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Pascal Bonnard 

UNPACT THE EUROPEAN MINORITY PROTECTION TOOLBOX AND 
ITS EFFECTS IN THE CANDIDATE COUNTRIES: A SOCIOLOGICAL 

PERSPECTIVE 

After the collapse of the communist regimes in Central and Eastern  
Europe, European institutions strived to diffuse in the region new norms  
and practices on minorities that were aimed at preventing conflicts and  
enhancing social cohesion. These demands and their effects on domestic  
legislations are well documented. Unlike the majority of this  
literature, that is characterised by a juridical or a strong  
institutional perspective, this article pleads for endorsing a  
sociological perspective. By paying attention to the design of the  
European minority toolbox and to the modalities of its diffusion, this  
article points out some of the reasons why these norms became a  
political issue and altered the symbolic struggles over the definition  
of majority and minorities and their relationship.

Key words: European Union, European organisations, Central Europe, 
minorities, minority rights, sociological perspective

After the collapse of the communist regimes in Central and Eastern 
Europe at the beginning of the 1990s, many Western analysts and policy-
makers feared that a sharpening of ethnic tensions or, possibly, an outburst 
of ethnic conflicts would prove inevitable. Later on, when (some of) these 
countries became candidates for membership in European organisations, 
their ethnic diversity, allegedly higher than in Western Europe, was seen as 
a potential source of instability that had to be prevented. A range of insti-
tutions and actors such as European organisations but also political foun-
dations, academic networks therefore intervened striving to diffuse new 
norms and practices on minorities that were aimed at de-escalating or pre-
venting conflicts and enhancing social cohesion. 

The demands that the European institutions made in the field of mi-
nority policies on the governments of the countries from the former Com-
munist bloc that were applying for membership and the effects of these de-
mands on domestic legislations are well documented. Unlike the majority 
of this literature that is characterised by a juridical or a strong institutional 
perspective, this article however pleads for endorsing a sociological per-
spective when analysing the action of European organisations in the field of 
minority rights. Norms are not only legal instruments. As demonstrated by 
Pierre Bourdieu, law entails and conveys power relations (Bourdieu 1987, p. 
814–853.). This will be exemplified by the analysis of the circulation of the 
European approach towards minorities which, indeed, does not engage only 
juridicial logics and does have extra-juridical effects. The goal is therefore 
not to add a new piece to the abundant literature dedicated to the European 
minority protection system and to the monitoring of minority situations in 
the candidate countries, but to account for the reasons and modalities why 
the diffusion of European minority norms throughout Central and Eastern 
Europe became a political issue and altered the symbolic struggles over the 
definition of majority and minorities and their relationship. 

This analysis requires to scrutinize firstly, how the European minority 
monitoring focuses and secondly, what this minority protection toolbox 
consists in. I will then stress that in order to better understand how the 
European monitoring process works and may be effective, an analysis of 
the context of the introduction of these norms is needed. Through a focus 
on the Latvian case, I will finally point out that the European approach 
towards minorities has been mobilised in political struggles in candidate 
countries with the aim of redefining the status and the position of ethnic 
minorities. 
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The European monitoring of minority protection: A mosaic 
of institutions and of logics of action

The concerns of European organisations for minority issues did not 
as much result from a genuine interest in the fate of these populations 
as from the fear that ethnic and social tensions in the accessing states 
might undermine their security and stability after the enlargement. The 
dominant understanding of minorities in Europe is that they intrinsically 
jeopardize the security and stability of states (Feldman 2005, 676–694). 
The elaboration and extension of minority rights by European organisa-
tions were therefore mainly motivated by the objective to prevent the 
former communist countries from “importing” their “problems” when 
becoming members. 

The process of constitution of the European toolbox of minority rights 
highlights it. As an international platform aimed at promoting human rights 
and democracy on the European continent, the Council of Europe was the 
first organisation to get involved in rights in the post WW2 Europe. Its ac-
tion mainly consisted in elaborating new normative texts. The CoE notably 
issued the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages in 1992 
and, in 1995, the Framework Convention for the Protection of National 
Minorities. The organisation also played a role in the post-communist re-
gion by sending delegations and by issuing recommendations. Though the 
respect of minorities was mentioned in the final Act of the Helsinki con-
ference in 1975, the competence of the Organisation for Cooperation and 
Security in Europe was far less obvious, its initial mandate being to ensure 
security and prosperity in Europe. Thanks to his frequent visits on the field 
and to his “quiet diplomacy”, the High-Commissar on the National Minori-
ties however played a key role in the monitoring of minority issues by West-
ern international organisations (Dorodnova 2003; Kemp 2001; Zaagman 
1999). Worth to be mentioned are also the Missions that the organisation 
settled in some of the transition countries (notably in Latvia). The fact that 
the OSCE became a central actor of the management of minorities in the 
transition countries, through the prism of “prevention of ethnic conflicts”, 
testifies that European organisations endorsed a security approach towards 
minorities. 

The interest of the EU for minority issues is recent (De Witte 2002, 
p. 137–159). The observance of minority rights was made compulsory in 
the Copenhagen Summit that opened up the possibility of a membership 
to the former communist countries in 1993. Due to a lack of consensus 
among the member-states (in some of them the existence of minorities on 

their territory is not recognised and international convention on minor-
ity protection have not been ratified), the EU Commission did not have a 
clear competence in the field of minority rights. It therefore had to rely on 
the normative framework elaborated by the CoE and on the field expertise 
of the OSCE. The European monitoring of ethnic minorities therefore in-
volved different organisations, the CoE being the producer of norms, the 
OSCE delivering the field expertise and the EU providing the most effective 
incentive to impulse changes (through its conditionality policy) (Galbreath 
2003, p. 35–53; Grabbe 2003, p. 303–327; Kelley 2004; Sasse 2005; Schim-
melfennig, Engert & Knobel 2003, p. 495–518)

