to his private residence reported in amazement at the
huge piles of newspapers and books on the furniture and floor.25 Ulmanis
also had the habit of marking, annotating, and clipping out articles that he
found interesting or important. These clippings are now part of the Kārlis
Ulmanis Collection. An analysis of these clippings tells us that Ulmanis was
not “fascistized” by Pērkonkrusts, nor was he persuaded by the so-called
“Active Nationalists”, who began attacking liberal democracy in the early
1930s. Based on a close reading of the clippings, Ulmanis only began to
seriously consider this new political style following Roosevelt’s election in
November 1932. The clippings suggest that Ulmanis’s interest was further
advanced by coverage of Hitler, who came to power in January 1933. At
that point, Ulmanis began to file away articles on other contemporary
leaders, especially Mussolini. In fact, we know that Ulmanis was reading,
likely already months prior to his coup, copies of Nachrichtenblatt über die
Faschistischen Korporationen, a German-language publication on fascist
corporatism. To summarize, from late 1932 until May 1934, Ulmanis
undertook an intensive study of this new style of politics. And as further
proof of the blurred political lines in 1933-1934, the greatest number of
clippings are on Roosevelt’s America.
Recent scholarship on transnational fascism has made clear that
there was no such thing as a “generic fascism”. This is because fascism
was always reinterpreted and altered to meet the given national context.
This is certainly true of the Latvian case. Ulmanis’s interest in this new
political style was very selective. The newspaper and journal clippings tell
us that he was not interested in many “hallmarks” of fascism, such as antiSemitism, eugenics, militarism, revising post-war borders, etc. Instead,
he focused exclusively on leadership and how to promote collective
action and national unity. To offer just a few examples, Ulmanis marked
and annotated articles on “the theory of fascism”, on the “agripolitical
revolution of the NSDAP”, on fascists’ “appeal to emotions”, and on
the “Führergedanke” (the “idea of the leader”). There are also a lot of
articles on youth movements and on “prestige projects” like Boulder
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Dam in the United States. More numerous, though, are clippings on
the Roosevelt administration. For example, Ulmanis read carefully
articles on Roosevelt’s “dictatorial power”, on his direct influence on
the economy, on his administration’s investigation into pre-depression
era business practices, and on Roosevelt’s important speeches.26 He also
took a keen interest in Henry A. Wallace, whom he had long admired.
Wallace, as secretary of agriculture, had assumed, in an effort to solve the
farm crisis, what one newspaper described as “vast dictatorial powers”.27
Lastly, Ulmanis took an interest in identifying specific language linked
to the notion that this new political style was inaugurating a new age.
For instance, he clipped out English-language articles on “the new era
in American life”, and German-language pieces on “Europe between
Tradition and Revolution” and on “Fighters for the New Worldview”, to
give but three examples.28
As previously noted, the international travel and work of experts
contributed greatly to the blurring of political lines. Ulmanis, too, was
part of that network. His previous studies in Germany and Switzerland,
his travel in Northern and Western Europe, and his years in America
contributed much to the formation of his intellectual identity and
political convictions. In 1933, Ulmanis travelled abroad again, this time
to Germany. Although it is difficult to determine the extent to which
this trip contributed to his understanding of fascism, as we do not have
any record of his travels or observations while there, certainly his time
there did contribute something. Some have, in fact, claimed that this trip
was central to Ulmanis’s understanding of fascism and his plans to carry
out a coup; they argue that Ulmanis trekked to Germany solely to see
Nazism in action and to make connections in Berlin. This is not true.
Ulmanis went to Germany to recuperate from heart problems.29 In early
September 1933, Ulmanis underwent an unknown type of heart surgery.
Following that, on the advice of his doctor, he journeyed to Bad Nauheim,
Germany, world-renowned for its salt springs that were believed to
cure nerve and heart problems. In total, Ulmanis spent approximately
a month in Germany. On his way back to Latvia, he stopped in Berlin
on 18 October. According to a report published in the Baltic German
newspaper Rigasche Rundschau, Latvia’s ambassador to Germany, Edgars
Krieviņš, met Ulmanis at the train station and escorted him to the
German Foreign Office, where he met with Karl Ritter and discussed the
possibility of increasing Latvia’s butter exports to Germany. The historian
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Edgars Dunsdorfs claimed that Ulmanis also met that day with Richard
Walther Darré, the minister of food and agriculture, though no such
meeting was reported in the newspapers.30
Although we do not have a detailed account of Ulmanis’s travels in
Germany in 1933, his speech on 9 November 1933 does suggest that
his first-hand impressions of Nazism were positive, and that his travels
there did further clarify his understanding of fascism. Speaking for more
than two hours to an audience of around 700 people at Latvia’s Central
Agricultural Association (Latvijas Lauksaimniecības centrālbiedrība),
Ulmanis elucidated on two central topics: the Nazis’ economic and
agricultural policies, and the nature of the Nazi regime. On the first topic,
Ulmanis explained to the audience how the German state was utilizing
public works programmes to alleviate the unemployment problem.
Additionally, Ulmanis remarked that the Nazis’ decision to regulate crop
and livestock prices, rather than let them be determined by the world
market, was already paying dividends. As Ulmanis put it, I saw “a lot of
carefree faces and in the stores there were more customers”.31 As for the
nature of the regime, Ulmanis informed the audience that Hitler and the
Nazis were clearly intent on overturning the Treaty of Versailles. Ulmanis
did not think, however, that they wanted war. What Ulmanis spoke the
most about was the nationalistic ideology of the regime. This ideology
was groundbreaking, he explained, because, as he phrased it, “Everything
in this intellectual culture is made anew”. This was, Ulmanis went on,
because of the extreme discipline to Hitler, the party, and the German
nation. In particular, Ulmanis continued, this discipline was built around
the message that “going forward everyone must work and sacrifice for the
nation”. Finally, as he brought his speech to a close and sought to make
clear just how existentially powerful this message could be, Ulmanis
stated resolutely that “nothing before has ever demanded such sacrifices
as those called for by the National Socialists, not even Christianity”.32
Ulmanis’s closing remarks are indicative of just how well he understood
fascism. Already in 1933, from his careful reading and one trip to
Germany, he could see that fascism – and this new style of politics in
general – was something entirely new, a type of political religion whose
tenets sought to replace the ostensibly weaker individualistic values of
the past.33 These messianic or religious aspects of fascism never seemed
to appeal to Ulmanis, however. Rather, he only appreciated its supposed
end goal: national unity, collective action, and prosperity.
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It is imperative to note here that Ulmanis’s study of this new political style
was linked to the domestic debate about a constitutional reform. Perhaps
looking to Roosevelt’s New Deal government as a model, in autumn 1933
Ulmanis and other members of the Farmers’ Union (Zemnieku Savienība)
began pushing for legislation that would reform the division of powers set
forth in the constitution. Their pitch was that these changes were needed
to combat the government gridlock that had worsened throughout the
1920s and early 1930s. In particular, their proposal sought to bolster the
powers of the president (who was to be directly elected), shrink the size of
the parliament, change the election laws, and limit the number of parties
to three—one party each for farmers, labourers, and the middle class.
Ulmanis believed that change was needed, and this constitutional reform
was, one could say, his “Plan A”—it was his preferred option, one that
clearly was based on his study of the Roosevelt administration.
But as the calendar year turned to 1934 and his hopes for constitutional
reform waned as the legislation got bogged down in parliamentary
debates and committee meetings, Ulmanis began to consider more
seriously whether he would have to turn to “Plan B”: a coup. In fact,
between November 1933 and May 1934, Ulmanis even made a number
of public remarks that hinted at a possible turn toward more overt
authoritarianism. Perhaps the clearest elucidation of this came during a
speech on 18 February 1934.
Ulmanis gave the remarks in Rīga at the annual Congress of Farmwives,
a somewhat surprising setting for such a key, revealing speech. The title
of Ulmanis’s talk that night was “Societal Work in the Future”. It was an
apt title, because from the very outset he repeatedly hit on the problems
that were plaguing society. Most imperative, Ulmanis argued, was that
the nation, and societal work specifically, had been plagued by rampant
individualism and selfishness. This Ulmanis blamed on the government,
whose disunity and factionalism, he believed, had trickled down into the
populace. Ulmanis then reminded his audience that this was the exact
reason why he wanted to revise the constitution: to heal the nation. Then,
having made that push for democratic reform, Ulmanis transitioned
into what seemed to those who heard and read his remarks to be a hint
at a possible authoritarian alternative. Ulmanis’s political opponents
had long argued that his proposed constitutional reforms were in fact
a furtive power grab, and here, for the first time, he hinted at such a
possible authoritarian route. Turning to the question of the outcome
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of the reforms, Ulmanis noted, “There is a lot of talk in society that a
new era in our state’s history is being prepared. We won’t allow ourselves
to wait while this era comes. We have to go towards it while fulfilling
and adhering to our former viewpoints”.34 For much of the remainder of
the speech, Ulmanis then focused on those “former viewpoints”: on the
national unity that had led to Latvian independence, and on how only
a strong leader – and here he cited the example of Oliver Cromwell, the
military strongman who led England through its 17th-century civil war –
can ensure that the nation does not deviate from these views.
While the speech was certainly not a manifesto of authoritarianism,
and in fact the majority of Ulmanis’s remarks focused on the nation as a
whole rather than the role of its leader, it was nonetheless seen by some
observers as a move toward authoritarian rule. In fact, the next day the
headline in the Rigasche Rundschau read “Karl Ulmanis on the Leader
(Führer) of the Nation”.35 Additionally, though it was not reported in the
newspapers, there was also a rumour swirling that Ulmanis had ended
his speech in a fascist style by raising his arm and shouting “Towards the
Sun!”.36 Regardless of the veracity of this rumour, it does seem certain
that Ulmanis was testing out a new political message and style, and the
fact that he chose to do so in front of a group of farmwives suggests that
Ulmanis was uncomfortable using this new style and was also still on the
fence about suspending Latvia’s democracy.37
Perhaps what ultimately pushed Ulmanis to decide in favour of a coup
was the vote on 4 May 1934. The parliament voted that day in favour
of amending the constitution to permit citizens to directly elect the
president. However, the parliament rejected what Ulmanis and his party
saw as the key provision of their reforms: the ability of the president to
dismiss the parliament.38 Ulmanis never explained later whether this vote
was indeed the proverbial final straw, but a mere eleven days later he led
a bloodless coup that put an end to Latvia’s democratic era.
“Forward!”
As Vadonis, Ulmanis set out to rid Latvian society of apathy and division.39
What he wanted was collective action and progress—hence the repeated
use of phrases like “Forward!” (“Uz priekšu!”) and “Unity!” (“Vienība!”)
during the Ulmanis Years. However, Ulmanis had no interest in doing this
via brutal strongman rule. At least that was his intention in 1934 anyway.
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Rather, Ulmanis hoped that by implementing lessons he had learned from
his careful study of this new political style, he could cultivate consensus and
single-mindedness, ultimately leading Latvia into a new age.
Ulmanis was indeed an astute student of politics, for he pursued all
of the elements of success that were common to this new political style.
As noted above, Schivelbusch has concluded that the most significant
commonalities amongst the respective iterations of this new political style
were charismatic leadership, prestige projects, encouraging conformity,
and emphasizing a rootedness in the soil. Ulmanis achieved all of these.
Sometimes the outcomes looked very similar to developments abroad,
and other times the Latvian version looked quite different.
In terms of charismatic leadership, Ulmanis developed a very unique
persona. By suspending Latvia’s constitution, Ulmanis became part of a
large group of interwar dictators. He understood that, but at the same time
he did not see himself as – nor did he want to be seen as – exactly like other
European dictators. Even his choice of public attire reveals as much. Unlike
the majority of interwar dictators, Ulmanis never wore military uniforms.
That is why one newspaper in Switzerland, reporting on developments
in Latvia, called Ulmanis “the dictator without a uniform”.40 Ulmanis was
apparently fond of this article, because he filed it away in his collection.
Similarly, Ulmanis had little interest in adopting the bombastic style of
Hitler, Mussolini, and others (though he did experiment with a more
aggressive speaking style toward the very end of his rule). Instead, Ulmanis
portrayed himself as the nation’s Husbandman (Saimnieks), whose sole
purpose was to care for the Latvian nation. This persona was a calculated
one that took advantage of the fact that Ulmanis did not have a family of his
own. On the whole, one can conclude that Ulmanis’s style of charisma was
very close to that of Roosevelt’s, and that is not a mere coincidence.
Prestige projects were vital to Ulmanis’s success and source of legitimacy.
The ķegums Dam and hydroelectric plant are best known today, but
there were many others. Two important projects that have not received
as much historiographical coverage are the Victory Field (Uzvaras
laukums) and the Victory Clearing (Uzvaras līdums). First proposed in
1936, the Victory Field was the centrepiece of the Ulmanis regime’s plans
for Rīga’s Pārdaugava region. It became an important site of national
celebration. For instance, it was the site of the 1938 Song Festival. It also
was the location for the celebration of Mazpulki’s ten-year anniversary
celebration. And, of course, the space was central to national celebrations
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on 18 November and 15 May. The rural equivalent to the Victory Field
was the Victory Clearing. This was the name given to the land that was
“reclaimed” from the Olaine-Tīreļa marsh, located halfway between Rīga
and Jelgava. The ameliorated land was transformed into eighteen farms,
which were then given to landless Strēlnieki and Latvian National Army
veterans. The names given to these projects are important. “Victory”
in these instances was meant to signify collective action, progress, a
positive mindset, and even a break with the past, when Latvians had been
dominated by foreigners. These projects were about the “Latvianization”
and modernization of spaces and places that were reminders of the past,
and of foreign rule. Not to be forgotten, these projects were Latvian
versions of the prestige projects abroad that Ulmanis had read so much
about, from Mussolini’s remaking of Rome and the amelioration of the
Pontine Marsh to Roosevelt’s Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA). Lastly,
these sites of victory were promoted by the regime as new tourism
destinations, both for Latvians and foreign visitors.41
Another vital aspect of these prestige projects was that they provided
an opportunity for Latvians to participate in a national project. This went
far beyond tourism; they could donate money, goods, their labour, etc.
Such opportunities (the “Friendly Challenge” (Draudzīgais aicinājums)
is another excellent example), which were greatly propagandized,
were necessary in the building of consensus and conformity, because
by contributing to a collective cause aimed at building a better future,
Latvians were provided a “positive demonstration of national and social
solidarity”.42 Equally important, by donating in some way, citizens were
contributing to a “symbolism of compliance” and taking part in what
Vita Zelče has called “mobilizing acts”.43 This political strategy was very
effective both in Latvia and abroad, with Roosevelt’s Blue Eagle campaign
and Hitler’s Winter Relief programme offering two good parallel examples.
The last ingredient in this recipe for success was to emphasize
agriculture and rootedness in the soil. Mussolini had his “Battle for
Wheat” campaign. Hitler and other top Nazis routinely talked about
“blood and soil”. Roosevelt praised the farmers and promoted subsistence
homesteads in the countryside. Collectively, this political platform
was aimed at easing anxieties, especially of urbanization, changes to
“traditional” culture, the growing rural-urban divide, as well as lingering
memories of food shortages. More so than any other interwar dictator,
Ulmanis was sincere in his promotion of agriculture and rural life. This
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had always been his mission. There were innumerable elements of this
effort: land amelioration, land reform, modernization and education
programmes, research and experimentation farms, farmers’ credit
unions, Forest Days (Meža dienas), and so many more. Most important,
though, were Mazpulki and the Harvest Celebrations (Pļaujas svētki),
for they were explicitly aimed at healing the urban-rural divide that was
hindering national consensus. The growth in Mazpulki (which was far
and away the largest youth organization) and immense turn out for the
Harvest Celebrations (approximately 480,000 people in total attended
the closing ceremonies of the three celebrations) speak to the success of
this initiative.44 To be sure, Ulmanis believed that the massive attendance
numbers were proof that this new political style was working.
Foreign relations implications
As a progressive, Ulmanis believed that it was important to keep up
with the times, so to speak. Politically, he wanted to ensure that Latvia
would be a part of this “new era”. This sentiment is evidenced in much of
the propaganda the regime produced. Take, for example, the 1935 book
Leaders and Politics (Vadoņi un polītiķi), written by Aleksandrs Grīns.
The opening line of the book reads, “The world is going down new paths,
and the lives of nations are beginning to be transformed by totally new
fundamentals that were not yet clear even one generation ago”.45 One
such fundamental, he makes clear in the next paragraph, is the role of
authoritarian leadership. Grīns asserts, “This is a time period that will go
down in history as the era of the leaders”.46 The purpose of the book was to
provide a transnational context for Ulmanis’s leadership, making it clear
that Ulmanis was ensuring Latvia’s place amongst the most advanced
of nations. What is most interesting today about this book is the list of
leaders included. Naturally, Grīns offered entries on Mussolini (whom he
credits with establishing this new trend), Hitler, Józef Piłsudski, Antanas
Smetona, Konstantin Päts, and other leaders who are today most often
associated with interwar right-wing authoritarianism. But he also chose
to include Stalin, Roosevelt, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, and even Ibn Saud.
This list is only further evidence of the transnational blurring of political
lines in the early 1930s.
In terms of successful domestic politics, we have already seen what it
meant to be a part of this new era. But what did foreign policy “success”
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entail? More specifically, what sorts of new foreign policy initiatives can
we attribute to this new political path? Of course, one could cover here
changes to more traditional foreign policy, such as how bilateral clearing
agreements with Germany replaced free trade deals, or how like-minded
leaders agreed to new alliances. One might also analyse how the leaders of
this new era undermined the work of international organizations like the
League of Nations. However, what was truly new and dynamic as a foreign
policy initiative was the concerted effort to create transnational ties and
synergies amongst the youth. Youth organizations, which had been during
the era of liberal democracy mostly apolitical and/or disparate in their
political perspective, were in this new era brought fully under the authority
of the state. In fact, it was common for political leaders to assume direct
leadership of youth organizations. For instance, Mussolini was the head of
Opera Nazionale Balilla, Hitler was the Führer of the Hitlerjugend (Hitler
Youth), and Ulmanis was theSupreme Leader (Virsvadonis) of Mazpulki.
In terms of cultivating international relationships and displaying
Latvia’s membership in this new era, Ulmanis’s use of youth organizations
was very successful, especially when one keeps in mind how hesitant
countries like the United States and Germany had been to recognize
Latvian independence. Most significant here is the example of Mazpulki.
As the largest and most politically important youth organization,
Mazpulki became an active member of a transformative international
network. When the international interactions of Mazpulki are viewed
as a whole, again the picture that emerges is that of political blurriness.
For instance, Mazpulki celebrated relations with America’s 4-H in the
same way that relations with the Hitler Youth were welcomed. Similarly,
Mazpulki leaders (in conjunction with the Ulmanis regime) invited
youth organization leaders from America, England, Germany, Italy, etc.
to major events. Clearly, supposed political-ideological lines were of no
importance to the guest list. Furthermore, Mazpulki members readily
accepted invitations to major events abroad, ranging from the national
meeting of 4-H in Washington, D.C., to the international “Campo
Mussolini” fascist youth summit in Rome, and the Hitler Youth Congress
in Nuremberg (which took place during the now-infamous annual
Nazi party congress).47 To summarize, foreign policy was imbued with
the same syncretic pragmatism – some might say unprincipledness –
evidenced in domestic politics. Essentially, Ulmanis seemed to believe
that the more connections Latvians could make with nations abroad,
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regardless of a respective nation’s precise political orientation, the more
confident Latvians could be about their continued independence.48
Conclusion
The new mass politics of the interwar period saw a syncretic mixing of
democratic and authoritarian ideas. It sought to retain the civic activism
of liberal democratic societies while at the same time doing away with the
individualism, disparate identities, and endless debates that are part and
parcel of liberalism. In an effort to solve the postwar crises, leaders sought
to create new homogenous societies, wherein the singlemindedness of
the populace would organically mesh with the persona and ideas of the
leader, with the end result being progress and success.
It is undeniable that in the early 1930s this new form of mass politics
looked impressive. Images of consensus, typically in the form of massive
public gatherings, made for scintillating front-pages in the international
press. Similarly, journalists fawned over the prestige projects of the newstyle leaders. Moreover, the intermingling, borrowing, and adaption that
took place among these regimes created a palpable sense of synergy and
dynamism that was sorely lacking during the waning phase of liberaldemocratic rule. In particular, this was true of the youth organizations.
Take the Latvian case as an example: never before had Latvian youth been
invited to take part in so many exciting and important events abroad.
This suggested that Latvians were full-fledged members of this new era,
and that the paradoxical internationalism of ultra-nationalism might, in
fact, lead to a more integrated and peaceful world.
That, of course, was not to be. Instead, the world learned that this political
style was prone to continued radicalization, somewhat akin to what Leon
Trotsky once called “permanent revolution”. In some cases, the end result
was totalitarianism—and for the world it meant another world war. This
radicalization was facilitated by the precise nature of this political style. It
was pragmatic, fluid, and unprincipled. And while that might have created
new ways to solve the crises of the 1920s and early 1930s, it also made
policies of persecution and state control that would have been beyond the
pale under liberal-democratic rule suddenly imaginable and permissible.
Why did societies fail to fully recognize the danger of this new path? One
reason why, as David Roberts explains in his excellent book, is because in
the early 1930s people did not see totalitarianism as total control; they saw
it as a blueprint for collective action.49
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Ulmanis, too, saw it as a blueprint for action. And there is no denying
that the Ulmanis Years were dynamic. But at what cost were these
successes achieved? The unprincipled path that Ulmanis chose led to the
increased persecution of minorities, the usurpation of private property
and the public sphere, the temporary imprisonment of the political
opposition, etc. With regard to foreign policy, Latvia found itself in a
precarious position by the end of the 1930s. While it is clear that Ulmanis
most favoured cultivating relations with America,50 ultimately he pursued
a foreign policy that was devoid of the ideological-political clarity and
conviction needed to gain firm allies. In fairness to Ulmanis though, it
was difficult to form such ideological-political alliances in an age defined
by the blurring of ideological lines. And, moreover, there was likely
nothing Ulmanis could have done to safeguard Latvia from the brutal,
Realpolitik nature of the Nazi-Soviet Pact—which was itself a product of
unprincipled political pragmatism.
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Feminism and Latvia
INETA LIPŠA, ELIZABETE VIZGUNOVA
After World War I and the proclamation of the Latvian state on 18
November 1918, the men and women of Latvia obtained political equality.
According to the Constitutional Assembly election law that was adopted
by the People’s Council of Latvia, people of both genders (aged over 21)
were allowed to take part in the Constitutional Assembly election on the
basis of general, equal, direct, concealed and proportionate rights.1 These
were unprecedented conditions for women compared to the system that
had been in place in the Russian Empire.2 For women entering political
life, the main goal was to be elected to parliament in order to pass
legislation granting equal rights in labour and civil law (starting with
marriage and family law).3 To this end, 6 of the 164 elected Constitutional
Assembly members were women.
At the same time, inequality stemmed from stereotypes about women’s
“real” responsibilities – caring for children and running a household.