The involvement of several organisations led also to an articulation of 
diverse interests and modalities of action. This refers both to the motiva-
tions of European organisation in addressing minority issues and to how 
they chose to deal with them. The fact that Russian authorities lean to-
wards a politicization of the issue of the Russian-speaking populations in 
the Baltic states is often pointed out. This has been observed at the occa-
sion of the NATO enlargement: the Kremlin visibly adopted a more asser-
tive tone when the former Baltic countries were about to join the NATO, 
using this momentum as a political leverage in the negotiation with its 
Western partners (Braun 2000, p. 135). Similar moves could be observed 
during the EU enlargement. The timing of the criticisms voiced by Rus-
sian officials, the choice to address regional or international organisations 
(notably the EU, the CoE or the OSCE) rather than the Baltic govern-
ments testify the aim to politicize the issue (Dorodnova 2000, p. 8–13). 
But such political calculations can also be traced in the way European 
organisations addressed minority issues in the candidate countries. The 
seemingly pure judicial approach of European organisation to minorities 
did in fact entail political motivations. According to James Hughes and 
Gwendolyn Sasse, the somewhat inconsistent attitude of the European 
Commission, the priority given to certain minority issues over others, the 
setting of its agenda reveal “that the EU is more concerned with its exter-
nal relations with its most powerful neighbour and main energy supplier, 
and own narrow soft security migration problems, than with minority 
protection as a norm per se” (Hughes 2003, p. 16). This explains for ex-
ample why the EU delivered sometimes variable and, to so some extent, 
contradictory assessments of the situation of the Russian-speaking popu-
lations in the Baltics: it had both to please Moscow, and therefore to give 
assurances of its intention to further prevent minorities from possible 
discriminations, and to reassure the Baltic capitals that were about to join 
the organisation. 
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The articulation of political and juridical logics in the minority policies 
of European organisations is however not limited to the goals assigned to 
these policies; it also refers at the instruments they mobilised and at their 
governance. Since the European Commission had (at least initially) no legal 
instruments at its disposition to tackle judicially minority issues and had to 
resort to the expertise of the OSCE and CoE, it had to focus on their politi-
cal aspects. This task-sharing between European organisations enabled to 
combine various levers (political and juridical) and to embrace different 
dimensions of the conflicts over minorities (Neumayer 2007, p. 247–260). 
More than to account for its efficiency, the observation that the European 
monitoring of minority protection associated different organisations, legal 
expertise and (geo)political logics deserves to be mentioned here to explain 
why the European toolbox of minority rights is not only a legal matter and 
produced effects that are by far not limited to the legal sphere. 

The European minority protection system: A composite 
toolbox

Involving a range of organisations and articulating different log-
ics, the European monitoring of minority issues also mixed up vari-
ous sources. Unlike other chapters of the acquis communautaire, there 
was not a straightforward list where the candidate countries could find 
the rules and norms that had to be respected; there were several legal 
documents to be found and some of the demands were not written. The 
candidate countries were notably expected to ratify different normative 
texts (like the Framework convention on national minorities), to offer 
political and cultural rights to minorities, to enforce anti-discrimina-
tion legislation, to create a position of Ombudsman, etc (Heidbreder 
2004, p. 473–483). The European minority toolbox therefore consisted 
in a collection of norms. These norms besides resorted to various rep-
ertoires: protection of diversity, promotion of multiculturalism, fight 
against discriminations, etc. 

EU management of ethnic and cultural diversity historically mainly 
aimed at promoting the “integration” of “immigrants”. Minority standards 
of the EU were therefore predominantly elaborated in preparation for 
the enlargement to Central and Eastern Europe and minority standards 
remained for a long time only valid for the candidate countries, lead-
ing to the criticism of a “double standard” policy (Henrard 2010; Johns 
2003, p. 682–695). However, as noticed by Jorg Swiebel, “the process of 
Eastern enlargement of the EU has raised awareness about the situation 
of minorities and the issue of diversity in Europe.” (Swiebel 2009, p. 24)  

Representatives from new member-states indeed introduced in the EU 
institutions new concerns and the experience of monitoring minority 
issues in the candidate countries has been used by Western actors and 
European officials to prompt a systematisation of the European minority 
protection regime. As early as 2002, the OSCE’s High Commissioner on 
National Minorities, Rolf Ekeus, underscored the existence of an imbal-
ance in terms of the standards applied to the countries that applied to 
the EU and to Member States and the need for an harmonisation (Ekeus 
2004; Anon 2004). An institutionalisation of minority policy in the EU 
therefore occurred recently (Galbreath & McEvoy 2012; Heidbreder 2011, 
chap. 5; Toggenburg 2004; Topidi 2010, chap. 7). 

While elaborating this nascent minority rights regime, European of-
ficials retained a specific conception of minorities. While the Copenhagen 
European Council urged the accession states to achieve the ‘‘respect for 
and protection of minorities”, it is stated in the 2004 Treaty establishing 
a Constitution for Europe and in the 2007 Lisbon Treaty that “the Union 
is founded on the […] respect for human rights, including the rights of 
persons belonging to minorities.” The current minority discourse of the 
EU therefore targets the individuals, not the groups. This preference for 
a liberal approach (that advocates individual rights to persons) over a cul-
turalist approach (that foresees collective rights to groups) has several roots 
(Fernández 2013, p. 52–72). It can firstly be explained by the decline of 
multicultural ideas in Europe. Though primarily developed in Northern 
America, the multicultural scheme had been accommodated for Europe 
and had inspired European academics (Kymlicka & Opalski 2001) The 
multiculturalism of Kymlicka is slightly specific since it consists in an at-
tempt to reconcile liberal approach and culturalism.

Multicultural theories however faced recently a series of scientific and 
political criticisms and the concept “multicultural” was never extensively 
used in European legal and judicial spheres (Taras 2013). The dismissal of a 
collective rights approach has secondly been motivated by the convergence 
with other norms that were more deeply rooted and more developed in the 
EU minority toolbox: measures related to anti-discrimination legislation. 
Though these norms existed previously in the member states, the emer-
gence of this policy at the European level goes back to the adoption of the 
Racial Equality Directive in 2000 (Geddes & Guiraudon 2005, p. 67–86). 
Further steps were later on taken: a substantial number of rulings were is-
sued by the Court of Justice of the European Union; various action plans 
in favour of the integration of minorities and Roma populations were ad-
opted; etc. 
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As pointed out by Jorg Swiebel, “it has had a both narrowing and 
broadening effect. On the one hand, the approach has become nar-
rower: it focuses mainly on non-discrimination and participation in 
economic life. The protection of minority identities has become less 
important. On the other hand, the EU non-discrimination discourse 
has a much broader scope than ethnic minorities only; it is beginning 
to develop into a diversity policy, for old and new members alike.” 
(Swiebel, 2009, p. 34). The Europeanization of anti-discrimination 
policies indeed sanctions the preference given to a liberal approach. 
This emerging European minority protection regime is often encap-
sulated by the label “diversity policy”. Thanks to its looseness and con-
sensual flavour, the term “diversity” successfully entered the jurispru-
dence of the European Court of Human Rights and it often pops up in 
the communication of the European Commission (Guiraudon, 2009,  
p. 67–85). The design of this policy made it possible to elaborate a theo-
retical and practical toolbox able to embrace all forms of cultural plu-
ralism (ethnic or sexual minorities, immigrants, etc.) and thereby, also 
to overcome the dichotomy between so-called old and new member-
states. 

This analysis of the content of the European minority toolbox had 
a specific aim: providing with some explanations for the reasons why it 
could easily be politicized. The inclusion of the norms on ethnic minori-
ties in a broader scheme that merges several repertoires (promotion of 
multiculturalism, fight against discriminations, protection of diversity, 
etc.) and embraces many different populations (ethnic minorities but 
also migrants or other minorities) made it easier to be used as tools in 
symbolic struggles over ethnic minorities and their status. 

Unveiling the modalities and dynamics of the transfer of 
European minority norms

Due to the usually juridical or institutional approach retained, aca-
demic publications scrutinizing the European monitoring of minority 
protection tend to omit to scrutinize the context in which these norms 
were introduced and the actors involved. This prism hampers a thorough 
understanding of how the transfer of European norms took place and 
why it produced effects. 

Aside the figure of the OSCE’s High Commissioner on National Mi-
norities to whom a substantial attention is dedicated in publications on 
the transfer of norm in candidate countries, the concrete landscape of ac-
tors involved, especially from the domestics arenas, usually remains in a 

grey area. Highlighting the process of transfer yet requires to identify the 
actors in domestic arenas who take over the norms and promote them, to 
explore their motivations, the possible competitions between them, etc. 
Though the European minority toolbox has a predominantly juridical 
form, it does not engage only lawyers. Politicians, academics also import 
and use it in their own fields. MPs refer at European standards to support 
or undermine a law initiative, NGO or party leaders make use of them 
to put forward their agenda1, sociologists or political scientists introduce 
Western understandings and notions and popularize them in academic 
discussions (Apine 2012, p. 41–61; Volkov 2008, p. 95–105). The dynam-
ics of circulation of the European minority protection toolbox therefore 
have to be studied in various fields: legal, political, and academic. Em-
bracing these different fields is all the more required as the circulation of 
norms usually takes place at the interface of several social spheres. The 
figure of the “practitioner-scholar”, who combines political action and 
academic legitimacy, and who is at the crossroads of domestic and inter-
national scales, is reputed to be of special importance. Understanding the 
action of these specific figures goes through an analysis of their profes-
sional and social activities, their strategies being “shaped and determined 
by their positions in their respective national fields.” (Dezalay & Garth 
2002, p. 34). Their trajectories determine their willingness and capacity 
to interpret and to use the norms and discourses that circulate and, con-
sequently, the probability of these to later produce effects2. Putting under 
the scrutiny their motivations helps to understand why actors belonging 
to various fields may get interested in new norms and concepts, decide to 
engage in their diffusion, etc3. 

Understanding how norms are transferred to a field implies sec-
ondly to pay attention to the context, i.e. to how this field functions. 

1 In Latvia, MPs from the opposition for example invoked European norms to 
resist the claims of nationally oriented politicians that the proportion of the 
courses taught in native language in schools should be reduced. Symmetrically, 
government representatives referred at the decision of the OSCE to close its 
mission in order to dismiss the accusations made by minority representatives 
concerning alleged discriminations. 

2 See the auto-analysis given by Muiznieks N. (2009) A Political Scientist’s Expe-
rience in the Real World of Politics. –  European Political Science 8(1), March,  
p. 68–78.

3 This subjective dimension is explored in Schulze J. L. (2010) Estonia caught 
between East and West: EU conditionality, Russia’s activism and minority inte-
gration.  – Nationalities Papers 38(3). p. 361–392.
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This issue has been more researched than the role and motivations of 
actors but some of its aspects would deserve a more in-depth analy-
sis. The analysts do take into account the political context of the 
introduction of European norms in the candidate countries: The po-
litical course, the timing of elections, the composition of government 
coalitions are given to explain why international demands are met 
positively, or negatively, by the government or by political parties. 
Domestic events and processes however tend to be examined only 
inasmuch as they may explain why international actions may be ef-
fective, which might alter the understanding of the dynamics at stake. 
This analysis besides tends to be restricted to the electoral context 
while other variables are to be taken into account. A reflection on 
ethnic diversity was pursued and instruments for minority manage-
ment had been developed in Central and Eastern Europe before the 
Western conception of minorities and the European minority toolbox 
were introduced in these countries. A proper understanding of the 
transfer of these new notions and norms and of its effects therefore 
requires to analyse how they match, overlap, contradict the previous 
minority regime. The existence of continuities, the legacy of the So-
viet nationalities policy clearly stand out (Cordell, Agarin & Osipov 
2013; Wolczuk & Yemelianova 2008, p. 177–195). Paying attention to 
the weight of pre-existing scientific and political ways of thinking 
and acting also help to understand how various fields are intertwined 
in the diffusion of the European minority protection toolbox. 

Grasping the diverse effects of the circulation of the 
European minority protection system

As stressed previously, the circulation of the European minority 
protection system is not solely a juridical process. Embracing also non 
juridical dynamics make it possible to deliver a more comprehensive as-
sessment of the effects of the European minority protection toolbox in 
the domestic contexts where it was introduced.

The exclusive focus on the technical transposition of legal norms 
present in many publications explains why they did not anticipate the 
return to more exclusive policies in the post-communist countries, 
once they joined the EU. Surveys indicate that the conversion of elites 
from the candidate countries to Western demands was to a great extent 
instrumental (a liberalisation of the minorities policies was agreed only 
inasmuch as it conditioned the membership to Western organisations) 
and their socialisation to these new norms was rather weak. Therefore, 

when the Commission monitoring ended with the accession to the EU 
and international pressure faded, tendencies towards a reversal are to 
be noticed: in Latvia, minority protection became under attack even 
by prominent politicians, language legislation became more restrictive 
(the list of professions for which the command of the state language is 
tested was extended, funding for language trainings for minorities was 
reduced), and social integration programmes were stropped (the Sec-
retariat of the Special Assignments Minister for Social Integration was 
notably closed in 2008) (Malloy 2012; Muiznieks 2008; Pridham 2009, 
p. 77ff.; Schulze 2008). 

Paying attention to other dimensions than the sole legal aspects of 
the circulation of the European minority toolbox, with only legislative 
changes being investigated, helps to grasp other effects. Apart from con-
tributing to a liberalisation of citizenship and language legislation and 
practices in the candidate countries, the European conditionality also 
altered symbolic struggles over minority populations – regarding the 
definition of their status and of their position in the Latvian nation. 
Pierre Bourdieu reminds us that “law is the quintessential form of the 
symbolic power of naming that creates the things named, and creates 
social groups in particular.” (Bourdieu 1987, p. 838) Norms on minor-
ity protection are also instruments in political and symbolic struggles, 
notably in the struggles for representation aiming “to impose the le-
gitimate definition of the divisions of the social world and, thereby, to 
make and unmake groups.” (Bourdieu 1991, p. 221) The debates on the 
rights minorities have or that should be given to them are therefore 
not just about issuing a juridical assessment of their situation, but also 
about making political statements on the symbolic status to recognize to 
them (i.e. on their status and position in the nation). As a result of the 
circulation of the European minority protection system, both the form 
and the content of these struggles changed. 