Women in paid employment received lower wages than men for the same
performance.4 In addition, women, despite having equality “on paper”,
were unable to achieve top-tier positions in the workplace. In spite of
several exceptions to this stereotype (which are covered in this article),
according to the predominant perceptions of the population, childbirth
and caring for their husband and children continued to be at the heart of
a Latvian woman’s life.
The replacement of the patriarchal laws of the Russian Empire with
what could be considered liberal marriage laws of the time, as well as
marriage being almost fully transformed into a state competence,5 also
testified to the progress of women in the parliamentary democracy
of Latvia. Other aspects surrounding the civil status of women –
particularly concerning their husband’s guardianship (the guardianship
of women was significantly reduced by a civil law that was introduced by
the authoritarian government of Kārlis Ulmanis in 1938) or hereditary
rights – were also widely debated. However, in the inter-war period of the
20th century, despite these aforementioned changes, complete equality
between men and women in civil law had still not been achieved.
It is precisely because of the opportunities afforded by a parliamentary
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democracy that several prominent women engaged in an active struggle
for women’s political and civil rights; women’s self-organization was
promoted through the development of various professionalization
and spiritual development programmes in order to stimulate women’s
capacities in public life.
Which personalities and what contexts promoted ideas of equality?
How did Latvian women’s organizations get involved in the international
women’s movement? What were their activities in Latvia and elsewhere
in the world? This article will look at the feminism landscape of interwar Latvia from 1918-1940 (notwithstanding the fact that the term
“feminism” was hardly used during this period in Latvia) in the context
of international gender politics.
International women’s organizations and the League of
Nations
Before the World War I, the status of women was considered the
sovereign competence of each country. In international politics during
the inter-war period, the activists of women’s organizations sought to
change this by lobbying and advocating major international organizations
to incorporate the idea of equality into international law, as this would
lead to more rapid change in nation-states.
Since the second half of the 20th century, the main issue of international
gender politics in inter-war Europe has been the issue of economic
equality for women. Two views clashed – one called for a gender-specific
(women’s protection) approach to labour law, while the other advocated
the principle of gender equality.6
One side of the discussion was represented by two male-dominated
international institutions: the League of Nations (LN), established in
1919, and the International Labour Organization (ILO), which was
formed as part of it.7 The other side was represented by activists from
international women’s organizations and their networks.8
In February and May 1919, representatives of major women’s
organizations founded prior to and during World War I gathered in
Bern, Paris, and Zurich to ensure that the Charter of Women – namely, a
declaration on the rights and status of women –and the Labour Charter
were included in the Paris Peace Treaty.9 These organizations included
the International Council of Women (ICW, 1888),10 The International
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Woman Suffrage Alliance (1904, IWSA),11 the Women’s International
League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF, 1915), and the women’s labour
movements of several countries. This goal could not be achieved at
the time. However, in the early 1930s, when the international women’s
movement in Latvia and worldwide became active as a result of the global
economic crisis, many proposals entered the ILO agenda in the form of
the “women’s statute” policy, as Latvian activists then called it.
The ILO defended some labour law norms aimed specifically at
women’s rights protection as a means of progressive policy that combined
gender and class categories. The League of Nations, however, gradually
established the doctrine of full legal equality, rooted in the paradigm of
liberal feminism, which rejected the relation of gender policy and class
and sought to remove the ILO’s gendered policy from international
labour law.12 Latvian women’s organizations gradually became involved
in these international processes by becoming members, participating
in congresses, and striving to bring the idea of equality into policymaking processes in Latvia. After World War I, the public environment
in Latvia, as in other European countries, was characterized by hostility
to communism, pacifism, and other forms of international activism
that were perceived as incompatible with patriotism and national selfinterest.13 Such a conservative reaction to the goals of feminists and
internationalists made it difficult for women’s movement leaders to
work in Latvia. The concept of feminism was not used in the inter-war
Latvian women’s emancipation movement, and activists from women’s
organizations did not call themselves feminists in the public sphere.
However, the very essence of their activities was just that – the promotion
of legal equality for women.
Latvian women’s organizations in international
organizations
The first organization to enter the international arena during the
inter-war period was the National League of Latvian Women (Latvju
sieviešu nacionālā līga, LSNL, founded: Petrograd, 1917, restored: Riga,
1922), which became a member of the ICW in 1922.14 The goal of the
LSNL in Latvia was “to promote the growth of national culture, to unite
women and to educate them in the national spirit, [and] to take care of
the upbringing of the new generation”.15 Overall, the goal pursued by the
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organization coincided with the ICW’s goal of universal justice (which
included equal electoral and citizenship rights, as well as marriage rights,
including the right to determine one’s own nationality).
LSNL members considered the election of its president, Berta Pīpiņa16
(1883-1942), to the position of Vice President of the ICW during the
Congress of 193617 (for the 1936-1938 term) to be a successful outcome
of international cooperation.
Various women’s sector-specific organizations also began to form.
Academically educated Latvian women formed their own association
(LAISA)18 in 1928, and in 1929 it joined the International Federation of
University Women (founded in 1919). Farmers founded the Latvian Rural
Women’s Central Association (LLSC) in 1933 and joined the Associated
Country Women of the World (ACWW, 1934) in 1934.19
Founded at the initiative of the philosopher Milda Paleviča20 (18891972) in 1934, the Latvian women’s labour rights protection organization
“Open Door” (LSDTAB) joined Open Door International for the
Economic Emancipation of the Woman Worker (ODI, 1929) in 1936.
ODI opposed the ILO, rejecting the principle of women’s protection and
advocating for full gender equality in labour law.21
The international visibility of Latvian women and their organizations
gradually increased, ensuring the exchange of ideas and interaction.
For example, the activists of the Women’s Centre of the Latvian Social
Democratic Workers’ Party (LSDSP) had close contacts with the socialist
women’s organizations of other countries, whose representatives
sometimes took part in public events in Riga – e.g., in 1925, Mathilde
Wurm (1874-1935), a member of the German Reichstag from the German
Social Democratic Party, gave a speech at an International Women’s Day
event in Riga.22 Klāra Kalniņa (1874-1964) chaired the women’s section of
the LSDSP, and participated in the congresses of the Labour and Socialist
International (LSI, 1923) in Hamburg in 1923, in Marseille in 1925, and in
Brussels in 1928.23 She was also a member of the LSI Women’s Committee
(1927). This international women’s institution, in contrast to those already
mentioned, supported the ILO’s gender-difference policy in international
labour law.24 It is important to mention that the winds of international
feminism indirectly reached Latvian readers as well – for example, in
1926 and 1927, the Nākotnes Sieviete magazine published by the head of
the Latvian Women’s Association, Emīlija Jurēvica (1894-1967), featured
text on the history of the women’s movement in England by Emmeline
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Pankhurst (1858-1928), the leader of the British Suffrage movement (it
published in as a series under the Latvianized title “My life”). Pankhurst’s
actions were characterized by militant tactics (for example, she attempted
to enter the parliament without permission), which resulted in her being
sentenced to several weeks of imprisonment on seven occasions. She used
her incarceration as a means of promoting the need for women’s suffrage.
International congresses: efforts to implement ideas in
Latvia
Latvian women were looking for opportunities to participate in the
international women’s movement even before their own organizations
were formed. Head of the Information Office of the Latvian Diplomatic
Mission in Paris (1919-1920) Anna Rūmane-Ķeniņa25 (1877-1950) took
part in the Congress of the International Woman Suffrage Alliance
(IWSA) in Geneva.26 “I remember the excitement with which I was
welcomed at the congress of the International Woman Suffrage Alliance
in Geneva in 1920, when I came there as a Latvian government delegate
with the title Embassy Counselor and Head of the Press Office in Paris”,
she wrote in 1931, before the upcoming municipal elections and the 4th
parliamentary elections. “Latvia had not only given to its women the right
to vote, but had also paved the way for women in the field of employment
that women have always had and will find most difficult to access, namely
diplomacy. When writing about me, they would also write about Latvia as
a very advanced new country. The famous American daily, Philadelphia’s
Public Ledger, had reviewed the work and the participants of the congress,
and had given Latvia and its delegate the first place”.27
During the same year, 1920, Rūmane-Ķeniņa participated in the ICW
Congress in Christiania (Oslo), Norway. It was this international women’s
organization that LSNL joined in 1922; it became a more active member in
the mid-20s. News of the ICW 1925 Congress in Washington reached the
a very wide readership in Latvia, as the impressions and the experience of
the congress delegate Rūmane-Ķeniņa were published in several sequels
in the Jaunākās Ziņas newspaper. Her writing shows that in the mid-20s
the LSNL sympathized with the idea of highlighting gender disparity.
Rūmane-Ķeniņa was fascinated by the philosophical sentiment expressed
in speeches by ICW President (1893-1899, 1904-1920, 1922-1936) Lady
Aberdeen (Ishbel Maria Hamilton-Gordon, Marchioness of Aberdeen and
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Temair, 1857-1939) that “the purpose of the women’s movement was
the “mothering of the world” or “to mother the world into peace and
understanding”.28 Rūmane-Ķeniņa explained that in essence this means
strengthening the mother-woman principle in order to bring humanity
to peace and greater mutual understanding. She noted that the ICW
congress had decided to set up, in cooperation with other international
women’s organizations, a special committee to promote the inclusion of
women in TS structures.29 The ICW instructed national organizations to
ensure that the proportion of women in national delegations to the ILO
corresponds to the country’s gender employment rate.
Inspired by the ideas she heard during the congress, Rūmane-Ķeniņa
became involved in uniting Latvian women’s organizations. In September
1925, at the initiative of the LSNL, the seven largest women’s organizations
convened the 1st Latvian Women’s Conference. Anna Rūmane-Ķeniņa
reported on the last ICW congress, advocating the idea that women
should unite in a women’s union that is separate from political parties,
and assured attendees that “going [along] with men’s parties can only lead
to a minor success”.30
In two days, the delegates delivered 16 reports, and the adopted
resolutions were published in the Nākotnes Sieviete magazine.31 The head of
the Women’s Relief Corps (1923-1932), Notary of the Ministry of Finance
(1897-1968) Emma Albertiņa,32 reported on the legal status of women in
Latvia. The conference stated in a special resolution that the existing civil
laws are unfair to women and should therefore be amended immediately.
Since the amendment bill drafted by the Ministry of Justice did not remedy
the situation, it must be rewritten. “Laws that are compatible with the
status and dignity of women” can only be adopted when “women are also
represented” in parliament, so “women must organize themselves and
strive to elect their representatives to the Saeima”.33
The conference took place during the pre-election campaign of the 2nd
Saeima (1925). The LSNL participated in the distribution and display
of posters in public spaces, inviting female voters to include female
candidates from other lists on their chosen list of candidates.34 After the
1920 Constitutional Assembly elections, in which six female MPs were
elected, not one woman was elected to the 1st Saeima (1922).35 Despite
the enthusiasm of women’s organizations that was evident the conference,
no female MPs made it to the 2nd Saeima either.
With the goal of rectifying the situation in subsequent elections,
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the LSNL board promoted the establishment of the Latvian Council
of Women Organizations (LSOP),36 and Rūmane-Ķeniņa became its
first chairperson.37 The activists hoped, through the LSOP, to eliminate
the practice of parliament adopting “laws that affect women’s lives”
without clarifying women’s opinions.38 However, the idea of LSOP as an
organization that unites Latvian women did not come to fruition. The
largest organization representing women workers, the LSDSP Women’s
Centre, did not cooperate with the council. Additionally, German and
Jewish women’s organizations withdrew from the council after a short
period of involvement (1930-1931).
Latvian activists actively sought to promote the ideals of the international
women’s movement in Latvia. Milda Salnā informed the readers of Zeltene
magazine that as early as 1927 the ICW Central Board had addressed “all
governments, including our Latvian government, with a reminder not
to forget the instructions of the League of Nations Pact and to include a
representative of a women’s organization into the delegation to the League
of Nations session”.39 The address referenced in the article was from a letter
to the prime ministers of national governments that was signed by the
presidents of the three largest international women’s organizations (ICW,
IWSA, WILPF). On 11 October 1926, the LSNL spokeswoman informed
the ICW president that “the letter has already been passed to our Prime
Minister”.40 LSNL also informed several newspapers that such a letter had
been handed over to Prime Minister Arturs Alberings (1876-1934).
Before the LN 1928 session, the LSOP hoped that “the Latvian
government would supplement its delegation with a woman, albeit in the
form of a substitute”. 41 However, this did not happen. On the eve of the
3rd Saeima (1928) elections, Milda Salnā42 (1886-1970), describing the
number of female MPs in European national parliaments, concluded that
“not only are there no female MPs in countries where women do not enjoy
voting rights at all, but also in our Latvia, where women do have the right
to vote, but have not yet turned enough attention to legislative work to
win their seat in the Saeima”.43 These feelings were also reinforced by the
fact that from 11-15 September of the same year, ICW Secretary Louise
Catherina Antoinette van Eeghen (1884-1979) visited Riga to read a report
in German on women in public life – this was heard by representatives
of almost all politically active Latvian women’s organizations.44 And yet,
their ideological influence had not been sufficient to elect a woman to the
3rd Saeima.
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The late 1920s: activating international cooperation
In this context, the LSOP’s hopes of changing the legal status of women in
Latvia were linked to the efforts of international women’s organizations to
achieve the recognition of the principle of equality in international gender
politics and to promote the tendency of nation-states to follow the example
set by international politics. In the late 1920s and early 30s, the LSNL would
have wanted to expand its involvement in international organizations.
Paula Ābele (1880-1929), a member of the LSNL, attended the 1929
conference of the the Women’s International League for Peace and
Freedom (WILPF),45 while Milda Liepiņa (1889-1972), the head of the
LSNS Upbringing Section, was delegated to take part in the Congress of
the International Alliance of Women (IAW) in Berlin in 1929.46 In 1931,
the LSNL had considered joining the IAW, but that plan was canceled,
possibly due to financial reasons. At the time, the LSNL had difficulties
paying its membership fee (320 lats) to its existing international
cooperation partner, the ICW.47
The LSNL members who attended the ICW congresses informed the
public (mostly through women’s magazines) of the LN’s progress in
including ideas of equality in international law. As a member of the ICW,
the LSNL supported the principle of full legal equality in the 1930s.
At the League of Nations Codification Conference in 1930,
representatives of international women’s organizations in The Hague
made a claim for equal nationality rights for married women. The LSOP
sent a supporting memorandum from Latvian women to The Hague.
The LSOP and LAISA had asked the Latvian government to include the
a LAISA member, sworn attorney Otīlija Ķempele48 (1893-1990), in the
national delegation to this LN conference, but received a refusal from the
Cabinet of Ministers. During informal talks, LAISA was informed that
“the Latvian delegation will defend the right of women to choose their
nationality”.49 Under such circumstances, women’s organizations could
only express their views through international involvement.
To lobby for the principle of full gender equality in international
politics, in 1931 international women’s organizations set up the Liaison
Committee of Women’s International Organizations. Latvian women’s
organizations were represented by the ICW, of which the LSNL was a
member, and by the International Union of Academically Educated
Women, of which LAISA was a member. That year was successful for
92

activists in Latvia as well, as for the first time (after the 1920 Constitutional
Assembly elections), a woman was elected. It was Berta Pīpiņa, head of
the LSNL, Chairperson of the LSOP, who was elected from the list of the
“Democratic Centre” party. However, from the list of women drawn up
by the LSOP Election Committee, in which Rūmane-Ķeniņa and Milda
Palēviča were also candidates, not a single MP was elected.
Latvian activists were trying to get the government to implement gender
equality ideas. The most important task of 1931-1933 was addressing the
need to safeguard the labor rights of married women, with academically
educated women at the forefront.50 However, efforts to establish the
principle of equality in Latvian diplomacy were unsuccessful. At the
Latvian Women’s Congress of 1934, convened by the LSOP, RūmaneĶeniņa reported that 16 of 25 European countries had included women
in their LN delegations and LN commissions. She concluded that
“Latvia’s name is not among these progressive states”.51 Following an
invitation from Rūmane-Ķeniņa, and in accordance with the decisions
of international women’s congresses, the congress asked the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs to recruit women for diplomatic positions in the ministry
and in Latvian delegations to the LN. The state did not grant them that
opportunity until World War II.
After the 1934 authoritarian coup: emphasis on labour
law
To achieve gender equality in labour law, Paleviča created the LSDTAB
in 1934. The association sought to engage with ODI, which worked
closely with the LN International Labour Office and the ILO, with the
aim of “empowering the woman economically, opening the door to all
the jobs she has the ability and calling toward”.52 In 1935, M.Bergmane, a
member of the Latvian Consulate in Aarhus, Denmark, attended the IV
International Conference on Women’s Labour Rights in Copenhagen as
a Latvian government observer. However, the LSDTAB, led by Paleviča,
was not accepted into the ODI in 1935 because the LSDTAB could not
include in its articles of association the fact that a woman – married or
single – was free to decide whether or not to accept paid employment.
During that period, Latvian civil law granted “the husband the right to
decide on his wife’s employment”.53 In 1936, however, the ODI welcomed
the LSDTAB and even called for the 5th International Conference in 1937
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to be held in Latvia.54 On 27 June 1936, the LSDTAB applied to the Ministry
of the Interior for permission to hold the conference, but it received a refusal
on 9 December, half a year later.55 Thus, the authoritarian government
avoided formulating a response to feminist demands – something it would
be forced to face if internationalist feminist delegates were to come to Riga.
The position of the authoritarian government on gender equality was
characterized by the new Civil Code (CC), adopted on 28 January 1937
(and effective as of 1 January 1938), which women’s organizations had
promoted from 1920. The law did not live up to the expectations of
equality activists, as women’s civil equality was not legally guaranteed. 56
Although the CC strengthened the legal position of wives, the “husband’s
power” was still not completely abolished.57 This is clearly illustrated by
the transitional provisions, “which generally stated cynically that ‘unless
the wife has written evidence of ownership of the movable property, it
shall be presumed to belong to the husband until the parties have proved
otherwise’ (section 12). In the spirit of this legal understanding, the
whole of family law was also drawn up”.58 After the authoritarian coup,
women’s organization leaders were faced pressure from the regime. This
was reflected in a report from the most consistent organization, the
LSDTAB, to the ODI on women’s equality claims: the report stated that
during 1937-1938, the organization “did not have to fight against the
law, but against public opinion”59 – and yet the circumstances at the time
indicated that they had to fight against both the law and public opinion.
Internationally, however, the women’s movement became increasingly
productive during this time. Members of the Cooperation Committee of
International Women’s Organizations set up the Status of Women Group
in 1937 to campaign for the adoption by the LN of an international
convention to give women equal rights and responsibilities.60 An
important milestone toward this end was the resolution adopted at the
Seventh International Conference of American States in Montevideo
at the initiative of women’s organizations in 1933, and the related draft
of the Equal Rights Treaty.61 The draft treaty (signed by four countries)
declared that men and women had equal rights in their territories. For its
part, the conference resolution on women’s civil and political rights called
on American governments to establish maximum gender equality, to the
extent permitted by their constitutions and traditions. In September
1934, a number of countries asked the President of the League of Nations
to put the issue of the legal status of women on the agenda of the LN
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Assembly, referring to the Montevideo Treaty and resolution. Pīpiņa
proudly emphasized that the proposal was also signed by Latvian Foreign
Minister Vilhelms Munters (1898-1967).62 The issue was discussed in the
LN Commission and Assembly in 1935, where it was decided to send
women’s civil and political rights projects to the Secretaries-General
of nation states, asking them to formulate the views and positions of
their countries, which would then be expressed at the LN. International
women’s organizations, for their part, were asked to continue collecting
information on the situation of women in their countries and to forward
it to the Secretary-General of the LN.
Pīpiņa concluded that women did not receive direct protection as a
result of this, but the issues were discussed at the LN and the member
states were advised to take them into account. Using the fawning language
that is characteristic of authoritarianism, she summed up: “We, Latvian
women are grateful to the heads of our Ministry of Foreign Affairs and
to Mr Munters, who with their signature helped to bring the Montevideo
conventions to the LN”.63 At the 1938 ICW congress, the report by the
Latvian delegation on the speedy recovery of alimony (from 1937 this
included imprisonment in a “labour house” for up to two years) drew the
attention of the congress and the press.64
The LSNL, as a member of the ICW, followed the developments that
were taking place.65 In 1937, the LN Assembly approved a plan for a
comparative scientific study (also funded by the LN) on the legal status
of women worldwide. The Commission of Inquiry gathered information
on the situation of women in private, public and criminal law. Apart
from a few laws that restricted married women from contracting and
entrepreneurial activities, employment issues were compiled in a parallel
ILO study on the economic status of women.66
After the ICW Congress of 1938, Pīpiņa stated: “The greatest
achievement of recent years has been the inclusion of the Status of
Women in the Work Program of the League of Nations... The Statute of
Women demands that women have the same civil rights as men... The
Labour Statute of Women has been submitted to the International Labour
Office in Geneva, which calls for the right of women to work freely and
get similar pay for similar work. Whenever this statute is finally adopted
as an International Convention, it will be the culmination of the work of
the Int. Women’s association”.67 This did not happen until World War II.
In 1939, the LSDTAB send a memorandum from seven women’s
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organizations to President Kārlis Ulmanis (1877-1942), protesting “the
cultivation of one-sided masculine spirit in our cultural life and the
shameless treatment of women’s work”. 68 However, right up until the
Soviet occupation in 1940, ensuring legal equality for women was not on
the to-do list of the authoritarian government.
Conclusion
This article examines the impact of feminist ideas in Latvia during the
period of 1918-1940. It reflects on efforts to change the legal status of
women in Latvia, which also coincided with the efforts of international
women’s organizations to achieve recognition for the gender equality
principle in international politics. The pursuit of equality for women
took place in a number of areas: in diplomacy, through pursuing women’s
representation in international organizations; in politics, through
endeavours to increase the representation of women in politics; and
in the civil sphere, through fighting for women’s labour, marriage and
inheritance rights. Therefore, it can be concluded that the activities of
Latvian women’s organizations and the prominent personalities that those
organizations fostered have played an important role in the development
of women’s rights in inter-war Latvia (although women failed to achieve
their goals at this stage).
In general, the ideological impact of the international women’s
movement on women’s self-organization and activities during the interwar period is considerable, but only to a limited part of society. General
public sentiment was largely focused on nurturing a national patriotic
society and was hostile to international movements (including pacifism,
which was high on the agenda of international women’s organizations).
During this period, the Latvian women’s movement also experienced
fragmentation, which worsened the movement’s ability to achieve its
goals. In addition, the goal of women’s organizations to increase female
representation in Latvian diplomacy through the inclusion of women in
the LN delegation and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was not achieved.
Thus, the names and achievements of Latvian women’s rights activists
became known only to persons interested in the activities of international
women’s organizations.