As to the form, it is to notice that mobilisations increasingly take place 
at the international level and that legalistic arguments are used more fre-
quently. This internationalisation appears in the use of international and 
European institutions as arenas for expressing claims on minorities in 
Latvia, in the amount of petitions submitted to European organisations 
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or of appeals taken to European courts 4. The emergence of this new 
arena of mobilisation also modifies how actors mobilise in the domes-
tic arena. Recommendations and reports of European organisations are 
extensively discussed in debates and used in the political competition; 
some actors benefit from this internationalisation to gain additional vis-
ibility (the experience of collaborating with European organisations may 
be a source of legitimacy for politicians or experts; NGO leaders obtain 
representative functions in committees that are set up by the government 
to establish a social dialogue with minorities, as requested by European 
organisations). The introduction of the European minority toolbox be-
sides triggers a juridicization of the claims on minorities, though groups 
and individuals continue to take actions outside of the formal judicial 
process with rigour. As it appears from the examples and references cited 
previously, the international institutions targeted are often juridical insti-
tutions; domestic political debates on the situation and status of minori-
ties often revolve around the adoption or interpretation of juridical texts, 
the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities in 
Latvia being a good example of this trend. 

The content of the struggles for representation of minorities also 
changed as a result of the circulation of the European minority protection 
system. This can be highlighted by the analysis of the positions expressed 
by the deputies of the Latvian Parliament during the debates on the ratifica-
tion of the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minori-
ties (finally achieved in 2005). Deputies from the governing coalition were 
extremely reluctant to sign the text. Their support could only be gained 
by reducing the scope of the population entitled to benefit from the rights 
provided by the Convention. Different possible criteria were proposed – 

4 The European Parliament so hosted two exhibitions on Latvia’s minorities: one 
organised in 2006 by the Latvian Ministry of Foreign Affairs that aimed at show-
ing the “development of the traditional minorities of Latvia” and stressed the 
role of the Soviet occupation in changing the ethnic composition of the coun-
try, a second one organised in 2008 by the Latvian MEP Tatjana Ždanoka that 
insisted on the ancient history of the Russian minority in Latvia and minimized 
the Soviet period. Between 1999 and 2011, 124 cases against Latvia have been 
judged by the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg, out of which 34 
followed complaints lodged by an applicant designated as “non-citizen”, “Rus-
sian-speaking”, “of Russian origin” (http://echr.ketse.com/). On the battles in 
the UN, the COE and at the ECHR, see also Muižnieks 2011, p. 219–238; Reire 
2008, p. 58–86; Rostoks 2011, p. 191–218; Van Elsuwege 2004.

deputies for example argued that only “native” populations deserve to be 
regarded as “ethnic minorities” (Livs), or only those who are deprived from 
a fatherland outside of Latvia (Livs and Roma). A consensus was finally 
reached on the criterion of “ancestry”: the text shall refer to “citizens of Lat-
via who differ from Latvians in terms of culture, religion or language, who 
have been traditionally living in Latvia for generations.” The debates did 
hence not as much aim at determining the rights to be granted to minori-
ties (no new rights were introduced and in practice it would be impossible 
to distinguish between the minorities who are covered by the Convention 
and those who are excluded), as at (in Bourdieu’s words) “mak[ing] people 
see and believe, [getting] them to know and recognize” who is legitimate to 
live in Latvia and who is not. The populations, who settled on the Latvian 
soil during the Soviet period, are still labelled as “foreigner” but interest-
ingly, the terms used to address them and the policies devoted to them 
changed: It is no longer a management of post-colonial populations but an 
issue of integration of immigrants. Riga’s authorities endorsed the wording 
of foreign organisations to reshape existing policies run towards minority 
populations and made them in line with international standards, the global 
orientation of these policies remaining untouched. Paradoxically enough, 
the introduction of the European minority protection toolbox helped to 
legitimize the hierarchy existing between minorities in Latvia. 

In this article I aimed at indicating some research directions that could 
shed additional light on how the European minority protection toolbox has 
been developed and transferred in the states that applied for membership 
in the EU, and on its various effects. Questioning the rationales of the or-
ganisations and actors who diffused (Western) European conceptions and 
tools of minority protection to the candidate countries and in these coun-
tries highlights that this process intertwined political and legal motives, at 
the level both of European organisations and of domestic actors. In order to 
be able to properly grasp what comes out of the introduction of the Euro-
pean minority protection system in the candidate countries, one shall pay 
attention to the local context: prior legal and scientific cultures, competing 
interests in legal, but also political or academic fields determine to a great 
extent the willingness of domestic actors to endorse a new regime and the 
meaning this minority protection regime takes. The various uses made of 
this toolbox in the domestic fields besides show that minority protection 
is not a purely legal matter, though it is mainly framed in legal terms. The 
looseness of the European framework of minority protection leaves room 
for different and sometimes divergent interpretations; its combination of 
different discourses (multicultural, anti-discrimination, diversity) allows a 
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convergence of policies towards ethnic minorities with policies designed 
for other populations (immigrants, Roma populations, sexual minorities, 
etc.) and may, hence, create a competition between them. The European 
minority standards therefore fuelled the symbolic struggles over the defini-
tion of majority and minorities and their relationship. This article therefore 
argues for a sociological perspective in analysing the European minority 
protection system and its application to the candidate countries. 
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Vladislav Volkov

THE IDENTITY OF ETHNIC MINORITIES IN LATVIA:  
SOCIO-POLITICAL AND SCIENTIFIC DISCOURCES  

IN THE PERIOD 1991-2014 

The article dwells upon the main peculiarities of the attitude to ethnic 
minority identities in the socio-political and scientific discourses in mod-
ern Latvia. The author demonstrated that this attitude is directly influenced 
by the concept of Latvia as a European nation state. It leads to the situation 
when, on the one hand, the individual right of a personality to the preserva-
tion of their ethno-cultural identity is recognized at the political and legal 
level. On the other hand, at the level of political awareness as well as sci-
entific research there is no clear understanding of how individual rights to 
preservation of ethno-cultural identity can be realized in the society where 
there is a strong demand for the reproduction of its own collective identity 
from the side of the ethno-national majority as well as the state’s largest 
ethnic minority - Russians. The author shows that in the sphere of modern 
sociological research to a greater extent than it happens in political life, 
there are emerging approaches to liberal multiculturalism which is the only 
acceptable methodological basis for a democratic version of interrelations 
between ethnic minority and ethno-national majority identities.   

Key words: ethnic minority identities, collective identity, individual 
rights,  ethno-national majority, Russians, liberal multiculturalism

The Concept “Ethnic Minority” in the Legal Domain and So-
cio-Political Discourse

Latvia traditionally is a multi-ethnic and multi-cultural state. Accord-
ing to the data by the Citizenship and Migration Affairs Department as 
of the middle of 2013 the country’s population of 2.188 million, Latvians 
comprised 1.304 million (59.6 % of the population), Russians – 590 thou-
sand (27.0%), Belarussians – 75 thousand (3.4%), Ukrainians – 53 thou-
sand (2.4%), Poles – 49 thousand (2.2%), Lithuanians 28 thousand (1.3%),  
Jews – 6 thousand (0.4%), Roma – 8 thousand (0.4%), Germans – 5 thou-
sand (0.2%).  The share of ethnic minorities is especially large in the biggest 
cities of the state. In the capital city Riga representatives of ethnic minori-
ties comprise more than a half of the population (57%), in the second big-
gest city Daugavpils – more than 80%, in Liepaja – 47%, in Jelgava – 41%, 
in Jurmala – 49% (Etniskais sastāvs… 2014; Iedzīvotāju skaits... 2014; Rīga 
2014; Daugavpils 2014; Liepāja 2014; Jelgava 2014; Jūrmala 2014). 

Moreover, the structure of this ethnic diversity itself possesses the sig-
nificant peculiarities related to the fact that the share of the largest ethnic 
minority – Russians – more than twice exceeds the number of other ethnic 
minorities in Latvia in total.  Russians in Latvia differ from other ethnic 
minorities in number and in qualitative factors of organizing their own 
socio-cultural infrastructure which involves a wide spread of the Russian 
language in the sphere of Latvian business, the system of private educa-
tion (including higher education), the entertainment sphere, and mass me-
dia. Russian is a mother tongue for a vast majority of Latvia’s Belarusians, 
Ukrainians, Poles, and Jews. A part of professional culture in Latvia func-
tions in the Russian language (the oldest outside Russia Mikhail Chekhov 
Riga Russian Theatre, scientific works are published, etc). Close interper-
sonal as well as informational connections with Russia, its culture, history, 
and political and information fields significantly influence the reproduc-
tion of the Russian cultural environment. The preservation of social func-
tions of the Russian language in public life in Latvia has become the aim of 
the Social Democratic party “Harmony”, the party  “The Latvian Russian 
Union”, and the party “For the Native Language!” (Центр Согласия 2014; 
Русский союз Латвии 2014; Пять пунктов партии... 2014). These factors 
objectively form the demand of Latvia’s Russians for articulation of their 
linguistic and ethnic identities in the public sphere in Latvia. The fact that 
the ethnic identity of Russians possesses a strongly pronounced collective 
character in the public life in Latvia, and it also strives for its reproduction, 
largely determines modern legal and political views as well as scientific be-
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liefs on ethnic minority identities in general in Latvia.   The dominant so-
cio-political as well as scientific thought in Latvia when assessing the place 
of ethnic minority identities in the state relies upon two basic statements 
which in one or another form were realized in the legislation regulating the 
forms of demonstration of ethnic minority identities. Firstly, it is the recog-
nition of Latvia as “the nation state of the Latvian nation” and “the Latvian 
nation” (these concepts are included in the Preamble to the Constitution 
(Satversme) in 2014). This idea is supported by the majority of conserva-
tively and nationalistically orientated politicians, public persons and intel-
lectuals, as well as by the Latvian liberals.  The politicians from “Harmony” 
the most influential political alliance among the ethnic minorities are striv-
ing for finding a compromise with these political and legal definitions. Sec-
ondly, it is the recognition of the individual right of people who belong to 
ethnic minorities to the preservation of their identity.  This principle is also 
included in the Constitution whose Article 114 stipulates the right of ethnic 
minorities  “ to maintain and develop their own language and ethnic and 
cultural originality” as a manifestation of essential human rights (Latvijas 
Republikas Satversme  2014).    Latvian liberals who support the idea of 
national identity which originates from the values of a nation state, in their 
presentations, unlike the nationalists, emphasize the necessity for respect 
for the right of ethnic minorities to preserve and develop their identities.  

Taking into consideration a real ethno-linguistic and ethno-political 
situation, the issue of determining the optimal identifiers of the concept 
“ethnic minority” has always been extremely important for modern Latvia.  
Debates on this issue were held from 1991 to the middle of the 2000s. Eth-
no-cultural differences from the ethno-national majority (Dribins 2004, р. 
11), long-term relations with the country of residence (Apine 1995, р. 66), 
the necessity for political participation of the representatives of these groups 
alongside the ethno-national majority in the development of the Latvian 
statehood (Apine, Vēbers 1992, р. 1), the development of the cultural life 
were named as such identifiers (Apine 1995, р. 66). The motivation of these 
insights was determined not only by the refusal from the Soviet experience 
of organizing the ethno-cultural differences and the general orientation to a 
nation state model; the main methodological and ideological problem was 
the search for identifiers for Latvia’s Russians and Russian-speakers. A lot of 
researchers considering the high proportion of Russians in the structure of 
Latvia’s population as well as their characteristic differences from Latvians 
in value-cultural preferences were speaking about artificiality of the iden-
tification of Russians as “ethnic minority” (Ezera, Zvidriņš 1994, р. 32-34; 
Laķis 2000, р. 387; Zepa 1992,  p. 22, 26; Zepa, Kārkliņa 1995, p.177-179). 

At the same time the vast majority of Latvian scientists refused to recognize 
the Russian population as an independent community (Birkavs 1994, р. 5; 
Dribins 1995, р. 39;  Pabriks 1998, p.104.-105; Vēbers 1997, p.8). 

The adoption of the Law on “The Convention for the Protection of Na-
tional Minorities” (2005) which contains the definition of an ethnic mi-
nority has become the milestone in these debates at a political and legal 
level.  Under this law any person in Latvia, a citizen of the state as well as 
its permanent resident whose ethno-cultural identity differs from Latvi-
ans’ identity possesses the right to be recognized as a representative of one 
or another group of ethnic minorities (Par Vispārējo konvenciju... 2014).  
“Framework Convention for Protection of National Minorities” itself was 
already signed by Latvia in 1995, but it was ratified by the Saeima only in 
2005.  In fact, Latvia was the only one among all states that joined the Euro-
pean Union in 2004 which did not ratify the Convention (Latvijas Repub-
likas 8. Saeimas… 2014). However, even now national-radical politicians 
and commentators argue against the recognition of Russians as the ethnic 
minority, supposing that this term legitimizes the consequences of Soviet 
policy on moving to Latvia a large number of “colonists” (Briedīte 2014). All 
this implies a serious internal battle in Latvia  on the issue of the recogni-
tion of legitimacy of ethnic minority identity within the framework of the 
national identity. 

Furthermore, some provisions of the Convention have not been adopt-
ed in Latvia. It refers to the 2nd part of Article 10 which says that in areas 
inhabited by persons belonging to national minorities traditionally or in 
substantial numbers there is a possibility to use the minority language in 
relations between those persons and the administrative authorities. The 3rd 
part of Article 11 which says “to display traditional local names, street names 
and other topographical indications intended for the public also in the minor-
ity language when there is a sufficient demand for such indications” has not 
been adopted either (Framework Convention… 2014). 