When looking at the impact of feminist ideas in the context of modern
Latvia, it should be noted that as a result of the processes of globalization
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and Europeanization, Latvia’s legal framework ensures full equality
between women and men (it is regarded as one of the most complete
in the EU). The current gender policy of the EU has also influenced
the transformation of Latvian legislation, bringing it in line with
Western standards. The place of women in society is largely perceived
as equal (although the annual survey from the European Institute for
Gender Equality points to a number of serious problems in the field of
gender equality), despite the fact that the traditional family model still
dominates the Latvian public’s perception of society. In turn, women’s
self-organization formats fulfil other functions, mostly niche and sectoral
ones, although a great deal of work is still needed to protect women’s
rights and interests (including the prevention of violence and human
trafficking). Moreover, it is important to note that women’s representation
in Latvia’s foreign policy and international image today is significant
and worthy of research. The duties of ambassadors to most of Latvia’s
important international partners – such as Germany, France, Britain, and
the Netherlands, as well as the EU and Russia – have been or currently are
carried out by women. When thinking about the presidency of the Council
of the EU during the first half of 2015, the female leadership figures who
held key positions at the time come to mind first and foremost. It remains
to be noted that as of yet no ambassador to the US has been a woman. The
outcome of the 2018 Saeima elections, which saw 31 women elected to
the parliament, proved that the old stereotypes about the place of women
in society and in the family continue to change alongside the zeitgeist.
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A Non-Recognition Policy with
Regards to the Occupation of
Latvia
INETA ZIEMELE
A state’s view on recognition or non-recognition is an important
instrument in international politics, and these positions may have legal
consequences. Historically, this instrument has been used primarily during
the process of the creation of new states. This is because it is believed that
the existence of a new state capable of assuming international obligations
requires that it be recognized by other states. It is not clear whether there
is any requirement as to the minimum number of recognizing countries.
However, given the nature of international law, namely that obligations arise
and exist in interactions between at least two states, it would be sufficient
to assume that the new state must be recognized by at least one other
state, as this could then lead to the establishment of international relations
between the two states. At the same time, there is a directly opposite view
in international law regarding the need for recognition in the process of the
creation of states. Namely, this is the view that recognition is not a necessary
element in the establishment of a state, because modern international law
can define a state by its constituent elements, such as territory, people and
the existence of an independent government.
Conversely, the instrument of non-recognition has historically been used
as a way to refuse to recognize a claim, thus also averting the legal effects of
that claim. For example, state practice has not recognized the claims of some
entities since such recognition would violate the right to self-determination1
or the prohibition of apartheid, as demonstrated by the cases of South
Rhodesia2 and Bantustans.3 In any case, it is important to understand that
international obligations are the result of a claim and recognition process.
This process is not governed by absolute freedom or anarchy, as the examples
mentioned above demonstrate. Since the emergence of the modern
international legal system, certain rules – on the basis of which states form
their relations – have also been strengthened. Within the framework of these
provisions, states formulate their claims in order to achieve specific objectives
and to strengthen the legality of those objectives.
In the case of Latvia and the other Baltic States, from the time they
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were occupied by the Soviet Union until independence was restored
in 1990-1991, two questions arise: whether the Baltic States could
maintain their claim to independence under the circumstances, and
what the exact nature of their claim was. How did other countries rate
this situation? It was also necessary to assess whether the view that
the Baltic States had been deprived of their independence unlawfully
prevailed throughout the occupation of the USSR. If this was the
case, then for many years the obligation to restore their independence
remained – under the condition, of course, that this claim was upheld
by the states themselves.4
The views of states and the resulting legal consequences in a particular
situation can be identified by looking at state practice, through formal
announcements and parliamentary laws, and in relevant national case
law. States can position themselves both generally on the lawfulness (or
illegality) of a claim and also on specific issues related to the claim. Thus,
in order to evaluate the policy of non-recognition of the occupation of
Latvia and the other Baltic States and its legal consequences, it is necessary
to turn to an analysis of diplomatic relations and to find out what
happened to the obligations of these states after the restoration of their
independence. This article will provide insight into the aforementioned
aspects of state practice vis-à-vis Latvia and the other Baltic States, as
other states generally adopted common non-recognition positions on all
three Baltic States.
Diplomatic relations
At the bilateral level, it is possible to divide countries into at least
three groups based on their attitude towards the Baltic States during
the occupation and at the moment when Estonia and Latvia – after
the coup in Moscow – adopted laws ending the transition period and
restoring their independence.5 First of all, there were countries that had
had diplomatic relations with the Baltic States before their occupation
and did not deem their inclusion in the Soviet Union as de iure or de
facto legitimate.6
The United States was the closest to de facto non-recognition of the
occupation. The US began its policy of non-recognition of the occupation
of the Baltic States as early as 23 July 1940, with an official State Department
statement on the Baltic States stating that “The people of the United
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States are opposed to predatory activities no matter whether they are
carried on by the use of force or by the threat of force. They are likewise
opposed to any form of intervention on the part of one state, however
powerful, in the domestic concerns of any other sovereign state, however
weak”.7 With this announcement, the United States froze Baltic assets.
It should be noted that the US based its policy towards the Baltic States
on the principles of the Stimson doctrine. During the Manchurian
crisis, the administration of US President Herbert Hoover created the
Stimson doctrine as a response to Japan’s aggression against China, as
the US did not recognize the Manchurian state created by the Japanese
army. Although in February 1941 State Department officials met with
the USSR ambassador to Washington, disagreements concerning the
issue of the Baltic States were not resolved. In this conversation, the
USSR ambassador noted that two problems were impeding respectful
relations between the two countries – namely, that the possessions
of the USSR belonged to persons who were not entitled to them, and
that the ambassadors and consuls of the Baltic States continued to
reside and operate in the United States. In this conversation, the USSR
ambassador pointed out that the Stimson doctrine was not applicable
to the Baltic States, as the US had allegedly recognized the voluntary
unification of the Baltic States with the USSR and as the countries had
always been part of Russia anyway. This statement was rejected by
Undersecretary of State Sumner Welles, who stated that Soviet Russia
had recognized the independence of the Baltic States perpetually. The
practical aspects of the US non-recognition policy crystallized during
this time. The US was ready to view the treaties as being in force, as
well as to recognize the status of diplomatic missions and to accept
their documents and actions as representing the citizens and rights of
the Baltic States. Thus, for example, the Estonian ambassador to the
United States, Ernst Jaakson, was recognized as the diplomat with
the longest service record in the world (75 years),8 as he continued to
represent Estonia in relations with United States until the end of his life.
Although the US did not recognize the Baltic representations as seats
of exile governments, the US continued to accept accreditation letters
from Baltic representatives in America. When Alfreds Bīlmanis died,
Jules Feldmans took his place. The State Department stated that Kārlis
Zariņš had extraordinary powers, which gave him the right to authorize
Feldmans to take Bīlmanis’s place. The United States did not voice an
explicit opinion on the existence of the Baltic governments in exile, but
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it did continue to accept the new heads of Baltic representations until
the countries regained independence.9
Most countries resumed diplomatic relations with the Baltic States in
1991. In principle, there was no formal recognition of Baltic statehood in
this case.10 Certain countries in the group that pursued a de iure policy of
non-recognition considered it necessary to recognize the independence
of the Baltic States and thus to emphasize the fact of their restoration of
statehood.11 Secondly, there are countries that had diplomatic relations
with the Baltic States but also recognized their inclusion in the Soviet
Union as fait accompli, such as Sweden, the Netherlands and, according
to some sources, Spain.12 However, even in these examples, national
positions have not always been clear.13 Finally, there were new countries
that emerged after World War II and established diplomatic relations
with the Baltic States after 1991.
Some scholars have admitted that national views “began to change
over the years, accepting the situation as static”.14 In 1991, countries
tried to explain, if necessary, their position on the non-recognition of
the annexation of the Baltic States into the USSR, often retrospectively
returning to the events of 1940.15 This opportunity was used by the former
socialist countries, which were not allowed to express their true views
until the end of the Soviet Union, as well as by some countries that had
formed after 1945.16 The Soviet Union, in recognizing the independence
of the Baltic States, referred very vaguely to the “special historical and
political situation before” their incorporation into the USSR. It also
discussed the “independence” of these countries as opposed to their
“statehood”.17 Interestingly, Russia refers to this Soviet recognition act as
the true act of recognition of the Baltic States, instead of several earlier
RSFSR statements.18
Treaties
When evaluating the response of states to the demands of representatives
of the Baltic States for the non-recognition of the occupation, it is also
necessary to find out what happened during the occupation with the
contractual and other obligations that had been binding for the Baltic
States before the occupation.19
First of all, it should be noted that there were some examples where
such obligations were applied to citizens of the Baltic States who were
103

living in other countries during the occupation. In Re Estate of Antonia
S. Niggol, the New York Suffolk County Heritage Court ruled that, under
the Treaty of Friendship, Commerce and Consular Rights, the Estonian
Consul-General could act as guardian of the real estate and could act
on behalf of non-resident citizens, including being authorized to transfer
the funds in question. However, the court unequivocally limited the
consul’s remit to Estonian citizens residing in other countries during
the existence of the Soviet Socialist Republic of Estonia.20 In Gerbaud
v. Meden, the French Court of Cassation ruled that the 1937 LatvianFrench Agreement is applicable to the present dispute and that, under
the most-favoured nation clause, Latvian nationals have the same rights
as French nationals in matters covered by the agreement.21 In some cases
and contexts, authorities and courts in other countries had to decide on
the nationality of citizens of the Baltic States or consider issues relating
to their property.22 In some countries, such decisions were made in the
context of a policy of non-recognition of the Baltic States’ incorporation
into the Soviet Union, thus upholding the principle of the Baltic States’
status as states. In other countries, this did not happen.23 In countries
where Baltic diplomatic missions were still recognized to an extent,
diplomatic missions were able to take necessary legal action during the
occupation of the Baltic States.24 Contacts with the puppet governments
of the Baltic Soviet republics were limited as a precaution.25
Based on these examples, it can be argued that to a certain extent
the internationally recognized legal personality of the Baltic States was
maintained not only de iure but also de facto. Their diplomatic services
were unable to conclude new treaties because they did not have the
authority to do so and there were no governments in exile, but they
were able to frequently implement existing international obligations
regarding citizens’ rights and state property. The diplomatic services
continued to voice the views of the last free Baltic governments on the
illegal occupation.
Finally, in 1991, it was possible to settle issues related to the status of
pre-occupation treaties. In principle, the Baltic States refused to abide
by commitments made under multilateral or bilateral treaties that were
concluded by the former Soviet Union.26 It seems that the majority of
countries that had treaty relations with the Baltic States before their
occupation took the position that these agreements continued to operate,
unless otherwise decided.27 While the Baltic States offered to carefully
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review these treaties, this did not in any way prevent the application
of the principle of restitutio in integrum, which remained the point of
reference for the revision of the treaties. For example, the Latvian
Ministry of Foreign Affairs discussed the content of the treaties with each
of the countries concerned, which resulted in them being terminated or
amended. The approach taken by the Estonian and Lithuanian ministries
was similar.28 It is interesting to note that 10 years after the restoration of
independence, the 1918 Treaty of Friendship, Commerce and Consular
Rights between Latvia and the United States proved to be helpful in
resolving a diplomatic misunderstanding. In this case, the US had granted
the Latvian embassy in the US tax relief under the terms of the treaty, but
Latvia had not granted corresponding relief until the US made an official
request under the treaty.29
On 11 February 1997, the Polish and Latvian governments signed an
agreement on the application of 16 bilateral treaties that were concluded
during the pre-occupation years. Two of them remained in force; 14
became void.30 In parallel and with similar results, consultations were
held with Estonia and Lithuania. Negotiations also took place between
Latvia and Norway,31 the Baltic States and Finland, and more.32
The most complex issue was the border issue. However, in this matter,
too, the Baltic States tried, within their means, to adhere to the principle
that their territory, as per the borders that were in force when the
USSR’s army entered the Baltic States, served as a reference point for any
negotiations on border changes.33
With these facts in mind, it is difficult to accept the conclusion that
“with very few exceptions, the status of the Baltic treaties corresponds to
the situation in the 1990s, not the 1930s—practical cooperation between
neighbouring countries is still governed by many treaties concluded by
the Soviet Union”,34 or that most pre-1940 treaties were recognized by
their signatories as outdated, and as such the signatories had no interest
in using them.35 It is unrealistic to expect the Baltic States, or any other
country in similar circumstances, to be able to revise their international
obligations in the first few years after regaining independence. Any
legal conclusions are therefore questionable.36 As mentioned, the Baltic
States take the clear position that in principle all pre-occupation treaties
continue to operate until further clarification of the parties’ opinions.
Further action by the parties is more varied than is often inferred from
border agreements, which constitute a special case in themselves. In this
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respect, it is difficult to accept the conclusion appearing in some academic
debate that countries had no interest in using pre-occupation treaties.
Moreover, no country has objected to the principle of the continuity of
these treaties, as proposed by the Baltic States, or to the practical measures
taken to clarify the validity of these treaties. Practice seems to refute the
argument that such treaties were considered a priori obsolete.
This position on the issue of the treaty obligations of the Baltic States was
tested during negotiations between Latvia and Japan, when initially Japan
considered that Latvia had inherited the Soviet Union’s treaties. As a result
of these negotiations, Japan has recognized Latvia’s position – namely,
that it did not inherit the treaties of the Soviet Union. Subsequently, both
countries agreed that their pre-1940 agreements would cease to be valid.37
Even if one could say that most pre-occupation treaties were terminated,
there are some important treaties that have remained in force and are
still being applied. This approach to treaty relations, although often taken
retrospectively, nevertheless goes a long way in explaining the situation of
the Baltic States during the occupation.
The Russian Federation has so far, in accordance with the position
it already expressed in 1940, refused to be bound by any agreements
concluded by the Baltic States with the Soviet Union before 1940.38
Sticking to the claim that the Baltic States joined the Soviet Union on
a voluntary basis in 1940,39 Russia refused to make any reference to the
1920 peace treaties in its new border agreements with Latvia and Estonia.
Financial obligations
Following the occupation of the Baltic States by Soviet troops on
15 July 1940, the United States issued Executive Order 8484, which
prohibited transactions involving the property of Latvia, Lithuania and
Estonia or any national thereof. This order concerned gold reserves
held by American banks.40
Prior to the occupation, all three Baltic States also held some of their
gold reserves in banks in the United Kingdom. In 1967, the Labour
government decided to use Baltic gold and other assets to offset financial
claims between the Soviet Union and the United Kingdom and their
citizens.41 However, in 1992-1993, the government of the United Kingdom
transferred an equivalent amount of gold back to the Baltic States and
settled the continuing financial obligations between the Baltic States and
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the United Kingdom (and their citizens). The diplomatic notes that were
circulated to Estonia and Lithuania have identical wording, agreeing that
financial and property issues or rights, which may have persisted to that
date or may arise in the future, would be settled in full by a gold transfer.
“[T]he Government of the United Kingdom will not, either on its own
behalf or on behalf of natural or legal persons, oppose the Government
of the Republic of Lithuania and support claims arising after January
1, 1939 and before August 27, 199142 in respect of property, rights and
banking, commercial and financial interests, owned by the Government
or nationals of the United Kingdom and located in Lithuania, including
those who have suffered as a result of nationalization or other measures,
and in respect of bonds owned by United Kingdom nationals; The
Government of the Republic of Lithuania will not, either on its own
behalf or on behalf of natural or legal persons, oppose the Government of
the United Kingdom or support claims arising after January 1, 1939 and
before August 27, 1991 in respect of property and other assets situated
in the United Kingdom (including bank accounts, ships detained by
the British authorities and banking, commercial and financial interests)
owned by Lithuanian natural and legal persons”.43
In the case of Latvia, however, the approach was slightly different. Latvia
and the United Kingdom continue to recognize the right of natural and
legal persons from both countries to lodge claims with their respective
governments, in accordance with the law of the country where the
property is located or where the legal claim arises.44 Both governments
resolved the issue of financial and property claims by applying the
principle of restitutio in integrum, which clearly meant that these claims
had continued to exist throughout the occupation. This approach
reinforces Britain’s policy of non-recognition, which at times was less
clear-cut than the US’s.
France refused to transfer Baltic gold to the Soviet Union, including
when the last request made in 1985.45 Instead, in 1992, France transported
Lithuanian gold reserves (worth about 25 million US dollars), which
had been held at a French bank during the Lithuanian occupation, back
to Lithuania.46 The transfer was based on the principle of restitutio in
integrum, which affirmed France’s policy of non-recognition and the fact
that the Baltic States had survived the occupation.47 In March 1998, the
Swedish government opened access to accounts in Swedish banks that
had belonged to natural and legal persons from the Baltic States. Some
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of the deposits from before 1940 were owned by Baltic government
agencies.48 In 1991, Sweden had already promised Estonia that it would
reimburse gold that had been deposited with the Bank of Sweden and
then handed over to the USSR as early as 1940.
When the former USSR republics signed the Agreement on Succession
to the Soviet Union’s State Debt and Assets on 4 December 1991, in
which they decided to split the former USSR’s foreign debt, the Baltic
States were already independent and were therefore not parties to the
agreement. They were allocated appropriate shares of USSR property, but
they refused to take responsibility for the debts of the former USSR. This
view has been widely accepted by the international community and later
by Russia, perhaps for its own reasons.49
Property abroad
The occupation raised questions about the property of citizens of the
Baltic States abroad, as well as about the status of Baltic ships in foreign
ports. Most countries refused to send these ships to Soviet ports. Soviet
government agencies instituted several court cases against shipowners
in Canada, Ireland, the United Kingdom and the United States.50 This
created complex legal questions about the consequences of the executive
power’s prerogative to determine foreign policy over private law issues.
The general refusal to recognize acts of Soviet nationalization in the Baltic
States with respect to property located outside their territory showed
that the courts did not see any difference between the non-recognition
of Soviet power in the Baltic States and the non-recognition of rights in
private law.51 This supported the de iure and de facto non-recognition
of Soviet power in the Baltic States. A similar approach was taken with
regard to property belonging to citizens of the Baltic States. American
and British courts did not recognize the extraterritorial force of Soviet
government confiscation and nationalization orders.52
As for the Baltic States’ embassies and consulates, some countries
transferred the buildings to the USSR.53 Other countries, however, made
it clear that such a transfer was not within the scope of property rights.
The Latvian Mission to the League of Nations in Geneva was listed in the
Geneva Real Estate Register as the property of the Latvian government
even though the country was occupied by the USSR. An attempt to
acquire property rights in 1985 was denied on the grounds that the
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Swiss government had recognized the Latvian state de iure and that the
property was being kept and managed until the Latvian state regained its
international legal capacity.
In 1991, the Swiss government suggested that Latvia and Russia address
the issue of the Latvian embassy. Latvia held Switzerland accountable for
the transfer of its property to the USSR and insisted on the payment of
appropriate compensation for the losses. On 10 June 1994, an agreement
between the two governments was signed, and the Swiss government paid
compensation to the Latvian government in the agreed-upon amount.54
On 23 September 1991, a court in Berlin lifted custody of the building
of the Estonian embassy after World War II, making possible the return
of the property to Estonia.55
It took time to resolve the issue of the Latvian and Estonian embassies
in France and the Lithuanian embassies in France and Italy. Following
the accession of the Russian Federation to the Council of Europe in 1996,
the organization’s Parliamentary Assembly stated: “In 1940, the Soviet
Union expropriated... real estate (embassy buildings in other countries)
as well as cultural and historical properties, that in the following years
were not returned to the Baltic states. The Assembly should encourage
and, wherever possible, facilitate the early settlement of this issue”.56
The Committee on Legal Affairs and Human Rights of the Parliamentary
Assembly followed up on the issue. It was noted that the French and
Italian authorities continue to recognize the existing property rights of
the respective Baltic States. At the same time, France and Italy, unlike
Switzerland, were reluctant to address this issue. In their view, the
dispute should have been resolved through bilateral negotiations between
the Russian Federation and whichever Baltic state was concerned.57
Lithuania’s attempts to settle the matter by negotiation were unsuccessful.
An attempt was made to settle the dispute in a French court, but it came up
against the issue of the immunity that applies to buildings used by Russia
for diplomatic purposes. In 2001, a major breakthrough was achieved in
the negotiations with France. Both Latvia and Lithuania agreed to accept
appropriate compensation from the French government for their property
and thereby settle the matter in the same way as they did with Switzerland.
It is worth noting that in its compensation agreements France recognizes
the “occupation without proof of title” of the Lithuanian Embassy in Paris
“by third country diplomatic representatives”.58
These examples can be used as further evidence of the position of
109

European countries in declaring that the incorporation of the Baltic
States into the USSR was unlawful and that it did not erase these countries
from the world map – consequently, they prevented the expropriation
of Baltic properties and/or rejected the validity of Russian ownership
of these properties. In practice, the resolution of property rights
disputes with Russia proved rather difficult or even impossible. In this
case, compensation was a form of reimbursement that the Baltic States
received for losses that other countries could not prevent. As a result,
the Baltic States transferred their property rights to the countries under
whose jurisdiction the property was located.
Conclusion
Most countries considered the occupation of the Baltic States by the
Soviet Union in 1940 to be a violation of international law. As a result, many
countries did not de iure recognize Soviet power in the territories of the
Baltic States throughout the entire occupation. When it came to extending
Soviet power to natural or legal persons, in some cases those who were
outside the territory of the Baltic States even continued to be considered
citizens of the Baltic States. In countries where the Baltic diplomatic
missions were still somehow recognized, those diplomatic missions were
able to take necessary legal action during the Baltic occupation.
The de iure and de facto policy of many countries on the nonrecognition of the illegal occupation of the Baltics by the USSR, which
was most consistently pursued by the United States, is an important
element of state practice in the process of consolidating international law.
It proves that the obligations stemming from the prohibition of the use of
force in relations between states were maintained in the case of the Baltic
States – or at least it shows that there was some dissatisfaction with the
situation, which had lasted for years.59 The de facto power of the Soviet
government on the territory of the Baltic States was not questioned.
As with some other situations, its legitimacy, in turn, was questioned
on the basis of primary rules on the prohibition of the use of force
and on the right to self-determination. There is sufficient evidence of
policies of non-recognition to argue that the Baltic issue, with its various
practical consequences, was pending until at least 1990, when it became
relevant again with renewed vigour and under new circumstances. The
retrospective comments of many countries on the status of the Baltic
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States during their occupation supports the thesis that the issue had not
disappeared from the international agenda for decades.60 This was also
confirmed in 1991, when states that had recognized the Baltic States in
the 1920s did not need to re-recognize their statehood yet again. The
application of this principle in relations between the United States and
the Baltic States has resulted in the signing of the 16 January 1998 Charter
of Partnership Among the United States of America and the Republic
of Estonia, the Republic of Latvia, and the Republic of Lithuania. The
charter recalled the friendly relations between these countries, “which
have been continuously maintained since 1922”, and the fact that the
United States never recognized the incorporation of the Baltic States into
the Soviet Union and “rather regards their statehood as uninterrupted
since the establishment of their independence, a policy which the United
States has restated continuously for five decades”.61
Restitutio in integrum was the starting point for evaluating legal
relations between the Baltic States and other countries. Attempts
to restore the status quo ante have produced some (albeit limited)
practical results. It is therefore difficult to accept that the application of
the principle of restitutio in integrum in the Baltic context was a legal
fiction or that the legal relationship established before 1940 was in any
way obsolete.62 As already stated, this principle provided necessary legal
and practical guidance and served as the basis for the revision of the
legal obligations of states that took place in the 1990s. Finally, the legal
status of these countries is not determined by the number of treaties
that have remained in force since 1940, nor by their recovered assets
or gold reserves – although such facts are important evidence in the
context of status-related decision making.
As the Latvian Constitutional Court has correctly concluded: “Latvia’s
continuity has also been recognized by the international community.
Initially, this recognition took the form of non-recognition of Latvia’s
illegitimate inclusion in the USSR, but after the restoration of Latvia’s
independence, it was transformed into the recognition of the continuity
of the Latvian state. Namely, the international community recognized
the restored state of Latvia on 4 May 1990 as the same state whose
independence was unlawfully terminated in 1940”.63
Thus, with the strengthening of a number of rules of international
law, one can speak of a consolidation of the non-recognition obligation.
Namely, in situations where changes in legal relationships have been
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made contrary to the rules of international law, states are obliged not to
recognize such changes. The obligation of non-recognition is particularly
important in cases of the unlawful use of force in relations between states,
and the case of the Baltic States has contributed to clarifying the scope of
the obligation of non-recognition.
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The “End of History” and Latvia
DAINA BLEIERE
In the summer of 1989, the US-based The National Interest magazine
published an essay by Francis Fukuyama, a political scientist and deputy
director of Policy Planning at the US Department of State, based on
his lecture at the University of Chicago in February 1989.1 In 1992, the
main notions of the article were elaborated upon in the book The End of
History and the Last Man.2 Based on the ideas of the German philosopher
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel and Russian-born French philosopher
Alexandre Kojève, the main thesis of the essay argued that the end of
the Cold War meant that there was no alternative to Western-type liberal
democracy globally, and communism as an ideology had been defeated
twice – for the first time in 1945 and for the second time with the
proclamation of Mikhail Gorbachev’s “new thinking”. Fukuyama’s essay
created an explosion in 1989 because he had picked a course that was not
self-evident at the time of publication and only commenced a few months
later with the disintegration of the communist “camp”, the reunification
of Germany, and (two years later) with the collapse of the USSR.
In Latvia, the ideas of Fukuyama in the late 1980s and early 1990s seemed
axiomatic to most politicians and the general public: 1) democracy is the
best form of state governance; 2) only a market economy can provide
prosperity; 3) countries and societies that do not go in this direction are
doomed to remain in the “space of history”, as opposed to developed
market democracies that are moving into the “space of post-history”.
The “end of history” was perceived to be a break from geopolitical
doom, in which the fate of Latvia as a small state would be determined
by the struggle of major powers to divide the world into spheres of
influence through conquests and invasions. This understanding led to
the development of a number of priorities in foreign and security policy,
which notionally concluded with the approval of the Concept of Latvian
Foreign Policy by the Saeima in 1995. Integration into European political,
economic and security structures was formulated as a top priority, and
“the development of parliamentary democracy, domestic political stability
and the continuity of economic reforms in Latvia” were formulated as
“indispensable preconditions for achieving this task”. 3
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The historical context of the “end of history” and its
understanding in Latvia
In order to understand why Fukuyama’s essay attracted so much
attention, it is necessary to outline the historical context in which it
was created. Contrary to popular belief, it had nothing to do with the
collapse of the Soviet Union. Not only was such a collapse not in sight,
but it seemed impossible to most observers. The Berlin wall had not yet
collapsed, the “velvet revolution” in Czechoslovakia had not yet taken
place, and in the spring of 1989, communist regimes showed signs of
weakness only in Poland and Hungary, where in February/March talks
between the ruling parties and the opposition began. However, what
caused the optimism for Fukuyama and Western liberals in general were
changes in the foreign and domestic policies of the USSR. Fukuyama
saw “post-historical” thinking in the liberal intelligentsia surrounding
Gorbachev. The Soviet Union had no other option but to move towards a
market economy, democratization and decentralization.
When Fukuyama further developed his basic arguments in a book in
1992, it left a much smaller impression than the 1989 publication. In three
years, the situation in the world had changed dramatically, and the euphoria
of the end of the Cold War had been replaced by fears of armed conflict
following the collapse of Yugoslavia, uncertainties about Russia’s future
course of development and role in world politics, and other problems.
However, the book encouraged Samuel Huntington, Fukuyama’s teacher,
to give a lecture in 1992 on the idea of a “clash of civilizations” – namely,
that the post-Cold War world would be dominated by conflicts rooted in
culture and religion – and publish it as an article in 1993.4 At a time when
the war in Yugoslavia was in full swing and Islamic fundamentalism
was beginning to emerge as a serious and menacing force, Huntington’s
thesis seemed much more realistic than Fukuyama’s concept, because a
conflict-dominated world can be simpler and better understood than
emphasizing the capacity of human society for self-transformation. For
Huntington, the nature of conflicts in history may change, but conflict
itself nonetheless will always permeate relations between states, nations,
religions, and civilizations. In contrast, Fukuyama’s view postulates that
there has been progress in history, and it is possible to reach a stage in
interstate relations where violent conflicts between states are no longer
possible – at least between developed democracies. The latter thesis was
expanded upon in several theories of international relations that became
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particularly popular in the 1990s – the theory of democratic peace, the
theory of security communities, and Alexander Vendt’s theory of three
cultures of anarchy.
Contrary to the arguments of critics that had not carefully read the
essay (and later the book) and had criticized Fukuyama for his naivety
because he had promised an end of history here and now, with the idea
that we all would live in a conflict-free democracy, but such “end” never
came to be, Fukuyama never claimed that the end of history will be
served “tomorrow for breakfast” or that the victory of liberal democracy
would put an automatic end to conflicts, in the near future or in general.
In his view, conflicts, especially in the Third World, will continue for
the foreseeable future, as Russia’s (or the Soviet Union’s) and China’s
emergence as liberal democracies was not a near-term prospect. Market
reforms in China led to hopes that they would sooner or later be followed
by political liberalization (the massacre on Tiananmen Square occurred
while the essay was being prepared for publication). Fukuyama stressed
that the USSR was at a crossroads: it could choose the economic and
political path of liberal-democratic reforms, or it could remain “stuck in
history”. Today we see that the leaders of Russia, the heir of the USSR, have
chosen the second path. Fukuyama’s understanding of the end of history
is not that there is no conflict, or there will be no conflicts anymore, but
that the Western-type liberal democracy and market economy will be
recognized as the best form of public organization globally, and that there
is no alternative in the long run. There will be conflicts, but they will be
between the liberal democracies that represent the post-historical world
and the countries that have not broken away from history. Nationalism
and religion will remain potential sources of conflict. American liberal
anti-nationalism expressed itself in 1993, following Fukuyama’s criticism
of the treatment of the Russians in Latvia and Estonia, with a call for
the liberalization of citizenship legislation.5 It should be noted that
these statements in the Latvian press generated a much broader and
understandably sharper reaction than the 1989 article.
The press published in Latvian, both in Latvia and in the West, paid
little attention to the concept of the end of history in the late 1980s
and early 1990s. More generally, this was perceived as a metaphor – an
interesting, playful expression. There are only a few publications that
dealt with the concept in its philosophical and historical context. This
can be explained by a certain distaste for the “end of history” concept
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that was felt by people who had obtained higher education in the USSR,
in particular due to its connection with Hegel’s ideas. It was associated
with Karl Marx’s historical determinism and historical materialism, as
well as his thesis on communism as the highest and final stage of social
development. However, despite also being rooted in Hegel’s philosophy,
Fukuyama’s approach differed significantly. As the sociologist Pēteris
Laķis emphasized in 1991, “The concept of F. Fukuyama is based on the
idea of the natural historical development of mankind, during which
society develops its own optimal ideology and form of socio-political
organization. This methodological approach is in contrast with various
finalist conceptions of society—when its development, despite various
references to objective laws, is viewed as moving toward a particular
condition conceived by some genius, e.g. K. Marx”.6
The first to give deeper insight into Fukuyama’s ideas was the poet and
publicist Leons Briedis. In an essay written on 4 May 1990, he emphasized
that “right now we are, sadly, “stuck in history”—the history of human
culture, and [we are] just like cockroaches are desperately trying to crawl out
of a glass jar” and that 1990 “must finally become [the year of a] complete
collapse of communism as a political, economic and ideological system”.7
The concept of “the end of history” was further explored in March 1991
by Pēteris Laķis in the article “The End of Human History”. He admitted
that “the notion of the victory ofliberal-democratic ideas seems to be quite
well-founded. At least for the time being, it is not possible to conceive an
ideological system of beliefs that could constitute a real alternative to this
political organization of society and the practical life of the spirit”.8 Laķis
pointed to the internal contradictions of liberal democratic societies,
such as the popularity of Marxist ideas in certain parts of Western society,
and the possible collision of Hegelian rationalism with the public’s need
for myth creation. He also pointed out that it was unclear how the “halflife period” of the USSR would develop – would it lead to extremism and
national terrorism? Looking back from today, the doubts expressed by
Laķis have proved to be well-founded in many ways.
A year later, Laķis returned to the “end of history” again. This time it
was due to an article by the publicist Ēriks Jēkabsons in the newspaper
“Pilsonis” (The Citizen), in which the author saw a resemblance between
Fukuyama’s views and socialism. In pointing out that such parallels are
unfounded, Laķis addressed the larger issue of whether we are mature
enough for a liberal democratic society. Admittedly, his conclusion was
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quite cautious, one might even say pessimistic: “In any event, if not for
the whole of society, then at least for a part of it, historical development
has not yet come to an end, not just in terms of changes in values, but
also from the perspective of F.Fukuyama. This also applies to Latvia, as
the existence of alternative development paths is undeniable. We are at
a crossroads, because there is still a long way to go to a liberal Western
democratic society, and it is better not to look at Russia’s totalitarianism.
In this situation, the peculiarities of development in the Baltic postcommunist countries may be possible, at least for the foreseeable future”. 9
“Crawling out of a glass jar” in two stages
The metaphor used by Briedis was quite voluminous – in essence,
it included all three “end of history” components, because being in
the USSR at that time meant that not only was the issue of national
sovereignty a factor, but also the prospect of problematic democratic
and market economy reforms. With the restoration of independence, the
orientation of foreign and security policy was linked to democracy and
the establishment of a free market. In this sense, the Central European
post-communist countries of Czechoslovakia (which became two
countries as of 1 January 1993), Poland and Hungary served as models.
Clearly, these were also the key components in the recommendations and
demands of Western countries and international organizations. However,
the situation varied from country to country, and Latvian politicians had
to look for specific solutions themselves or adapt the recommendations
and the solutions that had been devised through trial-and-error in the
rest of the Baltic States and other post-communist countries. Looking at
the formation of foreign and security policy, two clear stages transpire:
before and after the restoration of full independence in August 1991.
The first stage

Although “crawling out of a glass jar”, as mentioned by Briedis, was
in principle a general and understandable goal, how to do it was much
more uncertain. This was also reflected in the differences in foreign
policy programmes presented at the Supreme Council of Latvia by Prime
Minister Ivars Godmanis on 7 May 1990 and Foreign Minister Candidate
Jānis Jurkāns on 22 May, as well as on the “Platform for Negotiations on
the Restoration of the Independence of the Republic of Latvia” that was
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discussed by the Popular Front of Latvia (LTF) faction on 4 April 1990.
All three parameters of the “end of history” put forward by
Fukuyama were united and obvious in the process of Latvia regaining
its independence. Speaking at the Supreme Council as a candidate for
foreign minister, Jānis Jurkāns began his speech on 22 May 1990 with
the following words: “The main task of the restored Latvian Ministry of
Foreign Affairs is to regain its place in the family of free and democratic
countries. Just as our life is based on the 1922 Constitution, our foreign
policy must be guided by the principles of a free, democratic Latvian
foreign policy”.10 The adoption of the declaration “On the Restoration
of Independence of the Republic of Latvia” on 4 May 1990 laid the
foundation for a more concrete formulation of foreign policy principles.
From 31 May 1989 to 4 May 1990, the main task of the LTF’s foreign
policy activities was to gain support for the right to regain independence
– support that had to come both from the West and from democratic
forces within the Soviet Union. In essence, little had changed since the
declaration of 4 May. Potential allies remained the same – Western liberal
democracies and democratic forces in the USSR, especially in Moscow
– but the support of neither was self-evident. The central issue was the
international recognition of the independence of the Baltic States. This was
also specified in Jurkāns’s programme: “Latvia regards the co-operation
of the Baltic States in the field of politics and economy as the basis of its
foreign policy. We must insist on further internationalization of Baltic
issues. We need to make the world understand and recognize that the
Baltic process is a part of the Eastern European process, and in doing so,
the talks between Latvia and the USSR would be treated not as internal
affairs of the USSR but as negotiations between two governments, with
both being subjects of international law. [We] must help the world realize
that without addressing the Baltic issue, it will not be possible to ensure
European security and cooperation, to build a common European home”.
But “Latvia is aware both of the fragility of its geopolitical position and
its wide potential to participate in the building of a new Europe based on
equality and cooperation between all the countries, big and small”. 11 This
road was covered with thorns.
Up until the August 1991 coup in Moscow, Western governments
believed that the USSR would continue to exist in one form or another.
Given its nuclear weapons and the global role of the USSR, they did
not want to promote processes that would accelerate the breakup of the
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country. Although it was clear from the spring of 1990 that the Baltic
States would sooner or later withdraw from the Soviet Union, out of
fear of how nationalism might affect the stability of the USSR and the
possibility that the country’s leadership would choose a violent solution
to internal conflicts,12 the US and other Western powers showed limited
support for the Baltic States. They mainly called upon the Baltics to
negotiate with Moscow on leaving the USSR and appealed to Moscow
not to resort to violence.
Latvian politicians were well aware of this situation. Thus, Anatolijs
Gorbunovs, Chairman of the Supreme Council (AP), stated at the first
session of the newly elected AP on 3 May 1990 that “the world does
not want to put the reduction of tensions, disarmament, or Mikhail
Gorbachev at risk in the name of five million Baltic nationals” – therefore,
he argued, it was necessary to convince both the West and Moscow that
the independence efforts would not jeopardize “East-West dialogue [or]
European security... our activities are not confrontational”.13 However,
the situation was also marked by the disappointment felt by a large part
of society on seeing that the policy of non-recognition of the Soviet
occupation did not translate into unequivocal support for the restoration
of independence. Of course, there were differences in the positions of
Western powers – and also in the governments of some countries – on
the Baltic issue. Thus, German Chancellor Helmut Kohl considered the
Baltic States to be a threat to the stability of the USSR, worrying how
a Gorbachev’s weakening position could affect German unification and
its membership in NATO. Foreign Minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher, on
the other hand, was more supportive of the Baltic issue. Britain sought
to balance support for Gorbachev with demands for talks with the
Baltic States, while Sandra Kalniete describes French President François
Mitterrand’s position on Baltic independence as driven by “cautiousness,
pragmatism and cynicism”.14
At the core of Latvia’s foreign policy were efforts to expand its
diplomatic activities and political, economic and cultural contacts with
foreign countries, to achieve economic, humanitarian and technical
assistance for Latvia, “particularly striving to join various development
funds and programmes for Eastern Europe”, to participate in the work of
various international organizations, first and foremost in the “Helsinki
process”, and to obtain guest and then observer status at the European
Security and Cooperation Council (OSCE).15 Success in this regard
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was achieved, though that success may seem modest today. Various
symbolic gestures played an important role. Jānis Peters, the head of
the Latvian Permanent Representation in Moscow, has elaborated on
some of these, including: displaying red-white-red flags at the Latvian
representation, using the Latvian flag and colours, and cultural events
at the representation.16 The change in attitude of the Western powers
was very slow, and the Baltic States felt a painful dissonance between
the declarative nature of non-recognition policies and the difficulty
of achieving real diplomatic support for independence. The Nordic
countries, as well as the post-communist countries of Central Europe,
were more generous. Against the backdrop of minor successes, cases
where the country fell backwards were all the more painful. The most
painful of these was the expulsion of the Baltic delegations from the
OSCE on 19 November 1990. The first US ambassador to Latvia (19911995), Ints Siliņš, later wrote: “After lengthy negotiations, the formula
for the presence of the foreign ministers of the Baltic States, who had
not yet gained independence, was carefully elaborated at this meeting
[through the special guest status provided by the French government].
However, when Gorbachev turned his eyes to those sitting in the hall
and saw the Baltic ministers, a whispered ultimatum to Mitterrand was
enough to get the president to expel them”.17
A change in attitude became apparent after January 1991, following
tragic events in Vilnius and Riga. There is no doubt that Western public
opinion, to some degree or another, influenced the position of national
leaders, but it did not change their priorities. Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait
also required the Soviet Union to become involved in the international
coalition against Saddam Hussein, and Gorbachev was once again an
important partner for the United States, Britain and France. Gorbachev’s
position was also important for the West in the context of the reunification
of Germany and the withdrawal of USSR troops from Germany. The
statement that “essentially, the government of Latvia was already de facto
recognized in 1991” seems to be a rather optimistic assessment of the
situation, as the establishment of consular relations, the conclusion of
interstate agreements on information offices, etc.,18 were in essence only
diplomatic gestures, devised to mask a desire to stall the resolution of the
Baltic issue for as long as possible, so as not to undermine Gorbachev’s
already weak position in the USSR.
The Baltic States’ aspirations for independence influenced similar
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processes in other republics of the USSR, but the priority of the West
remained the stability of the USSR and the strengthening of Gorbachev’s
position as a guarantor of said stability – therefore, a major change in
attitude towards the independence of the Baltic States was dependent on
their talks with Moscow, but there was virtually no progress in this area.
Negotiations did not really begin until 19 August, when the coup attempt
in Moscow took place.19 Moscow demonstrated to the West its readiness
to settle relations with Latvia through peaceful means, when in fact it
sought to delay negotiations.
Of course, the question arises as to how the Latvian government
saw the prospect of relations with Moscow. If negotiations were to
commence and the USSR was to recognize the independence of the
country, how long could the transition process take and what would
Latvia’s foreign policy course be? The political scientist Edijs Bošs
points out that the position of the leadership of all three Baltic States
was that through negotiations with the USSR they could achieve an
internationally recognized independence that would include neutrality
in security policy solutions – essentially, the so-called “Finlandization”
model. With regard to the USSR troops stationed in the Baltic States,
possible solutions were seen in either permitting military bases or in
demilitarizing the Baltic States.20 At the Supreme Council meeting on
22 May 1990, Foreign Minister Jurkāns expressed the idea that “we are
building a common European house, and once the German question is
resolved, once the Baltic question is resolved, the NATO question will
disappear altogether. I think the time will come when all the problems
of Europe will be decided upon by a conference on collaboration
and cooperation, which will be the main organ”.21 In addition to
LTF politicians, the nationally radical wing embraced the concept of
neutrality. “Finlandization” as a possible foreign policy strategy for the
Baltic States was also in line with the views of many representatives of
the USSR’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, as well as Western diplomats.22
It should be noted that the hopes Jurkāns had placed on security
solutions that were dominated by a broad multilateral approach (which
considered alliances to be a Cold War era solution) reflected the views
that had been widespread in the West in the 1990s. Post-communist
countries also saw the Organization for Security and Cooperation in
Europe (OSCE) as the most realistic security solution, although they
did not deem dismantling NATO necessary.
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The second stage

The events of 19-21 August 1991 in Moscow drastically changed the
situation in the Baltic States. The acquisition of independence and the
universal recognition thereof ended the era of uncertainty and the
country’s policy of taking small steps. The formulation of foreign policy
priorities, for which there was no more room for avoidance, was also a
part of the institution-building process for an independent state. However,
in the early months after the restoration of independence, in the field
of security policy, the country’s overall vision had changed very little.
The Finnish model of neutrality still seemed acceptable to the Balts, and
the OSCE was seen as the main pillar in the field of European security.
Soon, perceptions began to change under the influence of two factors:
the development of and shift in the foreign and security policies of the
Visegrad countries, and Latvia’s relationship with the USSR’s heir, Russia.
While it may seem today that the end of the Cold War and the collapse
of communist regimes was perceived as the “end of history” in Eastern
Europe, the early 1990s presented a much more pessimistic view, both in
post-communist countries and in the wider world. Violence in the former
Yugoslavia and ethnic conflicts in the post-Soviet space suggested that
the end of the bipolar system would restore the situation that existed in
Europe before World War II – including ethnic and territorial conflicts.
The split of Czechoslovakia into two countries, Hungary’s dissatisfaction
with the injustices of the Trianon Peace Treaty, conflicts in UkrainianPolish and Lithuanian-Polish relations, the situation surrounding
Russians and Russian-speakers in the Baltics – all this, after the brief
period of euphoria that followed the death of communism, led the West
to look at Eastern Europe with unconcealed suspicion. The end of the
Cold War also raised concerns that the United States’ desire to invest in
European security might diminish, and that German unification could
lead to a revival of revanchism. Significant doubts, especially on the part
of Russia’s immediate neighbours, were caused by uncertainties about
what the future course of Russia would be. American security policy
expert F. Stephen Larrabee wrote in 1993 that “in Eastern Europe we are
witnessing not the end of history, but the return of history”.23 For him and
many other Americans, and Western security policy experts in general,
the resurgence of democracy in Eastern Europe had also appeared to have
led to an increase in ethnic bigotry, national superiority and intolerance.
It wasn’t just Western concerns that were the problem, but also the
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insecurity of Central European countries themselves. The transient
euphoria following the collapse of the USSR was replaced by fears –
particularly in Poland – about the direction of Yeltsin’s Russia. The idea
of the OSCE being an alternative to NATO, and of security cooperation
overall, was quickly replaced by fears that each individual country would
remain in the “history” zone, or would be neighbours with countries that
might remain in (or return to) it.
How could Central European countries escape “history” and prove
that they were part of the notional West? Firstly, by demonstrating
that they are able to cooperate and to resolve historical and emerging
conflicts through diplomatic channels. The political union established by
Czechoslovakia, Hungary and Poland on 15 February 1991 in Visegrad,
Hungary, played an important role in this respect. Likewise, much was
done to resolve internal ethnic conflicts and historic inherited conflicts
with third countries – this was not always straightforward. But successful
cooperation could also turn into a kind of trap, a pretext for the West to
move away from the region. An economic, security and symbolic escape
from “Eastern Europe” was possible only within Western structures.