The Latvian law contained the recognition of the ethnic minority right 
to preserve their ethno-cultural identity as one of the human rights  even 
before the adoption of the Convention for Protection of National Minori-
ties. If we speak about  collective identity then the state undertakes to pro-
tect its general national and civil form as well as the collective identity of 
ethno-national majority – Latvians. The collective identity of the Livs as the 
object of legal protection is recognized in some legislative acts. Although, 
the Livs are recognized  as “the ancient indigenous nationality” but not as 
the ethnic minority (Par Latvijas nacionālo… 2014). In Latvian legislation 
there is no place for the regulation on ethnic minority collective rights. The 
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dominant socio-political discourse is negatively inclined towards this idea. 
The approach which considers ethnic minority identities exceptionally 

as a manifestation of people’s individual identity was established in the very 
beginning of the 1990s when Latvia was still technically within the struc-
ture of the USSR. In the Law from March 19, 1991 “On the Unrestricted 
Development and Right to Cultural Autonomy of Latvia’s Nationalities and 
Ethnic Groups” the right of ethnic groups to the development of “their edu-
cation, language and culture” was recognized as a human’s individual right 
to the preservation of their identity (Par Latvijas nacionālo... 2014). All 
proposals by the most politically active part of ethnic minorities – Latvia’s 
Russians – to legislate their collective rights in the sphere of education or 
use of the native language in the state’s public environment turned out to be 
beyond the legal domain.   

The legal norm of the realization of ethnic minority linguistic identity 
can be found in the “Law on Education” (1998). Representatives of ethnic 
minorities possess the right to obtain education in their native language in 
private educational establishments as well as in state and municipal edu-
cational establishments where study programmes for these minorities are 
implemented (Izglītības likums 2014). Ethnic minorities’ right to preserva-
tion of their linguistic identity applies only to the sphere of unofficial life.  
According to the “State Language Law” (1999), this Law “does not apply to 
the use of language in unofficial communications of the inhabitants of Latvia, 
in internal communications of national and ethnic groups, or in services, cer-
emonies, rituals and other kinds of religious activity of religious organisa-
tions” (Valsts valodas… 2014). 

Latvian legislation uses various terms to characterize ethnic minorities’ 
languages. So, in the State Language Law there are two terms referring to 
the languages of Latvia’s ethnic minorities: “ethnic minorities’ native lan-
guage” and “foreign languages” (Valsts valodas... 2014). The term “ethnic 
minorities’ languages” was used in the Law on Radio and Television which 
operated in the period 1995-2010 (Radio un televīzijas... 2014). However, in 
the Law on Electronic Mass Media replaced this law in 2010 alongside the 
term “Latvian language” the term “foreign languages” is used (Elektronisko 
plašsaziņas… 2014). 

Emphasizing the Ethnic Identity in the Programmes of 
Political Parties and Alliances

In 2011 shortly before the elections to the 11th Saeima political parties 
and alliances presented their vision of interaction between national-civic 
and linguistic identities of Latvia’s  people in their programmes. We shall 

quote the extracts from pre-election programmes of the parties which 
received places in the parliament.  

The alliance of political parties “Harmony Centre” (the previous name 
of the Social Democratic Party “Harmony”) which is traditionally sup-
ported by the vast majority of ethnic minorities’ representatives won the 
greatest voters’ support. (the alliance received 31 seats  out of 100 in the 
parliament). Their programme contains the concept “interests of Latvians 
and ethnic minorities”. However, the political programme of the alliance 
does not demand the official status for the Russian language in Latvia or 
preservation of Russian schools. The programme finds  “the education in 
traditional Latvia’s national minorities’ languages within the system of educa-
tion” and “ the use of ethnic minorities’ languages in areas inhabited by per-
sons belonging to national minorities traditionally or in substantial numbers 
in relations between those persons and the administrative authorities” impor-
tant.  The programme of “Zatlers’ Reform Party” does not mention Latvia 
as a nation state but it does not say anything about ethnic minorities either. 
At the same time this party stands against “exaggeration of ethnic differences 
in the Latvian society” and “against manifestations of any forms of hatred”. 
(The Party forms the ruling coalition; 22 seats in the parliament). The right-
liberal party “Unity” does not refer to the existence of ethnic minorities 
in Latvia emphasizing the necessity for “forming the nation European and 
democratic state” and enhancement of the positions of “the Latvian lan-
guage as the only state and official language in Latvia”. (The Party forms the 
ruling coalition; it has 20 seats in the parliament).  The programme of the 
National Alliance “All for Latvia! – For Fatherland and Freedom/LNNK” 
contains the concept “Latvian state” encouraging a gradual conversion of 
the system of education, starting from kindergartens, to the Latvian lan-
guage as the only language of instruction. It is possible to teach ethnic mi-
norities’ “history and culture” in their native language. (The party belongs 
to the ruling coalition; 14 seats in the parliament). The programme of “The 
Union of Greens and Farmers” says nothing about Latvia’s ethnic minori-
ties but it has no reference to the concept “nation state” either. The Party 
supports “the Latvian cultural environment” which is revealed in the neces-
sity for “enhancement of the role of the Latvian language as a state language 
and its use in all public spheres”. (13 seats in the parliament). The Party “For 
Human Rights in a United Latvia” (now – “The Latvian Russian Union”), 
which did not get into the parliament, in their pre-election programme 
promoted itself as “a party of the Russian community in Latvia” which sup-
ports the Russian language as the official language (Программа Социал-
демократической… 2014; Latvijas Republikas 11. Saeimas… 2014). 
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Apparently, the concept “ethnic minority” itself  is one of the basic ones 
in the Latvian legislation regulating the issues on the ethno-policy, but it 
possesses features of the marker which divides Latvian political parties and 
public political rhetoric on the purely ethnic principle within the political 
processes. In the Government Declaration of 2014 the state policy in rela-
tion to ethnic minorities is only considered as the “support for ethnic minor-
ities’ non-governmental  organizations” (Laimdotas Straujumas… 2014). 

The most comprehensive views on the position of right parties referring 
to the place of ethnic minorities’ collective identity within the structure of 
the national identity can be found in “Guidelines on National Identity, Civil 
Society and Integration Policy (2012-2018)” ratified by the Cabinet of Min-
isters in 2011. According to this document, ethnic minorities’ languages 
and cultures appear in the nation state but  “nearby” the Latvian cultural 
values.  Moreover, it is stated that  “national minority schools with Russian 
language as the language of instruction reproduces the segregation, estrange-
ment and inter-group prejudices” and the document says about “the self-
sufficiency of the Russian language in the public space”. It also states that “a 
large proportion of Russian-speakers do not wish to recognize Latvian culture 
as the unifying element of the Latvian cultural space and the Nation State of 
Latvia” (Nacionālās identitātes, pilsoniskās sabiedrības... 2011, р. 5-6, 13, 
15, 1).  