Hungary expressed the idea of NATO membership first; its desire to
obtain NATO’s security guarantees was influenced by the catastrophe that
developed in the neighbouring Yugoslavia. Next came Czechoslovakia,
where the turnaround was quite drastic – in 1989-1990 President Václav
Havel and Foreign Minister Jiří Dienstbier had been consistent advocates
of a European OSCE-based security system. Dienstbier wrote: “By
replacing the former Soviet sphere with integration into a new sphere of
influence, we are unlikely to improve security in Central Europe”.24 This
change of attitude of the Czechoslovak leadership towards NATO was
clearly formalized in the spring of 1991. Poland had been the most careful
to embrace NATO, due to fears that its relations with Russia could take
a turn for the worse. Nonetheless, in 1991 calls for joining the alliance
were already becoming increasingly insistent, and by early 1992 it was
an official government position. On 25 August 1993, during his meeting
with Polish President Lech Wałęsa, Russian President Boris Yeltsin stated
that Russia did not object to Poland’s membership in NATO (this was also
recorded in the communiqué). This contradicted Russian Foreign Minister
Andrei Kozyrev’s statement just two days earlier that his country would
not accept such developments. A day later, Yeltsin said in a conversation
with Havel that Russia believes that the decision on Czech membership in
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NATO should be made at its own discretion. 25 However, neo-imperialist
tendencies in Russian foreign policy began to prevail, and at the December
1994 OSCE Summit in Budapest, the Russian president already warned
that NATO enlargement would create new dividing lines in Europe.26
Although initially NATO’s attitude towards post-communist countries
was rather restrained, the need to take their relationship to a new
level gradually took hold, and in November 1991 the North Atlantic
Cooperation Council (NACC) was established, inviting the postcommunist countries of Eastern Europe, the Baltic States, and other
post-Soviet countries to join. However, the council was only temporarily
able to delay the aspirations of Central European countries to become
full members of NATO. In May 1992, the prime ministers of the Visegrad
countries reaffirmed their intention to join the alliance. It was anticipated
that such an invitation would be forthcoming at the NATO summit
in January 1994. This did not happen, but the alliance did offer a new
instrument of cooperation and rapprochement, the Partnership for Peace
(PfP). Overcoming their disappointment, the Central European countries
and the Baltic States chose to interpret it as a first step towards NATO –
but in fact the alliance had made no commitment to the PfP countries.
The year 1995 was a kind of watershed moment for NATO enlargement,
as it was the year that the prospect of enlargement became accepted in
principle, although there was no real progress on the issue in 1996 due
to the reluctance of the West to weaken Yeltsin’s position in the Russian
presidential election.
The European Community had begun developing relations with
Czechoslovakia, Poland and Hungary even before the fall of their
communist regimes, so relations developed quite rapidly in the early
1990s. In 1989, the European Community launched a PHARE (Poland
and Hungary Assistance for the Restructuring of the Economy) project to
assist transition processes in Poland and Hungary. By December 1991, all
three Visegrad countries had already signed association agreements with
the European Community. At the end of 1992, Europe agreements were
also concluded with Bulgaria and Romania. These Europe agreements
did not promise automatic EU membership after the expiry of the
treaties. The Visegrad countries submitted a joint statement to Brussels
in September 1992 (the Visegrad Memorandum) calling for clear
membership criteria and perspectives. The Visegrad countries were not
fully satisfied with the EU’s response, namely with regard to the guidelines
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for the accession process, so the question of the accession criteria was
discussed at the Copenhagen Summit on 21-22 December 1993, where
three criteria were defined: 1) the stability of democratic institutions, the
rule of law, and respect for human and minority rights; 2) a functioning
market economy and the ability to cope with the pressures of the free
market in the European Union; 3) the institutional capacity to implement
EU legislation and to assume the responsibilities of EU membership,
including surrounding the objectives of forging a political, economic
and military union.27 In March 1994, Hungary formally applied for EU
membership, and in April so did Poland. Following the partition of
Czechoslovakia, Slovakia submitted its application in June 1995 and the
Czech Republic in January 1996.
The policies and choices of the post-communist countries of Central
Europe significantly influenced the foreign and security policy priorities
of Latvia and the other Baltic States. Some insight into this process is
provided by the then-Supreme Council member Georgs Andrejevs’s
written survey of 45 MPs in spring 1992: “What kind of Europe would
you like to see in the future?”. Parliamentarians ranked the importance of
the various international institutions working for European consolidation
as follows: the European Community in 1st place, the OSCE in 2nd place,
NATO in 4th place, and the Nordic Council in 5th place.28 The European
Union was already seen as the main priority, but views about NATO
seemed rather distant. This was also confirmed by a publication released
by the diplomat and political scientist Kārlis Eihenbaums in 1993, which,
regarding the formation of Latvia’s foreign policy priorities since the
restoration of independence, defined integration into the European
Union as a key objective of Latvia’s foreign policy; he commended the
signing and entry into force of the Trade and Cooperation Agreement
(on 1 February 1993) as a “stepping stone” to achieving associate status
and eventually becoming a full member within 10 to 15 years. In order to
achieve this, according to Eihenbaums, it was necessary to solve several
domestic and foreign policy tasks: to complete privatization; to complete
monetary reform; to establish the necessary economic legislation; to
attract foreign investment; to secure the state borders; and to ensure the
withdrawal of former USSR troops. NATO membership was mentioned
by Eihenbaums as a possible prospect for the distant future, with greater
hopes being placed on the revitalization of the Western European Union.29
The high Council of Europe’s and the OSCE’s rankings in the
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parliamentary poll were determined by the fact that they were the
European organizations most actively involved in Latvian politics in
1992, as a result of Russia’s efforts to internationalize issues surrounding
minority rights violations in Latvia in relation to citizenship and language
laws. Although accusations of discrimination against the Russian
language were also brought against Estonia, its parliament in 1992 had
already adopted the Citizenship Act (an amended version of the 1938
law) with relatively inclusive naturalization rules. This opened the way
for Estonia’s admission into the Council of Europe as early as May 1993
(along with Lithuania). Latvia’s decision on the issue of citizenship was
postponed until the 5th Saeima was convened, and when the law was
adopted by the Saeima on 22 June 1994, it included naturalization quotas.
Russia’s active engagement with international institutions accusing
Latvia of discriminating against minorities contributed significantly
to the escalation of the situation around Latvia. For Russia, efforts to
internationalize the problem in the OSCE, the Council of Europe, the
UN and other institutions, as well as to delay Latvia’s admission to
international organizations (such as the Council of Europe), were a useful
tool to put pressure on Latvia with the aim of extending deadlines for
army withdrawal, obtaining concessions regarding the Skrunda radar
lease and the right of retired Russian military personnel to stay in Latvia,
and, crucially, to diminish Western support for Latvia.
Additionally, immediately after the collapse of the USSR, a struggle
between promoters of the relatively pro-Western and the relatively postimperialist foreign and security policies began in Russia’s government
and political circles. The political position of the pro-Western forces
was weaker from the outset, and the attitude towards the Baltics was
imperialistic because “it is possible to be a democrat but to maintain the
reflexes of imperialism”.30 The extent to which the army exit negotiations,
and the related issues of minority rights and adopting the citizenship law,
dominated Latvian politics between 1992 and 1994 is illustrated, inter
alia, by the fact that in his extensive memoirs, Foreign Minister Georgs
Andrejevs (August 1993 to June 1994) focuses almost exclusively on
efforts to enact an army withdrawal on terms acceptable to Latvia and
the fight against Russia’s efforts to internationalize Latvia’s minority status
and citizenship issues.31
Thus, due to Russian pressure and uncertainty over the country’s future
development, given the success of the communists and liberal democrats
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in the 1993 parliamentary elections in Russia, as well as its foreign policy
concepts defining post-Soviet countries as being in Russia’s sphere of
influence,32 it was important for Latvia to ensure that integration into
European structures takes place as soon as possible and that the Baltic
States are considered equally serious candidates as the Central European
countries, i.e. that they are included into the same group.
The problem was the Western countries’ doubts about the development
level and stability of the Baltic States, as well as Russia’s possible reaction to
new developments, especially on the issue of NATO integration. Central
European countries demonstrated solidarity and support, but they were
reluctant to try to establish closer contacts.33 All these initiatives failed
for several reasons, one of which was the reluctance of countries at the
forefront of European and NATO integration to slow down their path to
these organizations. Although various ideas were expressed in the early
1990s about economic and security arrangements between the CIS and
NATO/the EU, these ideas did not gain support in Central Europe or the
Baltic States, not just because they would not provide real security due to
the military and economic weaknesses of its prospective member states,
but also because it could encourage the West to leave post-communist
countries in a “grey zone”.
The first stop on the path towards “post-history”
The situation surrounding this determined how Latvia chose between,
and determined the direction of, the foreign policy priorities available to
it. If “the initial efforts to formulate Latvia’s foreign and security policy
consisted of accepting and implementing any action that removed the
restored Latvia from the reality in which it had been in the past fifty
years”,34 and if this was done without a definite plan, then with the
elaboration and adoption of the Concept of Latvian Foreign Policy in the
Saeima on 7 March 1995, a clear idea had emerged as to the direction
that would be taken. The country’s first priority was membership in the
European Union. Although the top priority in the realm of security policy
solutions was assigned to the Western European Union (as a part of the
EU’s security policy), the concept clearly stated that “Latvia will use every
opportunity to become a full member of NATO”.35 On 31 December, the
Saeima endorsed Andris Šķēle’s government, which said in a statement
that it would “continue to move towards NATO as the only real guarantor
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of security in the transatlantic space”.36 From that moment on, NATO
integration became the key foreign policy priority of this and future
governments. Agreements on the withdrawal of the Russian army were
signed on 30 April 1994 and completed on 31 August. Latvia had to make
concessions on the Skrunda radar and Russian army retirees, but it was
a major security success, all the more so because of the promise from US
leadership that “the Baltic States have gained priority in US politics”.37 This
was more of a symbolic gesture, but nevertheless signalled a significant
change in Latvia’s international status. Relations with Russia continued to
be strained, and it continued to claim special interests and rights in the
“near abroad”, but disputes around the withdrawal of the Russian army
and the search for Russia’s foreign policy identity had shown Russia that
the Baltic States had allies and that claims about their inclusion in Russia’s
sphere of influence would not be supported. Despite Russia’s objections,
Latvia was a full member of the Council of Europe, and its views on the
situation surrounding the Russian minority were heard.
Latvia signed the Association Agreement on 12 June 1995, and on
27 October 1995 submitted its official application for EU membership.
Already in June, the EU Council adopted a White Paper on legislative
harmonization, which was a step towards real membership.
On 21 August 1995, looking back at the four years since 21 August 1991,
Egils Levits, the then-ambassador of Latvia to Austria and Switzerland,
wrote that “there is no serious alternative to ideological democracy”. In
his view, this did not mean “the end of history”, but rather that the world
community is no longer divided into two alternative systems – it more
or less makes up different parts of a single scheme, according to the level
of development of democracy.38 He saw the Association Agreement with
the European Union as a real opportunity for Latvia to become a Western
country in due course. Levits stressed that this path would not be easy or
self-evident, since understanding and accepting the fundamental values
of democracy is a complex and lengthy process, and that the situation
is complicated by structural economic reforms that have outpaced the
understanding of a large part of society.
Conclusion
The publication of the Fukuyama concept in 1989 marked a major
turning point in European history. With post-communist countries all
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moving towards a market economy, albeit at different speeds, a democratic
form of governance became the norm almost everywhere, and this
influenced Latvia’s domestic political reforms as well as its foreign policy
priorities. Latvian policy considerations were primarily driven by the
pursuit of security in a broader sense – not just security against external
aggression, but also domestic stability, which can be helped by economic
growth, which in turn requires foreign investment, and investment does
not flow into a country that is unstable and insecure. Gradually, there
also came to be an understanding that multilateralism within the EU and
NATO is beneficial to small countries, because it protects against being
allocated into different spheres of influence by superpowers in the future.
The path that Latvia took from 1990-1995 did not lead to the end of
history, nor even to their final entry into the coveted international space
of “post-history”. The main result that was achieved was recognition of
the country’s right to be a part of this space in the future – and that was
something, considering its starting point and the internal and external
risks it faced. The country’s “return to Europe” was not self-evident and its
right to being a part of the West and the “post-history” space was yet to be
proven; this had to be achieved before the country acceded to the European
Union and NATO – and work would continue even after they joined.
Now, 30 years after Fukuyama’s article, we see an increase in the
influence of authoritarian populism in post-communist countries,
a crisis of liberalism in the US – the very citadel of liberal ideals – an
economic crisis and resulting social insecurity, the rise of Euroscepticism
in Britain and other countries, fears of Islamic terrorism, use of the word
“liberalism” as an insult to the preservation of “traditional” values, and
other phenomena that seem to contradict Fukuyama’s prediction. The
30th anniversary of the article was marked by numerous publications that
predominantly stated that he had underestimated the role of religion and
even more so that of nationalism, but especially that he did not account
for the “resilience of authoritarian political alternatives”.39 However, it
should be emphasized that Fukuyama’s view of the end of history was
subtler and more nuanced than these portrayals make it seem. In 1989,
he wrote that the end of history would be a sad time – the worldwide
ideological struggle that called forth daring, courage, imagination, and
idealism would be replaced by economic calculation, the endless solving
of technical problems, environmental concerns, and the satisfaction of
sophisticated consumer demands. It would create nostalgia for a time
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when “history” existed and would foster rivalry and conflict in the posthistorical world. “Perhaps this very prospect of centuries of boredom at
the end of history will serve to get history started once again”. 40
Latvia was influenced by (and torn by) the confrontation of global
ideologies in the 20th century, and its desire to break free from “history”
after regaining independence essentially reflects any small country’s
natural desire to be in the space described by Fukuyama, where
economic, technical and environmental issues are central. As illustrated
by the passions stirred by the activities of the young Swedish activist
Greta Thunberg, in fact these areas are not at all “boring”. In the modern
world we see both the consolidation of the liberal order the continuation
and/or rebirth of history as parallel processes. Just as the functioning of
a liberal democracy and market economy are not without domestic and
foreign conflicts, Latvia has to take into account that the preservation
of the current international system is not self-evident, but that it is in
Latvia’s interests. A space of “history” – with thinking and politics
based on spheres of influence, with foreign and security policy treated
as a zero-sum game, and with the undermining of democratic freedoms
in domestic politics – is still just next door, so support for countries
wishing to break away from it and enter the “post-history” space is an
important task of Latvia’s foreign policy. Is the “end of history” possible?
This question remains unanswered. But as a metaphor, it expresses all
the preconditions that are necessary for Latvia’s existence as a nationstate. Given the antipathy of liberalism to nationalism, it is a political and
philosophical paradox in its own right.
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The “Clash of Civilizations”
and Latvia
LEONS TAIVĀNS
The “clash of civilizations” is a theory in political science, referred to
by its author, Samuel Huntington, as a hypothesis (in other words, an
assumption). The theory has been defined carefully because it sought
to predict future developments in the international environment. The
content of the theory is as follows: after the fall of the Soviet Union, and
consequently the communist bloc and its ideology, the “Cold War”, which
was based on an ideological confrontation between the capitalist West
and the communist Soviet Union, was over. Consequently, one of the two
competing ideologies had gone bankrupt – and yet humanity has always
been at war. In a globalized world, conflicts will happen on a larger scale than
ever before, resulting in clashes between civilizations or cultures, as well as
between religions, which are natural forms of human self-identification.
The purpose of this article is to demonstrate two things. Firstly,
Huntington classified Latvia as a part of “Western civilization”, but history
has treated it as part of a “transition zone”. In Latvia, both neighbouring
civilizations – the Russian Orthodox and the Western, with the very
small predominance of the latter – operate with almost equal prospects.
Secondly, this article will offer is a certain apology for the much-criticized
Huntington theory. Its true place, and a positive appraisal of it, can be
found not so much in political science as in history and anthropology.
The term “clash of civilizations” requires clarification. “Civilizations” are
cultural circles that coincide with the geography of the most widespread
religions. Western Christianity (Protestantism and Catholicism) has
created a civilization that includes not only Western Europe but also its
historical derivatives – the United States and Canada in North America,
as well as Australia. Russia, with its Orthodox faith, forms a civilization
separate from the West. The Orthodox civilization includes other
Orthodox countries: Greece, Bulgaria, Serbia, Georgia, etc. The Islamic
lands respectively make up the Islamic civilization, the Hindu lands of
India and Sri Lanka make up the Hindu civilization, etc. There are eight
civilizations in total. This theory was first published by Samuel Huntington
in the US-based political science journal Foreign Affairs in 1993.1 A “clash”
136

does not necessarily refer to war and bloodshed, but can simply mean
tension, dislike, or psychological disapproval.2 The boundaries between
civilizations very relatively coincide with the geographical boundaries of
the named states. Members of the Islamic civilization can live in Western
Europe, in an immigrant community or otherwise. The same goes for the
people of other civilizations.
Huntington’s theory or hypothesis was not entirely new. Before he
postulated it, Bernard Lewis, a prominent figure in contemporary Islamic
and Arab history, used the term “clash of civilizations” in a subheading
in one of his articles. It was a publication that sought to explain the
Muslim world’s dislike of everything Western, and it presented the
geographical spread of the Islamic religion as a special civilization
that is in a state of emotional and partially political confrontation with
another civilization – the West.3
However, both authors owed their ideas to the notable 20th-century
historian Arnold Toynbee. As a historian, he studied 26 past and
present civilizations and concluded that the great religions have shaped
civilizations, which Toynbee named according to these religions. These
names were slightly modified by Huntington. Toynbee was not a religious
man, so there was no mysticism in his theory – he concluded that religions
are specific systems of thinking that explain and categorize the world
around them. Samuel Huntington was not a historian, but a political
scientist, and he sought to apply Arnold Toynbee’s theory to the needs of
political science. Toynbee’s theory fit very well with studies of structural
anthropology, and it was one of the most valuable contributions that have
been made to theories of history as well as to orientalism, but it did not
work very well within the pragmatic field of political science, which deals
with short periods of time. As a result, his theory, after having gained
unimaginable popularity, was quickly subjected to destructive criticism.
The fact that other theorists offered alternative theories played a role here
as well. One of the schools of international relations at that time was
founded by Francis Fukuyama.
Fukuyama and his followers saw the victory of capitalism in the Cold
War as definitive, which meant that human rights, liberal democracy and
the free market economy were the only surviving and viable ideology the
world would follow. Correspondingly, the need for war will disappear. This
view is called “Pelagianism” by critics of the school because it idealizes the
nature of humanity and society, and it believes that historically the victory
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of reason is possible. Pelagianism entered political science from theology;
it refers to the teachings of the Irish monk Pelagius (360-418), who argued
that man has no innate propensity for evil. In other words, it is utopian.
Huntington belonged to the realist school of International Relations,
which continues to play a central role in contemporary international
relations research. Realists oppose utopians. The foundations of the
realist tradition were laid by Thucydides, were later supplemented
by Machiavelli, and were modernized by Hobbs, E. H. Carr, and
Morgenthau4 in modern history. The latter was inspired by Carl Schmitt,
who held that the power of the state derives from its ability to protect its
citizens, who in turn pay it back with their loyalty. For Schmitt, there was
no difference between war and politics, because politics was, in his view,
a continuation of war by other means. Thus, relations between states may
not necessarily be in a state of constant war, but they are in a constant state
of confrontation, in which the world is divided into friends and enemies.5
Conflict is a permanent state in human history and, in particular, a mode
of international relations. In other words, progress towards peace and
harmony is impossible in international politics. Unlike utopians, realists
like Huntington believe that politics has no morals (in part because there
is no common moral doctrine or benchmark in the world), but instead
has only expediency and prudence, pursued in the interests of a political
alliance (such as a state or a union).
The immediate danger, according to Huntington, was going to come
from the Islamic civilization. What is the motive and what are the
mechanics of the aggressiveness of this particular civilization? According
to Huntington, it doesn’t have to do with economic progress but with a
demographic explosion against the backdrop of the West’s low birth rate.
The huge population growth is driving people to emigrate because there
are no other viable economic options due to commercial and scientific
backwardness. This creates instability on the borders of the Islamic lands,
as well as within the Islamic lands themselves. In this precarious situation,
fundamentalist movements are gaining in popularity, giving aggressiveness
a religious justification. Ideologically, the reason for the confrontation
between the Islamic and Western civilizations is teleological – religion
considers only itself to be right and thinks that the whole world must
accept it (or at least obey it). The modern West, though no longer religious
in the traditional sense, has retained a sense of universalism inherited
from Christianity. Therefore, the West insists that the whole world must
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accept the values of the West, which in turn is absolutely unacceptable to
Muslims (and some other civilizations). These conditions lead to a bloody
clash between the Islamic world and the West.6
The terrorist attack in New York on 11 September 2001, terrorist attacks
in Europe in the second decade of the 21st century, and the aggressive acts
of the “Islamic State” all seemed to confirm Huntington’s prediction. On
other issues, however, Huntington’s assertions have not been confirmed.
This led critics of the theory to point to a primitivized formulation of
civilizations and a lack of empirical evidence. Critics, relying on details
such as the intrinsic diversity of civilizations and other fragmentary data,
criticized Huntington, saying that his civilizations are too monolithic and
homogeneous7 and pointing out that Huntington defends a non-existent
bipolarism in the internal perception of civilizations.8 Some critics
focus on the military clash of civilizations as a decisive factor and offer
statistics on military conflicts in various countries from 1950 to 1998 as a
counterargument. This, on the one hand, confronts Huntington’s vision of
the future with statistics from the past, to which Huntington can offer no
continuity. In other words, such criticism is not suitable, since Huntington
does not write about the evolution of conflicts (which would follow from
the previous five decades), but about a paradigm shift (featuring a return
to the natural values of the pre-ideological age – religion and culture).9
Moreover, there was no shortage of political accusations that the purpose
of Huntington’s theory was to incite Muslims to extremism, to reduce the
atmosphere of understanding in the world,10 and so on.
Particular commentary is required on the theory of the clash of
civilizations itself. The theory cannot be properly understood without
linking it to Arnold Toynbee, who pioneered it. In political science, the key
word is “clash”, but philosophers, historians, and anthropologists regard
“civilizations” as the central part of the term, meaning that structural
anthropologists such as Pitirim Sorokin, Claude Lévi-Strauss, Clifford
Geertz, and Alexander Dugin, to name some of the most prominent
ones, classify civilizations by focusing on constant internal structures
or sustained relationships that are manifested as different forms of
societal organization, value systems, family structures, etc. As different
civilizations progress or globalize, they retain these structures, just as the
vocabulary of different languages changes but grammar remains relatively
constant. From the point of view of political science, Huntington was
successful in capturing public sentiment in the early years after the end
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of the Cold War. Religion has also returned to international politics, as
Huntington had foreseen. 11
An important and frequently used argument is the potential of the
Islamic world to become democratic: “Since Islam supports democracy,
and Muslims favour it, then Huntington’s claim that Islam is resistant to
democracy holds no truth”.12 Here, critics become missionaries of Western
civilization, emphasizing the need to bring democracy to non-democratic
societies. Conversely, Muslims would argue that “anarchic democracy”
should be replaced by a blessed “divine government”, as defined by the
Creator himself. During the 20th century it was widely believed that only
democracy provided economic efficiency. It is now clear that a monocracy
without democracy is no obstacle to phenomenal economic development.
The PRC, Singapore, and Taiwan are all examples of highly developed
economies that have been achieved without Western-style democracy.
The question remains as to which Islamic societies are on their way
to democracy. The most popular example is the numerically largest
Islamic country, Indonesia, which, according to studies over the last
decade, is clearly moving towards an Islamic Sharia country modelled
on Pakistan. This means that Islamic political projection is never
democratic. Optimistic Islamic “contextualization”, “modernization”, and
“westernization” theories, in direct opposition with Huntington’s theory
and based on experiences surrounding the assimilation of small Muslim
groups in lands with other dominant cultures, are also well known to
scholars of Islamic societies. But these models do not work where there
are tens and hundreds of millions of Muslims.
The "clash of civilizations" and Latvia
According to Huntington’s theory, Latvia and the other Baltic States
belong to the Western civilization. Huntington’s theory is important for
Latvia from a political point of view, as it is an academic confirmation
of Latvia belonging to the West, not to Russia. In Latvian geography and
history books from the 19th century, when the country was under Russian
control, Latvia’s Russian affiliation was usually motivated by geographical
arguments – namely that Latvia is located on the Eastern European Plain
and that Latvia and Russia are not demarcated by natural geographical
barriers such as mountain ranges or larger rivers. As far as ethnic division is
concerned, the Latvian people were called “narodnostj” (a small ethnicity)
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and the language was called a “narechie” (dialect). These diminutives
served as an associative testimony that there could be no talk of Latvians
as having their own political power. These stereotypes persist to this day as
part of widespread Russian beliefs about Latvians and their disputable right
to statehood; these ideas are often voiced in the Russian media.13
Latvia’s public perception of the clashes of civilizations is largely
determined by the country’s proximity to Russia and its three centuries
of life in the shadow of the Orthodox civilization (or even in direct
subordination to it). Latvian society is characterized by the feeling that
it has had to exist under the cultural dominance and economic pressures
of a foreign power. In today’s context of global migration, where Latvia
is actively called upon to admit immigrants from Asia and Africa, a
negative attitude from society is dictated by the already high percentage
of immigrants (around 30%) coming from the former Soviet Union, as
well as by the relatively low level of economic prosperity, which could
lead to the marginalization of local retirees and socially vulnerable
groups in comparison to newcomers, who will call for a review of the
social budget in their favour. This calls for a brief review of the presence
of the Orthodox civilization in Latvia.
According to the Toynbee-Huntington civilization map, Latvia and
the other Baltic States are located at the extreme eastern border of the
Western (Christian) civilization, where it is adjacent to Russia, which
sees itself as a self-sufficient, hegemonic civilization-state.14 Russia has
repeatedly tried to break free from economic and social backwardness
over the course of modern history. The 18th century was one such periods
– intensive modernization took place, and the seizure of the neighbouring
Swedish-dependent Livonia promised to effectively address the issue of
a lack of skilled labour. On all parameters, including administrative and
technological ones, Latvia was a part of Western civilization. With the
Swedish-Russian Peace Treaty of Nystad of 1721, Latvia was made part of
the Russian Empire. Further down the line in history, Latvia was forced
to contribute to the modernization of Russia.
The Russian capital was moved from the traditional and Asian
Moscow15 to St. Petersburg. In the new capital, 12 colleges or ministries
were set up following the Swedish example. Leadership of the colleges
was largely provided by Baltic Germans from Livonia. The lower-level
Russian administrative apparatus was also staffed with Baltic German
civil servants. Livonian craftsmen (Latvians and Estonians) were widely
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involved in the construction of the new capital and, presumably, in the
production of manufacturing facilities.
The Orthodox Church, the keeper of the traditional Russian Orthodox
civilization, was modernized in line with Protestantism following a
decision by the monarch. Church leaders/bishops were not recruited
according to tradition – from Russian monasteries – but were borrowed
from the Ukrainian and Belarusian learned clerics, who were educated in
Western (Jesuit) schools. Following the example set by Protestant states,
the Russian monarch became the actual head of the Church, and the post
of patriarch was abolished.
During the 18th century, a special class of people emerged in Russia.
They were formally members of the Orthodox civilization, but they had
enjoyed Western education and adhered to Western values themselves.
The aim of modernization in Russia was to Westernize its population,
but this process was not as successful as expected. As a result, the
population became divided into two groups: “St Petersburg Russia”
and “Moscow Russia”, as they were called. The first represented the
Westernized population (which was a minority) and the second the
Orthodox civilization (which was the majority). In the 19th century, this
division was represented by two philosophically confronting directions
– “Westerners” (Zapadniks) and “Slavophiles” – and state power was
generally Western-oriented. This division still exists today. The political
opposition in present-day Russia represents the part of the population
that is oriented towards Western values.
Latvia was not directly affected by this situation. The Treaty of
Nystad provided for the preservation of Western civilization in what
was once Livonia, represented by the Baltic German political and
property-owning elite and secured by legal autonomy and the German
language. The region was dominated by the Evangelical Lutheran
Church. Neither Latvians nor Estonians as ethnic and legal subjects
were mentioned at all in the Treaty of Nystad.
The Baltic provinces, which then belonged to a foreign civilization,
were overseen by a special college and later by a ministry. The Russian
language being used in the administrative system was not widespread
until the second half of the 19th century, when the autonomy of Western
civilization began to be suppressed by a policy of Russification. The
internal confrontation of civilizations reached its climax and subsequent
resolution in the revolutions of the early 20th century. The last of these, the
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October 1917 Revolution, overthrew the power of the Western elite and
attempted to introduce drastic ideology with new revolutionary content
while preserving the [grammatical] structures of the Orthodox civilization.
From the point of view of a clash of civilizations, it was quite natural
that the Baltic States, including Latvia, broke away from revolutionary
Russia, which had returned to the principles of the Orthodox civilization.
Therefore, the Baltic States declared their independence. The October coup
in Russia turned out to be a return to the Orthodox civilization, with all its
autocracy, following the civilization’s ideological directions and bringing
about an end to individual autonomy. The Russian capital was moved back
to Moscow and the patriarchy was restored. The Westernized elite of the
empire were persecuted and replaced by a lower class of people made up of
Latvian and Jewish ethnicities who belonged to the Western civilization;
as it later turned out, this lasted for the duration of the transition period.
A version of the political arrangement created by the previous historical
period, the Russian Empire, was gradually (until 1937) dismantled by
handing over the reins of power to ethnic Russians. At the same time, a
return to the Orthodox (Russian) civilization was completed.
A few words can be said about the main maintainer of the traditions
of that civilization – the Orthodox Church. Although state-maintained
militant atheism was officially introduced, it only replaced Orthodox
Christianity in substance. The “grammar” of the civilization survived
in the form of ideologies that were prominent in political rituals. In
the demonstrations of The First May, portraits of political leaders and
national flags replaced the pre-revolutionary annual Easter processions,
which had carried icons of saints and worship banners. In representative
architecture, Moscow high-rises with two or four spires became iconic,
replacing the former two- or four-domed cathedrals. In western areas on
the periphery of the Western Christian lands, such as Riga and Warsaw,
buildings with a single spire appeared as competitors to the church
spires there. The place previously held by sacred relics was occupied by
the Lenin Mausoleum and, until 1957, by the Stalin Mausoleum, which
held the “undecaying” relics of communist leaders, and the Kremlin wall
pantheon became the mystical centre of the communist “faith”. Liturgical
worship was replaced by regular meetings of the party, the Komsomol, or
the trade unions, which from time to time had to “develop criticism and
self-criticism” and thus create a communist version of “confession”, or by
voting for resolutions containing ideological “beliefs”.
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By contrast, the Marxist ethical system was largely borrowed from an
interpretation of Christian decalogue and “Protestant ethics” inherent in
Western civilization, as explained by the sociologist Max Weber.16 What
made Marxism demonic was the replacement of the concept of “Christian
love” with “class enmity” and monasteries with Gulag concentration camps
that had a forced “ascetic life”. It is not without reason that many religious
scholars saw the ideological system in communist countries as a religion,
and that communism was defined as such in a vast number of textbooks.
Between 1928 and 1937, serfdom was restored under the banner of
collectivization. Urban workers and civil servants were subjected to
intrusive paternalism by Russian peasants and small-town citizens who
had become officials under Soviet rule. Paternalism took the form of
political unity at all levels of government, with detailed control over
privacy and especially over family budgets, using the planned economy
as a tool. In recreating this traditional system, they also cultivated a
psychological stereotype among the populace that had people view
themselves as “inactive bondmen”, which was a major reason behind
Russia’s economic backwardness before the abolition of serfdom in 1861.
Under the Soviet regime, the spread of these views led to the belief that
the state cared for the needs of the population. In other words, this model
produced infantilism on a psychological level, placing the country’s
leadership in the role of “parents” and making citizens of the country feel
like children in their care.
The occupation of Latvia in 1940 resulted in a suppression of Western
civilization by Orthodox civilization on terms that were completely
different from those outlined in the Treaty of Nystad in 1721. All legal,
linguistic and religious autonomy was abolished. Legal practice followed
the laws of Soviet Russia, followed by a formal repeal of the laws of the
Republic of Latvia; the language was subject to Russification and the church
was subject to petty control. In the post-war years, the collectivization of
agriculture and the nationalization of industry and services took place at
an accelerated rate. Within the framework of the Soviet industrialization
policy, Latvia was flooded with a Russian-speaking workforce that was
both skilled and unskilled. While before World War II Latvians made up
75% of the population of Latvia, in 1959 that number had fallen to 62%,
and by 1989 it had fallen to 52%,17 according to official statistics (in reality
this figure could have been much lower). For the Latvian ethnicity, this
meant a forced existence within an unfamiliar value system and the need
144

to conform to the reality of a state-imposed alien civilization for survival.
As a result, upon regaining its independence, Latvia, in terms of
demographic statistics, proved to be partly a member of the neighbouring
Orthodox civilization. Today, no less than one third of the population
– immigrants from other countries in the former Soviet Union – belong
to an alien model of civilization. Local Latvians also underwent a
noticeable change over the course of two generations living in forced
isolation from the West while being educated in a foreign value system.
Given the religious roots of the genesis of civilizations put forward by
Toynbee and Huntington, these differences are worth looking at from
a religious perspective. After the restoration of state independence, the
Latvian Lutheran Church soon found itself in total opposition to its
brethren in Western Europe. The reason for this was the deep impression
made by Russian Orthodoxy on Latvian Lutheranism.
In Russian Orthodoxy, there is the conservative notion that the doctrine
of salvation requires no change, since the decisions of the first seven
Councils of the Orthodox Church (until 787) were sufficient and provide
the conditions necessary for the religious salvation of man. In the West, the
opposite point of view dominates: the principle of Lutheranism, “Ecclesia
semper reformanda” (The Church is constantly reformed). The positions
of the Orthodox Church during the 50 years of occupation also became
evident in the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Latvia, with the exception
of the last and final event of the reforms, which was the adoption of the
Formula of Concord (1577). Accordingly, all kinds of innovations, such
as ethical concepts (situational ethics, feminism, euthanasia, etc.), were
not considered in the context of continuous reformation but were treated
as unacceptable violations of Christian ethics. The changes adopted by the
Western Church in these areas were condemned by the representatives of
the Latvian Lutheran Church, which, in essence, adhered to the doctrine
of the Orthodox Church, which is regularly repeated by the Council of
the Russian Federation and integrated into national law.
Among the Latvian population, the traditional view that the Church is
the guardian of the ethical standard of society remains, so even the secular
public backs its unfriendly views on feminism and sexual emancipation
(such as homosexuality). These views are also reflected in public debate in
Saeima. The public’s opinion is often conflicted – on the one hand, there
is a desire to be a Western developed country, and on the other, there is an
unwillingness to step out of the ethical comfort zone that the inhabitants
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of Latvia, including ethnic Latvians, share with Russia’s current position.
In this context, it is worth mentioning a rather significant event
highlighting the political positions of two Christian denominations,
Orthodoxy and Western Christianity (Catholicism, Lutheranism,
etc.). According to the Latvian constitution, the state and the church
are separated. However, the actual situation is not in line with this.
Historically (again, according to Toynbee and Huntington), Latvia has
been dominated by Western Christianity in the form of Lutheranism and
Catholicism. Thus, historically and according to the Western European
tradition, religious holidays – Christmas and Easter – have been
established as national holidays. From the point of view of the theory of
civilizations, such days are special markers that underline once more that
Latvia belongs to the Western Christian world.
In December 2014, amendments to the Law on Holidays, Remembrances
and Celebrations were submitted to the Human Rights and Public Affairs
Committee of Saeima, calling for the Orthodox Christmas – January 7 – to
be declared a holiday. The bill was submitted to parliament by “Harmony”
MPs Valery Ageshin, Jānis Urbanovičs, Ivan Rybakov, Andrejs Elksniņš
and Sergey Potapkin. The fact that a holiday from another church (the
Orthodox one) could appear on the Latvian state calendar as an official
holiday is a fundamental symbol of Latvia belonging to two civilizations at
the same time – the Western and the Orthodox. In other words, according
to Huntington’s theory, Latvia is beginning its drift from being a part of
Western civilization towards becoming a so-called “cleft civilization”.
The proposal for the new holiday, as previously mentioned, came from
the “Harmony” faction, which represents the Russian community; prior
to 2019, the proposal had been instinctively rejected by MPs. However,
recent debate and a vote in favour of this bill also drew support from
Latvian MPs, due to emotional and political aspects of the vote that also
need to be taken into account (the Ministry of Finance, the Employers’
Confederation and other economic institutions, however, noted in the
debate that the introduction of a new holiday would require considerable
sums from state and business budgets).18 It should be kept in mind that the
patriarch of the Russian Orthodox Church, and the church he represents,
is an important Russian foreign policy actor.
On other issues as well, “Harmony” clearly represents the immanent
qualities and interests of the Orthodox civilization. (Russians that belong
to the Westernized Russian community unfortunately are not represented
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by a sufficient political force, as is the case in Russia as well). As far as the
ethnic Latvian parties are concerned, there is division on the issue of a
civilizational conflict.
As in Western Europe, the Latvian political community does not
explicitly discuss the theory of a “clash of civilizations”, but it is still
apparent in party opinions when it comes to migration issues. In
February 2016, when migration was a very important topic, a conference
was held at the University of Latvia on the Middle East migration crisis.
At the conference, Andris Piebalgs, the then-leader of the “Unity” party,
and Edvīns Šnore, member of the board of the National Alliance “All For
Latvia!”-“For Fatherland and Freedom/LNNK”, presented the official
positions of their parties, while Bens Latkovskis reflected on the views of
the press close to the Greens and Farmers’ Union.
Discussions revealed that “Unity” represents a political orientation
that is broadly in line with the European Union’s policy of proactive
immigration, the integration of immigrants, refugee quotas and
multiculturalism. According to Piebalgs, migration is not a new
phenomenon, as the movement of people has always existed, but new
factors have emerged that facilitate the movement of large masses of
people, such as new communication technologies and information
exchange over social networks, as well as organized crime. He expressed
the controversial argument that “support for the population [of migrants]
has historically been higher than anti-migrant sentiments”19 in host
countries. But modern trends have changed dramatically, and migration
has begun to seriously threaten the way of life in their home countries.
Europe has become a hostage to its own basic principles, such as human
rights and the rights of asylum seekers. When President of the European
Commission Jean-Claude Juncker declared that “We must choose
between isolationism, inequality and national egotism on the one hand
and openness, social equality and strength through solidarity on the
other” – in other words, open our doors to migrants – some EU countries,
such as Malta, Italy, Greece, proved to be physically incapable of dealing
with the refugee flow. In 2015, the refugee crisis spread to other European
countries as well, revealing the mistakes of EU policy in this area.
So what has the reaction of the European Union been? There has been
a tendency to compromise on human rights by allowing only genuine
asylum seekers in; a protection of the EU citizens’ interests has begun;
and efforts are being made to provide assistance to refugees outside
147

the EU. However, the very principle of openness to immigration on
the European continent is not being discussed. In his speech at the
conference,20 Piebalgs did not specifically analyse the position of Latvia’s
ruling party, suggesting that it is no different from the guiding principles
of the European Union.
By contrast, the views of the National Alliance are critical, not so much
in form but in substance. In his report,21 Šnore voiced criticisms of political
correctness, saying that it is essentially about concealing or renaming
uncomfortable facts. Šnore sees the roots of political correctness in the
ideology and practices of communism; Eastern Europeans, who survived
a totalitarian dictatorship that had severe restrictions on freedom of
expression, can easily recognize this phenomenon and therefore react
more strongly than Western Europeans.
Certain topics became taboo in the post-war European public discourse,
migration being one of them. Criticism of immigration was seen as equal
to racism and Nazism. Such ideologically extreme terminology had dark
outcomes in 2014 and 2015, when our continent was hit by the largest
influx of migrants in recent times. The use of the term “refugee crisis”
concealed a mass influx of economic migrants, creating a misleading
picture in the media, including in Latvia.
“Immigration-related terror, mass uprising, growing insecurity”, noted
the National Association spokesman, “gradually leads to an awakening
of public response and to realization that [the] problem [it has been]
concealing has had irreversible consequences”. Therefore, the preservation
of the European civilization as such can be questioned. It can be concluded
that the politician from the National Alliance demonstrated a clear and
unambiguous understanding of the problem, which coincides with the
“clash of civilizations” theory.
The third perspective, presented by Latkovskis,22 reflects not so much the
position of the parties as the opinion of the wider Latvian public, and also
contains a significant critique of the “clash of civilizations” theory. In his
view, the EU actually consists of two “Europes”, where Eastern European
migrants to Britain, even before the massive arrival of Asian refugees,
provoked Britain’s withdrawal from the EU (the so-called Brexit). Not
being a part of “real” Europe, Eastern Europeans, as products of postSoviet countries, are merely one of two competing flows of migrants. This
is what Eastern Europeans hostility towards Asian migration stems from,
in contrast to “real” Europeans’ compassion and desire to help migrants.
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“The opposition between Islam and Christianity”, noted by Bens
Latkovskis, “is also not a correct assertion of the theory of clash of
civilizations, because in Europe as well as Russia, Christianity is no
longer of great importance. Instead, a ‘quasi-religion of human rights and
freedoms,’ which is afraid of insulting Islam but is at war with Christianity,
has emerged in Europe”.
At the same time, Latkovskis presented poorly formulated hopes for
survival – in Latvia and elsewhere – in the face of a clash of civilizations,
such as political self-defence actions and a possible reversal of demographic
decline, as is the case in Scandinavia. It should be noted, however, that the
demographic boom in Scandinavia is taking place due to immigrants.
In general, it must be admitted that Latvian public opinion, like in Western
Europe, tends to focus on individual aspects of the issue (such as increasing
Muslim dialogue with home country institutions, trends in secularization
among immigrants, the insignificant increase in immigration for the
current year in statistical reports, pretending not to see the size of the total
number of immigrants, etc.), and relies on the self-reassurance that there
are some positive trends that will help to overcome this historic crisis.
All in all, these sentiments push Latvia closer to being a member of the
“third type of civilization”, namely the already mentioned “cleft civilization”,
than to the Western civilization. By dividing people’s loyalty between the
two existing civilizations – Western European and Russian Orthodox –
and showing a relatively tolerant political stance on the possibility of new
Islamic immigration (from the Third world), Latvia’s political future holds
the potential for it to become an inter-civilization buffer zone.
Latvia’s border situation and the West
Latvia’s historical and current border situation has placed it in a special
position. Through recent decades, the European Union had repeatedly
pointed out Latvia’s unfounded fears and suspicions of Russia – it was
only after the annexation of Crimea in 2014 that the position of Latvia
and the other Baltic States was recognized as sound and competent.
Until then, the lack of synchronicity between Western Europe and
Latvia had, in a number of settings, produced both a public and a political
inclination in Latvia to stay closer to the US than to Europe (e.g., the
country participated in the US-Iraq war, in which Canada, Germany
and France did not take part). Politically, Latvia’s membership in NATO,
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which is the main guarantor of security in the event of Russian aggression,
led to the choice to side with the US rather than the EU on many issues.
But there is also the issue of a clash of civilizations, as the position of the
US president following the events of 11 September 2001 was supportive
of Huntington’s theory. US President Bush’s “war on terror” was strongly
directed against Muslims, which seemed to be confirmation of a “clash of
civilizations” in the eyes of the public. The US war against Afghanistan
(2001) and Iraq (2003) provided the theory of a “clash of civilizations”
with political inertia, and it is no wonder that one of the highlights of
President Trump’s election campaign was Muslim-American opposition
(“I think Islam hates us”, he said in 2017).23 The increased focus on the
“clash of civilizations” theory outside Europe was demonstrated by the
UN Alliance of Civilizations (UNAOC), which was established in 2005
at the initiative of Turkey and Mexico. Latvia is a participant in the new
UN organization at various levels. The UNAOC mission is to prevent an
imagined or real “clash of civilizations” and to develop dialogue between
religions and cultural groups instead.24
Between 2014 and 2015, the so-called refugee crisis took place as
a result of wars in Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan, raising awareness of a
“clash of civilizations” in the EU. The European Union began to look at
ways to distribute migrants between member states in order to reduce
the economic pressures experienced by countries on the southern
border (Italy, Hungary, Austria, etc.) and destination countries (Sweden,
Germany, France, etc.). Disagreements began to be voiced by countries
that did not want to admit migrants – the harshest opposition came
from Eastern European countries that had historically been under the
domination of the Russian Orthodox civilization (Hungary, the Czech
Republic, Poland, etc.). Although public sentiment was not in favour
of refugees, a pragmatic approach to foreign policy in 2015 forced the
Latvian government to accept 250 refugees, who would arrive in Latvia
within two years. Later, public opposition intensified and the government’s
willingness to cooperate with the EU on this issue diminished. Thus, the
people of Latvia expressed a reserved attitude towards some declarative
European values, such as openness to other civilizations, globalization,
and the unrestricted realization of individual freedoms.
While EU politicians were balancing on the brink of rejecting the
“clash of civilizations” theory, immigration and terrorist attacks that took
place within the bloc changed the attitudes of EU citizens in favour of
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the “clash of civilizations” theory. The Eurobarometer Standard Survey
Report (Autumn 2015 and Spring 2016) showed that 48% of Europeans
considered immigration to be the main threat to the EU, and 39%
considered it to be terrorism. In 2015, the corresponding numbers were
10% on immigration and 14% on terrorism. Although 60% of EU citizens
do not want immigration from non-EU countries, at the same time 79%
consider the free movement of EU citizens within the EU to be acceptable.
Public sentiment fuelled the popularity of far-right parties and their
electoral success following the refugee crisis and a wave of terrorism.25
Thus, Huntington’s theory, although challenged by other theorists, in
many places became the theoretical basis for radical right-wing parties.
Votes won by parties hostile to foreign civilizations in parliaments and
local governments are certainly not a sign of war, but it does already mark
a clash of civilizations.
Conclusion
The historical experience of Latvia and the other Baltic States makes
the inhabitants of those countries more aware of Huntington’s theory.
In theory, Latvia is considered to belong to the Western civilization,
which is evidently confirmed by the democratic system of Latvia and its
membership in the European Union. However, the composition of the
population and its value orientation do not convincingly place it as part
of Western civilization. This makes Latvia’s independence fragile and
suggests that it is in fact a “cleft civilization”, a narrow buffer zone at the
borders of two major civilizations.
Huntington’s theory may not be productive in current international
politics, but it was able to accurately reflect public sentiment after the
end of the Cold War. As a theoretician, Huntington successfully adapted
Arnold Toynbee’s theory of civilizations to the realities of the 21st century,
including at least some features of this new age. These include a sense of
belonging on the part of individuals from different civilizations to one or
another civilization, a return of religion into interstate relations, and the
dominance of hegemonic states within some civilizations.