The lack of interest of the parties which comprise the ruling coalition 
towards a serious representation of the Russians’ identity in the political sys-
tem is also revealed, for example, in the fact that these parties are organized 
on the basis of the strongest influence of a mono-national principle. This 
fact can be clearly observed in the national identity of the present members 
of the Parliament who belong to these parties as well as the candidates in 
the election list for the Parliament election in October 2014. So, Latvians 
comprise 83.5%, the ones who do not denote their nationality – 11.3%, 
Russians – 3.5% among the candidates to Member of the Parliament seats  
from the Party “Unity”. “Zatlers’ Reform Party” joined this party too.  In the 
National Alliance “All for Latvia! - For Fatherland and Freedom/LNNK”: 
Latvians – 96.5%, the ones who do not denote their nationality  –  2.6%. In 
the “Union of Greens and Farmers”: Latvians – 84.3%, the ones who do not 
denote their nationality  –  14.8%, Russians – 0.9% (2014. gada 4. oktobra... 
2014). 

Apparently, about a half of the present electorate of “Latvian” parties 
openly opposes the presence of articulated ethnic minority collective iden-
tity, Russian first of all, in the public space in Latvia.  The fact that this part 
of voters actively supports those political parties which openly proclaim 

the enhancement of the “nation state” or “Latvian Latvia” is a proof of this. 
The protection of the values of a nation state in itself can be placed in a lib-
eral-democratic context. Although, the emphasis on these values without 
considering the real existence of a significant share of ethnic minorities in 
the state as well as the Latvian legislation obliging the state to protect the 
ethnic minorities’ right to preservation and development of their identity, 
emasculates a liberal-democratic meaning of a modern interpretation of 
the idea of a nation state. At the same time, in the Latvian environment 
there are some liberal forces which find it important to involve ethnic mi-
norities in the political participation. Riga Regional Party “Honour to Serve 
Riga” which constitutes the ruling coalition with “Harmony Centre” in the 
Riga City Council for the second time since 2009 has been created by these 
liberal forces (Programma 2014). 

The well-known representatives of Latvian liberal intelligentsia criti-
cize severely the deliberate neglecting of the issues on protection of ethnic 
minority identities in Latvia by the ruling parties. First of all it refers to the 
fact that the bearers of this identity are not really involved in the sphere of 
executive authority and political participation (Apine 2003; Brands-Kehre, 
Pūce 2005, р. 27-28; Muižnieks 2010, р. 282; Rozenvalds 2010, p. 35, 39, 
45, 53-54).  

Ilga Apine, Professor of the Institute of Philosophy and Sociology be-
lieves that this is the fault of distinct elements of ethnic democracy within 
Latvia’s political system (Apine 2006, р. 28). “Ethno-nationalism” has be-
come a basis for Latvia’s ethnic policy in relation to ethnic minorities (Ap-
ine 2008, р. 11). A. Janelsiņa-Priedīte, Dr Phil, encourages refusing from a 
mere copying of the experience in a pre-war Latvia in relation to ethnic mi-
norities, which results in the validation of authoritarian methods in mod-
ern Latvian ethnic policy (Janelsiņa-Priedīte 1998, р. 166-168) .  

Juris Rozenvalds, Professor of the University of Latvia, explains a virtu-
ally complete absence of Russians in the bodies of government in Latvia 
by the fact that the ruling political class sees them exclusively as the object 
for manipulation: “… since the beginning of the 1990s in the Latvian politi-
cal elite the idea that only Latvian politicians know what Russians in Latvia 
should desire has been dominant. This leads to a belief that Russian-speaking 
citizens have to accept the set conditions without any reservations” (Rozen-
valds 2010, p. 35,  45). 

The provisions of the State Language Law which confine the status of 
the Russian Language in Latvia as a foreign language have been also criti-
cized. When assessing the Law on Education and numerous amendments 
to it the attention is drawn to what extent the system of education allows 
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ethnic minorities to preserve their linguistic and cultural identities (Rozen-
valds 2010, p. 41-48). Thereby, the most prominent representatives of the 
Latvian liberal intelligentsia supported the reproduction of collective iden-
tity of Russian minority in which the Russian language plays the most sig-
nificant role.  

Evolution of Russian-Speaking Population’s Views on the 
Issue of Political Recognition of Their Collective Identity 

The orientation to the political alliance “Harmony Centre” (now So-
cial Democratic Party “Harmony”) which tries to minimize emphasizing 
Latvia’s Russians’ collective identity, but to realize the protection of ethnic 
minority identity  on the basis of consistent and without waiver implemen-
tation of the Latvian law and international legal acts which protect the right 
to ethnic identity as one of the universal human rights has been the lead-
ing trend of a Russian and Russian-speaking voter for the last decade. So, 
Latvia’s Russians have considerably corrected their political behaviour as 
compared to the period from the beginning of 1990s to the middle of the 
2000s when the task was to achieve from the state the recognition of well-
pronounced interests of the Russian community in the sphere of education 
and functioning of national minority languages.

This evolution affected the development of ideas on ethnic minority 
identity as a form of people’s individual choice as well as the ideas on col-
lective nature of this identity and its interaction with the  identity of ethno-
national majority. These processes are most vividly reflected in the pro-
grammes of political parties and alliances which orientate to the protection 
of  interests of Latvia’s Russians and ethnic minorities in general. 

From the beginning of the 1990s  to the middle of the 2000s the pro-
grammes of political parties and alliances  which were mainly voted for 
by representatives of ethnic minorities, and which were represented in the 
Parliament of Latvia contained either the demand for the allocation of the 
official status to the Russian language or “recognition of the official status 
of minorities’ languages and use of these languages  in areas inhabited by 
persons belonging to ethnic and linguistic minorities traditionally or in sub-
stantial numbers”.  The majority of Russians and Russian-speaking voters 
supported these demands. As a result, the ratio of “Russian” parties in the 
Parliament was steadily increasing. In the 5th Saeima (1993-1995) the Party 
“Equal Rights” possessed 7 seats (out of 100). In the 6th Saeima (1995-1998) 
the National Harmony Party  – 8. In the 7th (1998-2002) the National Har-
mony Party – 16. In the 8th (2002-2006) the alliance of political parties 
“For Human Rights in a United Latvia” (ForHRUL) which united the Party 

of National Harmony, Equal Rights, Socialist Party and Russian Party  – 25 
(Программа партии Равноправие 2014; Tautas Saskaņas partijas pro-
gramma 2014; Tautas saskaņas partijas politiskā… 2014; Par cilvēka tiesībām 
vienotā Latvijā… 2014). 