What remains relevant in Huntington’s theory is the historical and
anthropological fact that civilizations were nurtured by the great
religions. However, this is more rooted in public consciousness than in
the behaviour of politicians.
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Liberal Hawks, Realpolitikers and
Legalists: a Typology of Foreign
Policy Positions in Latvia’s Debate
on the Iraq War of 2003
EDIJS BOŠS
Discussions about the US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 were momentous
all across the world. It mostly took the form of an anti-war outcry. Millions
took to the streets in various capitals of the world to protest. In Latvia,
too, the discussion evolved into one of the most heated public debates
on international affairs in the country’s modern history, despite the fact
that the topic was somewhat beyond the usual remit of Latvian foreign
policy concerns. There have been just a few other inflection points that
have resulted in similarly loud salvos of foreign policy arguments and
counterarguments.
Surely, over the last 30 years Latvia has made tremendous strides. The
country recovered independence. Latvia succeeded in detaching itself from
Russia’s orbit. It became a member of the European Union. It managed
to squeeze into the US’s defensive perimeter through NATO accession.
These accomplishments now seem like common sense, but they once were
Herculean undertakings. Similarly Herculean debates, however, have only
rarely preceded or followed these events. In 1994, passions flared over
whether to agree to the terms of a Russian military withdrawal from Latvia.
A similar controversy ensued over a Latvian-Russian border treaty in 20062007. But that’s about it in the post-Cold War era as far as great Latvian
foreign policy debates are concerned. Perhaps it is the minuscule weight
that Latvia brings to bear on international affairs and the perceived lack of
realistic policy alternatives that leads to the idleness of public discussion.
Each instance in which such discussion occurs is therefore particularly
valuable, as they help to identify the various tracks of thought on Latvian
foreign policy that exist in different segments of Latvia’s political elite and
among opinion leaders. This chapter is an attempt to sketch out and classify
some of those tracks by using public debate over the war in Iraq as a case study.
First, however, it is necessary briefly to identify – from Latvia’s perspective –
the context and the sequence of events that led up to the discussion on Iraq.
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The Atlanticist turn
During the 1990s, a major transformation occurred in how the United
States was viewed by Latvia’s foreign policy makers. In a general sense,
of course, there has always been a recognition of the US as the global
superpower. Its Cold War role as the victorious opponent of the “evil
empire” was celebrated, as was the US’s symbolic support for Latvia’s
statehood in the form of the non-recognition policy of the Baltic States’
annexation by the USSR in 1940.
Yet in a practical sense, the diplomatic experience of the early 1990s
was inconclusive in terms of what the post-Cold War era boded for
US-Baltic relations. The George H.W. Bush administration had been
seen as lukewarm in its support for the Baltic independence drive in
1990-1991. By the mid-1990s, however, it was clear that the United
States was embarking on a different path. Instead of maintaining
their earlier approach, which presupposed an implicit respect for the
other superpower’s rights to a buffer-zone, the US chose to operate
on the assumption that Europe needed to get rid of such relics of the
past. NATO’s doors were opened to countries in Central and Eastern
Europe who wished to transform themselves into liberal-capitalist
democracies. Along with other countries of the region, the Baltic
States jumped at the opportunity.
In 1997, Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic received US
security guarantees when they were invited to join NATO. Moreover,
it was promised that the first round of the alliance’s enlargement will
not be the last. In 1998, the US-Baltic Charter was signed, signalling
the seriousness of the US’s commitment to Baltic defense. In 1999, the
three countries received their “Membership Action Plans” at the NATO
summit in Washington. In the summer of 2001, a few months before
the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the new US administration of George W. Bush
pledged to continue where the Clinton administration had left off; at
NATO’s Prague summit in November 2002, Bush made good on his
promise by prodding NATO to extend invitations for the Baltic States
to join the alliance. It was an ecstatic moment. “Latvia... knows the
meaning both of liberty and the loss of it”, Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga, Latvia’s
president, told the gathering. “This is why being invited to an Alliance
that ensures our security is a momentous moment that will be writ large
in the history of our nation”.1
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Iraq crashes the party
That NATO summit of November 2002 was supposed to be a celebration,
but in many ways it was anything but. The event was marked by signs of a
major falling out among the main transatlantic allies. President Bush used
the occasion to stress that the United States intended to make sure Saddam
Hussein’s dictatorial regime in Iraq will be disarmed, even if the US had
to use force unilaterally in order to achieve it.2 The build-up to war had
already been in full swing since the beginning of the year, when Bush had
declared Iraq – alongside Iran and North Korea – part of an “axis of evil”.3
Even though Iraq’s dismal human rights record and disarmament had
been the subject of numerous increasingly threatening United Nations
Security Council (UNSC) resolutions, the likelihood of procuring a
specific UNSC mandate for a military campaign was unlikely. Vetowielding UNSC powers such as Russia, China and France were against
it, and even Germany, a traditionally close US NATO ally, was far from
being convinced that Iraq’s alleged weapons of mass destruction (WMD)
programs were such a clear and present danger that they warranted war.
The Bush administration thought otherwise and made the case that the
existence of a regime like Saddam Hussein’s was no longer acceptable in
the age of “war against terror”.
Because of Iraq, Central and Eastern European countries were caught
between their loyalties to the main EU powers and to the United States.
Their governments were also facing a great deal of criticism from the
public domestically, as anti-war sentiments were running high. In spite
of it all, the stewards of Latvia’s foreign policy were dead certain about
their priorities. Once the Americans announced their intention to create
a “coalition of the willing” to gain a degree of international legitimacy
for the war, the Latvians indicated that they would participate in such a
coalition “in any way we can”.4
In early 2003, Latvia became one of the most outspoken and diplomatically
visible “new European” supporters of the American position on Iraq.
In January, Latvia’s ambassador in Washington, Aivis Ronis, publicly
disclosed that Rīga would support American military operations even if
a UNSC mandate would not be forthcoming.5 In February, Latvia cosigned the “Statement of the Vilnius Group Countries”, acknowledging
“dangers posed by tyranny and the special responsibility of democracies
to defend our shared values” and the country pledged, if necessary, to go
to war alongside the Americans.6 Latvian President Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga
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went on a high-profile visit to the White House, but she also had to face
rebukes from Berlin and Paris, who were angered by Central and Eastern
Europeans supposedly being too blindly pro-American.7
Meanwhile, public opinion polls showed a very substantial majority
against the war.8 There were flare-ups of discussion in Latvian political
circles and in the media at various points throughout the diplomatic
crisis, culminating in an impassioned debate at parliament (the Saeima)
on 19 March 2003, as operations against Iraq were underway and the
government needed to secure authorization for Latvia’s participation in
the US-led military campaign.
This chapter is an attempt to categorize various arguments made at
the time in favour and against the Latvian government’s position. The
boundaries of those arguments are somewhat fluid, but I suggest that it is
useful to look at three more or less distinct tracks of thought on Latvia’s
place in the world and the proper way to conduct foreign policy. Labelling
these tracks may be a matter of argument in itself, but I propose to call
them: “liberal hawk”, “realpolitiker”, and “legalist”.
There was another group of distinctly pacifist arguments, which
were perhaps among the loudest in Latvia’s debate over Iraq. Ēriks
Stendzenieks, the figurehead of the Es par mieru (I’m for peace)
movement, was likely expressing the sentiments of a significant segment
of Latvian society when he argued that “This will be one of the last wars.
Possibly even the very last one... And I do not want to bring it closer
through my own inaction”.9 The pacifist track of thought, however, will
not be discussed here in much detail, as it appears to have remained
an ethical statement without developing the basic ingredients of a
foreign policy doctrine – namely, assumptions of cause and effect and
corresponding policy prescriptions.
Liberal hawks
The Latvian government’s public justification for supporting the US’s
invasion of Iraq was based on two concurrent but logically separate lines
of reasoning: called here the “liberal hawk” and “realpolitiker” (which will
be discussed in the following section) approaches. The hawks’ argument
at the time mostly mirrored the neo-conservative foreign policy discourse
of the Bush administration.
The train of thought of liberal hawks rests on the assumption that the
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expansion of liberal democracy has had a transformative effect on
international relations, and that promoting democracy is therefore
a core national interest. Liberal “hawks” and liberal “doves” differ
on what methods are appropriate for the purpose of advancing that
interest, but they share the overall liberal optimism that international
politics can be improved through democratization. Neo-conservatives
reside at the most hawkish end of the liberal spectrum. In their view,
the best hope for the world resides in democracies – led by the most
powerful among them, the United States – that “unashamedly [lay]
down the rules of world order and [are] prepared to enforce them”.10
According to neo-conservative thinkers William Kristol and Robert
Kagan, “the maintenance of a decent and hospitable international order
[and preservation and extension of]... liberal-democratic civilization...
requires continued American leadership in resisting, and where
possible, undermining, rising dictators and hostile ideologies”.11
Worldviews along these lines – and foreign policy agenda derived from
them – were clearly expressed by various Latvian policy makers and
pundits during the debate over Iraq, particularly in its early stages. Perhaps
the most detailed and eloquent representation of this line of thinking
can be found in an opinion piece published by Andžejs Viļumsons,
a high-ranking diplomat at the Latvian Embassy in Washington at the
time. “The change of the violent regime of Saddam Hussein is also in
Latvia’s national interests. First and foremost, as a totalitarian, repressive,
Stalinist regime, it poses a threat to the countries of the Western world,
which are democratic and respectful towards human rights. The history
of international relations demonstrates that non-democratic, totalitarian
and police-state regimes tend to launch aggressive military and foreign
policies to a much larger extent. Attempts to talk softly with tyrants were
already discredited with Hitler’s Germany. The international community
has to give Iraq a chance to become a recovered society within the family
of democratic states, and Latvia must contribute to this endeavour”.12
Latvian Prime Minister Einars Repše’s reasoning was similarly infused
with liberal regime-change arguments at the time. “We are proud that we
can take a principled stand on safeguarding democracy and peace in the
world... One thing is clear at the moment – dictators must be disarmed”,
Repše argued.13 During the Iraq debate in parliament, he added that
“Today we... will vote... so that any dictator [and] authoritarian or
semi-authoritarian regimes seriously understand that their policy of
157

aggression will not go unpunished, that they have to take the standards of
behavior in a democratic world into account”.14 Krišjānis Kariņš, Repše’s
chief whip in parliament, who himself became Prime Minister 16 years
later, added that by supporting the US, Latvia “demonstrated on which
side of the fence it stands... The fact that Western democracies want to
force a dictatorial government to disarm does not mean that Western
democracies are doing something wrong, it means that the dictatorial
government has done something wrong”.15 “For us, foreign policy has a
moral dimension”, added former conservative Prime Minister Guntars
Krasts. “We know what it is to live under tyranny. Sometimes the absence
of that [knowledge] elsewhere in Europe is very visible from Rīga, from
Tallinn, from Warsaw”.16
In the media, the liberal hawks’ camp was led by the influential liberalleaning newspaper Diena in its editorial page. “Even if some in Western
Europe have forgotten what real threats to freedom mean, we cannot
afford [to forget]”, columnist Aivars Ozoliņš argued.17 “Latvia knows the
price of freedom and how expensive it can be to allow the illusion that
dictators can be ‘reasoned with’”.18
Latvian President Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga deployed a good deal of liberal
regime-change rhetoric during the Iraq debate, especially to American
audiences, but the crux of her worldview and her foreign policy doctrine
seems to have also incorporated clear-cut realpolitik attributes, which were
most noticeable in her statements to domestic audiences. According to her,
it was of secondary importance whether the war in Iraq was justified from
a legal perspective, because international law could be interpreted in many
different ways.19 The important thing was that Russia was an ever-present
potential threat to Latvia’s border, which meant that the country needed to
attach itself to the Americans to feel safe. “How can a small country protect
itself – [this] has always been the most important task of Latvia’s foreign
policy... For small countries, foreign policy is a matter of ‘to be’ or ‘not to
be’... We must be prepared to defend ourselves, but we know all too well
than we cannot protect our land by our own means... We need allies who
are ready and able to stand side by side with us when needed”.20
Latvian Foreign Minister Sandra Kalniete seems to have wanted to
cater to a wide spectrum of audiences in her numerous statements in the
months leading up to the war, but overall her view also seems to have been
a realpolitik one, with some liberal features. The gist of a long opinion
piece she published at the time was that Latvia needed to encourage
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the practice of Western – particularly American – military intervention
against international trespassers (with the implication that, if needed, this
would include Russia) and the Iraq war was an opportunity to cement
Latvia’s alliance with the United States. “There was a time when we had
to pay a very high price in blood for foreign consistency in upholding the
principle of non-interference... The Latvian public must understand that
we cannot stand by and hope that no one is a threat to us just because we
do not threaten anyone”.21
In March, as the anti-war outcry became louder, the liberal camp began
to incorporate more realpolitik in their arguments. Helēna Demakova,
an influential politician who at the time represented the conservative
opposition, argued that “Latvia stands by the US not only due to the need to
address threats to global security posed by weapons of mass destruction in
the hands of an unpredictable dictator – we also stand together because for
the first time in history someone has offered security guarantees to Latvia”.22
In his final editorial before the war, Diena’s Aivars Ozoliņš likewise argued
that “By this decision, Latvia has made it clear that its strategic security
partner is NATO’s leading country, the United States. Given the military
weakness and often the lack of will of Europe’s largest nations, no other
choice was even possible. Whatever the legal and political arguments for
the Iraqi debate, Latvia’s historical experience does not allow us to even
consider the possibility of relying on Russia, France, or China, who stood
for sparing the Iraqi Stalinist regime in this conflict. In any case, Latvia’s
foreign policy goals certainly do not coincide with the ambitions of these
countries to play global powers in opposition to America”.23
Realpolitikers
There is no precise line separating the liberal hawk and realpolitiker
camps in Latvian debate over Iraq. The latter, however, needs to be
distinguished by its narrower interpretation of the national interest,
which is based on the realpolitik tradition of thinking about international
relations. The so-called realists, in general, are much more pessimistic
about the possibility of improving the world through the spread of liberal
(or any other) ideology, and they see international relations as being
determined chiefly by relative power. From this perspective, the world is
a dangerous place in which states need to be constantly on guard against
one another – violence is always possible and can only be deterred by the
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threat of counter-violence, and neither international law nor international
organizations are exempt from the dictates of power.24
There is a quote attributed to Otto von Bismarck, the 19th century
German Chancellor and a realpolitik icon, in which he argued that
Germany should care about the non-European world only insofar as events
there could affect power relations in Europe, where Germany’s security
was dependent on the prevention a Franco-Russian rapprochement.
“Your map of Africa is really quite nice”, Bismarck is reported to have
said to an adventurer calling for greater German involvement in colonial
affairs. “But my map of Africa lies in Europe. Here is Russia, and here... is
France, and we’re in the middle – that’s my map of Africa”.25
Two major Latvian national newspapers endorsed the government’s
position by straight-frowardly deploying this Bismarckian logic without
any liberal window-dressing. Whatever happened in Iraq or at the UNSC
was essentially irrelevant, and Latvia had no substantial interests regarding
the Middle East apart from how events there affected the equilibrium of
Eastern Europe. The point of these arguments was that Latvia needed
the Americans to counterbalance Russia. “The issue of Iraq is not an
intellectual game, it is politics”, argued Sandris Točs on the editorial page
of Neatkarīgā Rīta Avīze. “We must consider our interests26... Perhaps
France, Germany or Belgium may not like the American doctrine that
the US has national interests around the world and that the US can use
military force to defend its interests. But if there were no such doctrine,
the independence of the Baltic States would be worth nothing... Old
Europe has never defended us and will never do so. Maybe America
will not either, but it at least has the [necessary] capability... If I have to
choose, I’m with the Americans”.27
A long political back-and-forth on the question of Iraq also seemed
entirely unnecessary to the leading columnist of the influential
conservative-leaning newspaper Lauku avīze. “Without unnecessary
populism, everyone must ask themselves a question”, wrote Māris
Antonevičs, “will we need US support in the future?”.28 How the state
should act on Iraq depended entirely on the answer to that simple
question, and “there was nothing further to discuss”.29
Juris Dalbiņš, former commanding officer of the national armed forces
and an MP at the time of the Iraq controversy, was similarly laconic
in expressing his view that neither the international legal order nor a
relationship with any great power apart from the United States could
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be considered a reliable security guarantee. “I will talk quite clearly and
sharply. Friends can be chosen, but the neighbours are given by God. And
in this case, Latvian politicians need to think very carefully – as they did
– about what security guarantees they... choose in this situation. And I
believe we have chosen the right one”.30
A number of former and future Latvian foreign ministers also positioned
themselves squarely in the pragmatists’ camp. Jānis Jurkāns31 offered
one of his usual sarcastic tirades in order to avoid being perceived as a
supporter of the government – and yet his logic was entirely realpolitik.
“Latvia, like the rest of the Baltic States, has become sort of a lapdog for
the US. The question is, do we have another way out in this hectic era... If
the Americans have a long-term interest in Europe, then everything will
still be more or less normal”.32
Artis Pabriks33 wrote at the time that “Neither France nor Germany
can replace the positive contribution of the US to our national interests.
Neither can the UN... By siding with France and Germany, we may
be preventing the war, but... losing our... only strategic partner, the
United States”.34 Valdis Birkavs35 also argued that Latvia’s interests
dictated support for whatever the Americans did, irrespective of any
UN mandate, and therefore, in his view, the Latvian government had
made a risky yet brave decision to go along with the United States. What
we did “will remain in our relationship with the United States forever.
Because when you express your support at a difficult time, it is never
forgotten”.36 Defense Minister Ģirts Valdis Kristovskis was entirely on
the same page when he argued that “Inactivity may result in the loss of
the one ally who has consistently advocated for Latvia’s independence...
that is, we may lose the support of the United States of America, the
guarantor of Latvia’s security and development”.37
Legalists
In contrast to the realist argument that power alone largely determines
questions of war and peace, the legalist view is based on the notion that
world politics can and should be guided by the rule of law. According to
George Kennan, “it is the belief that it should be possible to suppress the
chaotic and dangerous aspirations of governments in the international field
through the acceptance of some system of legal rules and constraints”.38
Just like liberalism and realism, this way of conceptualizing
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international affairs also has a long history. In one recent publication
pursuing this line of argument, legal scholars Oona Hathaway and Scott
Shapiro argued that the 20th century development of international legal
norms prohibiting war has been “among the most transformative events
in human history” and, essentially, the old international order of power
politics has been replaced by a new international order based on law.39 For
legalists, international order does not arise through the spread of a certain
political ideology, nor should power politics be allowed to determine
international relations. Instead, in this view, precedents and norms
have had a direct and observable effect on matters of war and peace,
and such precedents and norms should be upheld and encouraged, not
undermined. According to Hathaway and Shapiro, “if the United States
insists on the right to resort to war in violation of the [United Nations]
Charter to address emergencies, it cannot stop others from arrogating
to themselves the same powers – and that, in turn, threatens the entire
system, which requires states to abide by the prohibition on war”.40
Accordingly, legalists would argue that proper national interests –
particularly those of small and vulnerable countries – do not lie in a
seemingly pragmatic navigation of power politics. Instead, priority
should be given to policies that strengthen the international legal order.
If need be, offenders should be censured, irrespective of whether they
are small or great powers. In the Iraq case, there were, of course, lawyers
(mostly government-affiliated) who made the case that the US’s invasion
of Iraq was legal in the sense that it was effectively sanctioned by earlier
UNSC resolutions, but there was little doubt within the wider scholarly
community that such interpretations were disingenuous and made to
justify policy rather than to determine it.
In Latvia, the legalist critique of the government’s pro-American
policy was, unsurprisingly, mostly put forward by pundits specializing
in international law. Tālavs Jundzis, a law scholar and former defense
minister, tried to fuse the legal approach with the perceived requirements
of power politics in his comments – but he ended up suggesting that
Latvia’s support for US unilateralism probably produced short-term
tactical gains while risking long-term negative consequences. “The legal
order in the world is not perfect but ignoring it or breaking it increases
chaos and insecurity”, Jundzis argued. “The UN Security Council is...
the only body in the world authorized to deal with peace and security
on behalf of the international community, not in the interests of an
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individual country... the Baltic States... could appeal more consistently...
to the international legal order”.41
Other academic observers, such as Ineta Ziemele, the future supreme
justice of the Constitutional Court, were even more critical. “The choice
is therefore about very important legal principles that have so far provided
at least relative order in the world. At least for small countries, these
principles have allowed them to participate in global processes on an equal
footing with large countries. Therefore, it is small countries that should
espouse these principles in particular.42 I am concerned that the ability and
competence of the UN to address the threat to world peace is being called
into question... This is indeed very worrying because the establishment of
the existing world order that the European Union and the UN are trying to
maintain came with great difficulty. Therefore, I am not convinced that this
is the most politically sound solution in the long term”.43
The Latvian Lawyers’ Society published its opinion on the eve of the crucial
parliamentary debate in March, where it was argued that “The planned
military action in Iraq undermines the international legal order and sets
a dangerous precedent for the violation of international law, which could
threaten Latvia’s own security in the future”.44 Others also warned that the
long-term consequences for Latvia are going to be unpleasant. “Voluntarist
and separatist action by individual countries has [negative, irreversible
consequences]... Let us not forget that violating the law of another country
means allowing a new level of illegality against ourselves”.45
Some politicians also made the case that the precedent that the
Americans were creating in Iraq directly threatened Latvia’s position
vis-à-vis Russia. Conservative opposition MP Aleksandrs Kiršteins was
adamant that the government was acting irresponsibly.46 “If a Latvian
ambassador can declare that Latvia supports war without the consent
of the UN Security Council, then one should take a look at who our
neighbours are. Who could find that such a position serves... the release
of the oppressed compatriots in a district of pribaltika?”47 Likewise, the
veteran columnist Viktors Avotiņš was not convinced of the wisdom of
founding Latvia’s security solely on America’s resolve if it meant sacrificing
“international agreements on dealings between states”.48
Elsewhere in the press, similar legalistic approaches were gaining
traction. Ingus Bērziņš, editor-in-chief of the influential news site Delfi,
wondered whether Latvia’s foremost concern in this instance should be
the injury made by the United States on the international legal order.
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On the eve of the war, he made this argument the centerpiece of his
discussion program on national television. “If the war is started without
UNSC sanction, it will set a precedent for the world to return to an earlier
order – he who has the strength, has the power. It is obvious that the
world is returning to an imperialist mindset and no one can guarantee
that in 10, 20 years’ time, Russia, the United States and China will not redivide the world. In such a scenario, there is no doubt as to which sphere
of influence we will fall into... By [supporting] the desire of the United
States to invade Iraq, are [we] at the same time not supporting chaos in
international law? For Latvia as a small country, such behaviour would
make the least sense of all”.49
Conclusion
The purpose of this chapter was not to provide a retrospective judgement
on the wisdom of the Latvian government’s enthusiastic support of the US’s
invasion of Iraq, nor was it to determine who turned out to be right in the
Latvian debate. The objective was rather to identify the various models of
thinking about international affairs that continue to shape the intellectual
environment in which Latvian foreign policy decisions are made.
Any serious attempt to understand and develop a country’s foreign
policy must begin with a set of seemingly simple yet fundamental
questions: How does the world work? What determines matters of war
and peace? Only after these questions are answered is it possible to make
further inferences about what a country’s vital national interests are and
what choices it needs to make in order to survive and thrive.
Politics is not an exact science and there are competing ideas about
how international relations do and should function. Identifying and
examining these ideas is therefore important, and yet every attempt
to classify concepts and the individuals that espouse them is bound to
be controversial. Most of us are instinctively apprehensive about being
labelled. But, more importantly, grouping ideas neatly with one another
is a challenge. Thoughts expressed in speeches and interviews are not
necessarily well-organized. Also, when we deal with arguments that rage
in the public domain, pronouncements are often opportunistic – they
change over time and are prone to be influenced by considerations of
rhetorical appeal rather than authenticity or logic.
And yet, the lines of thought on Latvian foreign policy that were
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manifestly highlighted by the Iraq debate should not be regarded as
passing trends that were relevant only to the circumstances of the early
2000s. Modified and adapted, they continue to inform the worldviews of
various driving forces within the Latvian foreign policy elite. Competing
policy prescriptions derived from these worldviews will undoubtedly be
at play when future decisions need to be made in response to some new
international emergency.
The Iraq debate of 2002-2003 shows that crisis situations make foreign
policy choices more clear-cut. Crises also expose what a country’s
actual priorities are. But surely it is not the case that these competing
tracks of thought are relevant only when a diplomatic crisis needs to be
navigated – they also inform strategic choices that are made regarding
the development of Latvia’s overall defense posture and policies toward
Russia, toward the European Union and toward the United States.
On the origins and consequences of the Iraq war itself, much has been
written. Here it will suffice to conclude that – even when ethical considerations
are put aside – the decision made by the George W. Bush administration was
a mistake. Iraq’s alleged possession of WMDs and the terrorist threat posed
by Saddam Hussein’s regime was the casus belli, and indeed the case for this
was highly doubtful from the very beginning. But international relations is
a realm in which often “might makes right”, and the flimsiness of a case for
war does not necessarily mean that the war will eventually be regarded as
illegitimate. Because nothing succeeds like success. The Iraq war, however,
was a disaster in every way – and nothing fails like failure.
The war was technically won by the US-led coalition, but it was a shortlived victory at best. An initially triumphant military campaign was
followed by years of insurgency and civil conflict, resulting in hundreds
of thousands of casualties and trillions of wasted dollars. From a longerterm perspective, it resulted in a less stable Middle East and created an
even more fertile environment for extremism. Contrary to the desires
of the United States and its allies, the war also improved Iran’s position
in the regional balance of power. Moreover, the debacle contributed to
the sapping of America’s internal consensus on having an activist global
policy. Indeed, Iraq might have spelled the end of the US’s post-Cold War
“unipolar moment”.
Latvia completed the process of NATO accession a year later, in the
spring of 2004, thereby acquiring US security guarantees. Three Latvian
troops were killed in military operations in Iraq.
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The Influence of the Idea of Human
Rights on Latvia
NILS MUIŽNIEKS
Upon the restoration of independence in 1991, awareness of
international human rights was quite undeveloped among most Latvian
politicians, civil servants, members of the legal profession and others.
This derived from the long years of occupation by the Soviet Union and
consequent international isolation throughout the post-World War II
era, during which modern human rights emerged and evolved.
A key early element in catalysing increased awareness of human rights
was critical international attention towards Latvia from both Russia
and international organizations. However, this attention often focussed
narrowly on the issue of minorities in Latvia. This contributed to a very
politicized understanding of human rights, especially in the context of
the fragility of newly regained independence. Another early feature of
the Latvian human rights landscape was an incomplete understanding
of human rights that prioritized civil and political rights and almost
completely neglected social and economic rights.
A more depoliticized and balanced approach to human rights gradually
strengthened in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Key developments
fostering this change were Latvia’s accession to the Council of Europe
and the impact of judgments of the European Court of Human Rights.
The addition of a Bill of Rights to the Constitution and the growing
importance of individual applications before the Constitutional Court
also played an important role, as did the establishment and work of
administrative courts. Accession to the European Union also deepened
the country’s understanding of human rights. Currently, with the
notable exceptions of migration and lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, and
intersex (LGBTI) issues, Latvian public opinion and policy are in the
European mainstream. Finally, rather than being on the defensive,
Latvian officialdom has recently implemented a more proactive human
rights foreign policy.
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The origins and evolution of the idea of human rights
As is well known, the modern idea of human rights was born out of
the ashes of World War II. However, the pedigree of human rights is
much older, not only in Europe, but elsewhere as well. The most common
approach traces the origins of human rights to the ideas of “natural
rights”, the “rights of man” and the social contract in the writings of John
Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Thomas Paine, and Edmund Burke in the
17th and 18th centuries. These writings, in turn, influenced the American
Declaration of Independence of 1776 and the French Declaration of the
Rights of Man and the Citizen of 1789.1
However, many of the basic ideas behind human rights have long
been current in various cultures and civilizations. As Peter Leuprecht
has pointed out, the concepts of reason, justice and dignity underlying
human rights can be traced from ancient China and Confucius and
Mencius, through the golden age of Islam with Avicenna, Averroes and
Ibn Khaldun, to 16th century Spain with Las Casas and de Vittoria.2 While
the ideas of “rights” and inherent human dignity were in wide circulation
prior to the 20th century, it was only following the horrors of two World
Wars and the failure of the inter-war League of Nations to protect them
that modern human rights were born.
The immediate post-war period saw the emergence of both universal
and regional human rights treaties embedded in international
organizations. The universal system – universal in that it aimed at
worldwide membership – was centred on the United Nations. The
regional system of interest here is the European one, which until recently
was centred primarily in the Council of Europe. In recent decades, the
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) and the
European Union (EU) have also developed human rights instruments
and mechanisms complementing those of the Council of Europe.
Regional human rights instruments drew inspiration from and gave
more concrete expression to universal instruments.
The first core document at the universal level was the United Nations
Charter, which was adopted on 26 June 1945. The UN Charter contains a
number of references to human rights, but no catalogue of human rights.
For example, the preamble “reaffirm[s] faith in fundamental human
rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person, in the equal rights
of men and women, and of nations large and small...”. Article 1, paragraph
3 mentions “promoting and encouraging respect for human rights and
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for fundamental freedoms” as one of the purposes of the organization. To
further this purpose, a Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR)
was drafted and adopted on 10 December 1948. The UDHR contains
the full spectrum of civil, political, social, economic and cultural rights,
suggesting that these are interconnected and interdependent.
The UDHR was adopted as a non-binding resolution, and was later
implemented in the form of binding treaties open for ratification by
states. The most significant of those binding treaties are the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the International
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). The
bifurcation of rights into two broad categories derived from the view that
different kinds of rights called for different methods of implementation. It
was held that civil and political rights could be implemented immediately,
as they were held to be justiciable and primarily required states to refrain
from interfering with the rights of the individual. The implementation of
economic and social rights (under which cultural rights were subsumed),
on the other hand, was thought to require more resources, and thus more
time and international cooperation.3
While the bulk of the content of both covenants refers to the rights of
individuals, both have identical first articles, which state that “all peoples
have the right to self-determination”. There has been much debate over
what constitutes “a people” and what form self-determination should
take, ranging from autonomy within an existing state to independent
statehood.4 At the time the covenants were being drafted, the issue of
decolonization was extremely topical. However, the idea has also often
been invoked in the context of various conflicts and struggles involving
ethnic minorities and indigenous peoples.
The covenants were complemented by a series of more specialized
treaties, dealing with issues such as racial discrimination, discrimination
against women, children’s rights, protection against torture, the rights
of migrant workers, the rights of persons with disabilities, protection
against enforced disappearance, and more. These treaties generally
require governments to submit reports, which are then examined by
expert bodies. Some have a provision for individual complaints. But
enforcement at the universal level remains much weaker than at the
regional level, especially in the European system, which is the most
developed of all the regional systems.5
The European system came into being around the same time as the
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universal system. The statute of the Council of Europe was adopted on 5
May 1949, and by 1950 the organization had 14 member states. In 1950,
the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental
Freedoms (commonly called the European Convention on Human
Rights, ECHR) was signed. This treaty, which deals primarily with civil
and political rights accruing to individuals, was complemented in 1961
by the adoption of a European Social Charter that lay out a long catalogue
of social rights. However, the ECHR came to have a far more developed
enforcement mechanism than the Social Charter.
Implementation of the ECHR was initially supervised by a commission,
then subsequently by a full-fledged European Court of Human Rights
(ECtHR), which adjudicates individual complaints of violations. The
court passes binding judgments which often require respondent states to
pay compensation and/or change laws and practices. The Social Charter,
by contrast, is supervised by an expert committee, which examines state
reports. States can choose which articles they commit to implementing
and have no obligation to accept the complaints mechanism included
in the Social Charter. The ECHR and Social Charter are the core of the
European system, but this system has a wide panoply of instruments and
mechanisms both within the Council of Europe and in other European
organizations.
The universal and European instruments enunciate general principles,
which then must be applied at the national level. The application of
these principles requires politicians, civil servants, judicial officials
and others to interpret them to get down to their concrete substance.
Proper interpretation requires familiarity with the jurisprudence
of international tribunals and expert bodies, using the appropriate
methodology and, in an era of globalization, engaging in international
comparisons and dialogue.6
Thus, while Latvia was under the deep freeze of Soviet rule, the idea
of human rights became enshrined in a complex web of universal and
regional treaties and mechanisms. In Europe, the presumption is that
rights accrue to individual human beings, not so much to “peoples” and
even less so to animals or the environment. However, the understanding
of human rights is a dynamic one and the European Convention on
Human Rights is held to be a “living instrument”, the interpretation of
which must reflect changing social and political circumstances.
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How the idea of human rights influenced Latvia
In many ways, the Latvian independence movement represented a
rejection of the Soviet denial of human dignity and the long suppression
of all manner of rights. Along with its Estonian and Lithuanian
counterparts, the Latvian popular movement led the way in pushing the
limits of freedom of expression, freedom of assembly, the right to free
elections and other newly acquired rights in the late Soviet period.
Even before the full restoration of independence, the Latvian political
elite sought to signal its desire to re-join the world on an equal footing
with other states, in line with human rights values. On 4 May 1990, when
the newly elected Supreme Soviet of the Latvian Soviet Socialist Republic
declared a transitional period towards full independence, it also adopted
a declaration by which Latvia acceded to 51 international human rights
documents, including the UDHR, the covenants, numerous other UN
treaties, declarations and resolutions, as well as the Helsinki Final Act
and the CSCE Madrid document.7
While the declaration to adhere to human rights principles was
intended to signal Latvia’s good will and belonging to the Western political
community, the practical implications of the declaration took many years
to sort out. For one, it took several years for many of the documents to be
translated into Latvian. Secondly, few at the time realized the burdensome
reporting requirements ensuing from such accession. Finally, declaring
that international norms are binding and applying them turned out to
be two very different things. As Egils Levits wrote in 1998, “in fact, in
accordance with Soviet legal understanding, Latvia’s institutions and
courts continued to view human rights norms as declarative documents
and even today hardly use them to resolve concrete legal cases, as should
be done in a state ruled by law”.8
Though human rights long remained an abstraction for many legal
practitioners, the foreign policy elite quickly learned of the reputational
damage that could be done to a state accused of human rights violations.
In the 1990s, one of the core controversies in Latvia involved the status
and rights of the many “Russian-speaking” (those with Russian as a native
language) settlers and their descendants, who came to or were born in
Latvia after World War II. Issues pertaining to citizenship and language
became extremely politically charged.
In brief, Latvia sought to “(re-)nationalize” its polity and public space
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through restrictive citizenship and language legislation. This created
some inter-ethnic tensions and attracted significant international
attention. Moscow “weaponized” and distorted human rights, accusing
Latvia of “massive” or “systematic” violations against the “Russianspeaking minority”, going so far as to allege practices of “apartheid”,
“ethnic cleansing”, and even “genocide”.9 Fearful of possible conflict
à la Yugoslavia and mindful of Russia’s potential to create mischief,
international organizations took notice and sent mission after mission to
Latvia to assess the situation.10 This often led to a defensive reaction on
the part of Latvian officialdom, which at times interpreted any criticism
as deriving from “Moscow’s hand”.
The international attention had a number of different effects on Latvia.
For one, the Latvian government decided it needed to take positive
action to deflect the attacks and demonstrate its commitment to human
rights. Thus, following an international mission of experts from the UN,
the OSCE and the Council of Europe, Latvia created a National Human
Rights Office (now the ombudsman) in 1995 to review complaints, assist
victims and raise awareness. After a rocky start and many years of weak
management, the office is now a firmly established part of the institutional
landscape and is active in addressing the full spectrum of rights issues.11
A second effect of the international attention was to raise awareness, if
not about human rights, then at least about international organizations.
As Ineta Ziemele has noted, “If at the time there had not been the
struggles around the formulations in the Law on Citizenship, the Law
on Education and the Language Law and other normative acts, the wider
Latvian public would probably not know that there are such international
commissioners, European courts and other international organizations;
moreover, the experience of politicians and the state administration in
this sphere would be incomparably more meagre”.12
Yet the international attention also created a certain political sensitivity.
As two practitioners noted as late as 2005, “a part of the political elite
interprets attention paid to any human rights issue as criticism and spoiling
of the state image, not perceiving it as an integral part of democracy”.13
This politicization and sensitivity would only begin to wane with Latvia’s
entry into the European Union and NATO in 2004.
Another feature of the Latvian landscape in the 1990s was the neglect of
social and economic rights – in public discourse, in academic circles, in
the monitoring work of most NGOs14 and elsewhere. This had numerous
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sources. It was a rejection of the Soviet approach, which denied and
suppressed civil and political rights while claiming to prioritize social
and economic rights, though even in this realm, equality in poverty
was the norm. Moreover, Latvia’s post-independence political elite
was overwhelmingly neo-liberal in its approach to economic issues,15
and a leftist political orientation carried a strong association of being
pro-communist, pro-Russian, or both. Trade unions were quite weak,
as they had been appendages of the Communist Party. Finally, many
officials and activists who were engaged in human rights in Latvia in the
1990s came from the expatriate community,16 especially from the United
States, where social and economic rights lack the same legitimacy as
civil and political rights.
An important push towards a greater understanding of human rights
was provided by Latvia’s accession to the Council of Europe in 1995 and
the entry into force of the ECHR in 1997. Membership in the Council
of Europe opened the way for some funding and many cooperation
activities in the realm of human rights training and awareness-raising.
However, more important than this was its deeper influence on the
thinking of judges, lawyers, and politicians, as Latvia lost its first cases
at the European Court of Human Rights and faced financial, legal and
political consequences over the course of the 2000s.17 Human rights could
no longer be treated as lofty ideals without practical impact. A similar
boost to the awareness of social rights probably only began to take place
after Latvia’s ratification of the Revised European Social Charter in 2013.
Another parallel development of great importance was the addition
of a Bill of Rights to Latvia’s Constitution in 1998 and the introduction
of an individual complaints procedure before the Constitutional Court
in 2000. Wide discussions took place before and after the Bill of Rights
was adopted, leading to a deeper understanding of human rights among
politicians and the legal profession.18 As Mits has noted, before the
adoption of the Bill of Rights, the main task of legal specialists had been
to determine the status of human rights in Latvia. After the Bill of Rights,
their task shifted to elucidating the content of human rights norms.19
The content of human rights norms was illuminated not only in
judgments against Latvia in the European Court of Human Rights, but also
in the jurisprudence of the Constitutional Court and in legal commentary
thereon.20 A key step in the development of rights-based constitutionalism
and an understanding of the importance of the role of the individual vis-à174

vis the state was the introduction of the possibility of individual complaints
to the Constitutional Court. This is reflected in the first 15 years of the
Constitutional Court’s workload, in which the overwhelming majority of
the cases consisted of complaints from natural or legal entities – not the
parliament, president, or Cabinet of Ministers.21 The court regularly cites
the jurisprudence of international tribunals in its judgments, thereby
bringing international norms to life in the national context.
Another important judicial development was the creation of
administrative courts in 2004. These courts also dealt with many
human rights issues, thereby raising awareness not only within the legal
profession, but more broadly as well. Thus, for example, the mid-2000s
saw the development of a rich jurisprudence in administrative courts
regarding the freedom of assembly.22
A final important step in the development of an understanding of
human rights was Latvia’s accession to the European Union in 2004.
In this regard, membership conditionality on citizenship and language
issues was quite salient. As I wrote together with Ilze Brands Kehris more
than 15 years ago, “sensitive legislation was liberalized in conformity
with European standards” – “this could not have happened without the
inclination and ability to learn and adapt to European liberal norms by a
small, but powerful part of the domestic political elite”.23 This adaptation
took place not only on sensitive minority-related issues, but across the
board, as civil servants and politicians grew accustomed to the day-to-day
communication, coordination and compromise required by membership
in the European Union.
Latvia and human rights in the broader comparative
context
Currently, on most human rights issues Latvia is in the European
mainstream. Latvia stands in positive contrast to several other countries
in the region, such as Hungary and Poland, which have witnessed severe
democratic backsliding in recent years, prompting much negative attention
from the Council of Europe and the activation of the EU’s recently created
Rule of Law Mechanism.24 Latvia and its Baltic neighbours have not
generated a significant number of cases before the European Court of
Human Rights and they have no “pilot judgments” signalling the existence
of systemic or structural problems, as many countries in the region do.25
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After accession to the European Union and NATO, critical international
attention to the minority issue in Latvia also waned. This may in part
be attributed to Russia turning its attention to other neighbours and its
loss of credibility on the issue. It also probably reflects the normalization
of the situation on the ground. For example, recent survey data show
that members of the Russian minority in Latvia very rarely perceive any
discrimination or experience bias-motivated harassment, which is in sharp
contrast to members of other minority communities across Europe.26
Public attitudes towards human rights in Latvia reveal some interesting
characteristics. When asked about which values were most important
for them personally, respondents in Latvia chose both “human rights”
and “peace” (51%) – one of the few EU countries in which human rights
were rated as being so important. However, the same survey found that
Latvian respondents put less value on democracy than respondents from
any other EU member state (11%).27 Oddly, this suggests that, in the
thinking of respondents in Latvia, human rights and democracy are not
closely associated.
While Latvia presents a relatively positive picture in most areas of
human rights, there are two problematic areas in particular: migration
and LGBTI rights. While Latvia recently participated in the EU’s refugee
relocation programme from Greece and Italy, public attitudes in this area
are quite conservative. Latvia had the fewest number of respondents of
any EU member state that shared the view that “immigrants contribute a
lot to our country”. Moreover, Latvia was among the seven EU countries
with a majority who disagreed with the statement that “our country
should help refugees”.28
This undoubtedly stems from Latvia’s traumatic experience with Sovietera migration and relative poverty. Not surprisingly, Latvia has ranked
at or near the bottom of the scale on comparative measures to promote
migrant integration.29 Latvia’s outlier status on this issue was underlined
when it joined only a handful of countries in abstaining in the vote on the
UN’s Global Pact on Migration in 2018.30
Latvia has lagged behind on LGBTI issues as well. Latvia has not in
recent years witnessed the kind of violent homophobia prevalent at
the first pride parade in 2005. However, public attitudes remain quite
conservative,31 and Latvian legislation has not been significantly reformed
– for example, sexual orientation is not explicitly mentioned in hate
crimes legislation and there is no provision for same-sex partnerships or
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marriage. In the assessment of ILGA, the leading LGBTI rights NGO in
Europe, Latvia has the least LGBTI-friendly legislative framework of any
EU member state.32
Thus, the idea of human rights, while well-entrenched in Latvia, has yet
to gain traction in certain issue areas. In foreign policy, however, Latvia
has shown increasing self-confidence and activity. Latvia’s first election
to a place in a UN human rights mechanism happened as early as 1999,
when Latvia became a member of the UN Human Rights Commission.
Since then, a number of Latvian personalities have assumed prominent
posts in international human rights organizations, reflecting not only
their own talents, but often also successful lobbying and diplomacy on
the part of the Latvian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The most prominent
of these appointments have been former president Vaira Vīķe-Freiburga
(President of the Club of Madrid, Special Envoy on UN Reform, ViceChair of the Reflection Group on the long-term future of the European
Union), Jānis Kārkliņš (Assistant Director-General of UNESCO), Nils
Muižnieks (Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights, Chair
of the European Commission against Racism and Intolerance), and
Ilze Brands Kehris (member of the UN Human Rights Committee,
Chairperson of the Management Board of the EU Fundamental Rights
Agency, Director of the Office of the OSCE High Commissioner on
National Minorities).
More broadly, Latvia has gradually increased its activities in the
realm of promoting human rights and democracy in its foreign policy.
The most common targets of various assistance projects in this realm
have been Moldova, Georgia, and more recently, Ukraine. However, as
Ozoliņa and Rostoks have concluded, “Even though aiding democracy
in other countries over the last decade has become an important priority
for Latvia’s foreign policy, practical support to this priority has been
insufficient, and as a result Latvia is significantly lagging behind Estonia
and Lithuania in terms of provided bilateral development aid”.33
A final observation has to do with the influence of Latvia’s history on
Latvian diplomacy. The Soviet occupation, the non-recognition of that
occupation by many countries, and the restoration of independence have
led Latvia’s diplomats and the foreign policy community more broadly
to have a special appreciation for international law on the one hand, and
a special interest in and sympathy for Eastern Partnership countries on
the other. As Minister of Foreign Affairs Edgars Rinkēvičs stressed at the
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UN General Assembly in 2018, “I believe that one day international law
and justice will prevail, andterritorial integrity of Ukraine, as well as of
other European Union’s eastern partners, will be restored. The United
Nations, along with the relevant regional players, must remain involved
and committed to resolving protracted conflicts in Nagorno-Karabakh,
Transnistria, Abkhazia and South Ossetia. The history of the Baltic
countries is proof of the moral power of international law and justice”.34
Conclusion
The concept of human rights has played a prominent role in Latvia’s
narrative of re-joining the world community as an independent state and
assuming a full place at the European table. The minority issue, which had
attracted so much critical attention in the early years of independence,
has waned in importance and, by some measures, the situation for the
Russian minority in Latvia now looks quite good in a comparative context.
Latvia has a solid institutional framework for the protection of human
rights, including a well-functioning ombudsman, Constitutional Court,
and administrative courts, which have actively brought international
human rights alive in the national context. Moreover, compared to
several countries in Central and Eastern Europe that have either been
dismantling the rule of law and/or generating many repetitive cases
before the European Court of Human Rights, Latvia’s record has been
quite positive.
However, Latvia has lagged behind in several areas, including: migration
and asylum, LGBTI rights, and investment in promoting human rights
and democracy internationally. These weaknesses should attract the
attention and efforts of both human rights practitioners and politicians
alike. The odd disconnect between support for human rights as a personal
value and the lack of support for democracy requires further elucidation.
As Latvians know all too well from their history, human rights cannot be
upheld in a non-democratic setting.
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