However, the alliance of various political forces mainly based on Rus-
sian-speaking voters was not able to elaborate a consistent political at-
titude towards mass protests of 2003-2004 against government’s plans to 
transfer ethnic minority schools to the Latvian language of instruction. 
As a result, in the 9th Saeima (2006-2010) there were two “Russian” politi-
cal forces with different attitudes to the status of the Russian language 
in Latvia. “Harmony Centre”  which occupied 17 seats in the Parliament 
refused  the demand for the official status of the Russian language and 
supported the development of “cultural and linguistic diversity in Latvia”, 
“recognition of the Latgalian language” and “free choice of the language of 
instruction in education”. The alliance “For Human Rights in a United 
Latvia” which supported the necessity for allocation the official status to 
the Russian language and which saw itself as the “party of Russian com-
munity in Latvia” possessed only 6 seats in the Parliament (Kandidātu 
saraksti un programmas… 2014). ForHRUL did not manage to receive 
any seats in the 10th (2010-2011) and 11th (2011-2014) Saeima. But 
”Harmony Centre” succeeded: in the 10th Saeima they possessed 29 seats, 
and in the 11th  – 31. The programme of the “Harmony Centre” before 
the election to the 11th Saeima did not mention the issue on the freedom 
of choice of the language of instruction at all. At the same time “The 
Harmony Centre” encouraged “to impose a moratorium on any legislative 
initiatives related to sensitive national and historic issues until the end of the 
11th Saeima’s authority” (11. Saeimas vēlēšanām reģistrēto partiju… 2014). 
The Harmony Centre maintained this position not just in their legisla-
tive initiatives. Its politicians have even been avoiding any presentations 
in the Latvian mass media on the ethno-political issues for a long time 
already, while the leading politicians from the Latvian parties “Unity” and 
“National alliance” regularly express their attitude towards the ethno-po-
litical issues. The party’s present pre-election programme  does not con-
tain any references to ethnic minority problems. “Harmony” is the only 
party in the Parliament which rejects a mono-national principle in its 
structure. In the list of candidates to the 12th Saeima elections Latvians 
comprise 32.2%, Russians – 24.3%, the ones who do not denote their na-
tionality – 30.40% (2014. gada 4. Oktobra... 2014). 

This standpoint of “Harmony Centre” was determined by their desire 
to enter the Government by means of attracting the preferences of Latvian 
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voters. However, the government structure has never been formed with 
Russian parties in the modern history of the Republic of Latvia since 1991 
as well as in the period 1918-1940. Furthermore, since 1991 until the pres-
ent the Latvian Government has never had any Minister of a Russian origin 
within its structure. And only in 2013 Vjaceslavs Dombrvskis became the 
first minister of a Russian origin (first, he became a Minister of Education 
and Science, then later a Minister of Economics) from “Zatlers’ Reform 
Party” (Vjačeslavs Dombrovskis 2014).  

However, Russian-speaking citizens themselves as well as part of the 
leaders of “Harmony Centre” did not abandon the idea of articulation of 
their collective identity which was expressed in the enhancement of the 
Russian language status in Latvia. In 2011 the Riga Mayor and the leader 
of “Harmony Centre”  N. Ushakov appealed to the party members to sign 
for the referendum in support for the Russian language as a second state 
language (Ушаков призвал… 2011). But “Harmony Centre” officially did 
not support the idea of the referendum which was initiated by the party 
“For the Native Language!”. The idea of making the Russian language the 
second state language  at the referendum in 2012 was supported by more 
than 273 thousand Latvian citizens, which is about a quarter of the voters 
(2012. gada referendums… 2014). 

The Understanding of Ethnic Minority Identities in Modern 
Ethno-Sociology

In social science ethnic minority identity is analysed within the frame-
work of two scientific traditions which despite being very close to one 
another and their periodic interaction, adhere to different perspectives 
of scrutiny. Firstly, this tradition of study of ethno-cultural differences in 
society is one of the accompanying factors for the study of the phenom-
enon of nation and nationalism. In this sense, identities on non-dominant 
ethno-cultural groups are viewed on the basis  whether they promote the 
consolidation of national solidarity of the citizens of the same nation state, 
notwithstanding their social-class, ethno-cultural and religious differences 
(See: Armstrong 1982,  p. 127, 241-282; Berry 1997, p. 6, 13; Breuilly 1982, 
р. 3, 300-332; Кон 2010, р. 35-36; Кедури 2010, p. 88-108;  Смит 2004, р. 
25; Хобсбаум 1998, р.25-73). 

This tradition appeared in the epoch of the rise in European nations and 
nationalisms in the 19th century and it still cultivates in public conscious-
ness the idea that ethnic minority identities are a combination of the values 
of national identity and those elements of ethnic culture which differenti-
ate ethnic minorities from the representatives of ethno-national majority. 

However, the emphasis is on the fact that national identity possesses the im-
perative power in relation to ethno-cultural elements of identity (Calhoun 
1993, р. 214-219, 221-222).  A prominent researcher on nationalism Ernest 
Gellener finds ethnic minority identities interesting so far as they are suc-
cessful on the way to  modernization based on “general, standardized, and 
typical culture” (Геллнер 1991, с. 27-76, 89-128, 132-140, 210-253). This 
tradition stimulates many scientists to investigate ethnic minority identities 
as the object of the policy of national integration exclusively.  

In the perspective of general sociology this tradition relies on various 
versions of functionalism and structural functionalism  (E. Durkheim, T. 
Parsons). T. Parsons believed that only one normative culture is legitimate 
in society, but the bearers of other cultural traditions have to be loyal to-
wards a dominant culture. So, identities of non-dominant cultural groups 
are perceived as subordinate in relation to a dominant normative culture 
(Парсонс, 2000, с. 335-337, 359, 366, 452; Minority group 2005).  

The ideas of structural functionalism were a basis for the first, within 
the framework of sociology, definition of ethnic minority proposed in the 
middle of the 1940s by  L. Wirth which to one extent or another can be 
encountered in modern dictionaries on sociology (Scott, Marshall 2005, р. 
197). According to Wirth, ethnic minority identity is characterized not only 
by idiosyncratic “physical and cultural characteristics” but it also reflects a 
discriminated position of this group in society (Wirth 1956, р. 237–238). 

Secondly, this is a humanistic tradition of studying social identity of a 
personality as an integral phenomenon, which developed long before the 
epoch of the golden age of nations, in the period of the Renaissance and 
Enlightenment. This tradition proclaims ideas of human equal rights to so-
cial choice and also to cultural, including ethno-cultural, ways of making 
this choice.  It means that subordination of values which is imperatively 
imposed on a personality by society, or on minority by majority is out of 
the question (Hall 1996, р. 596 – 611). Ethnic minority identities are not 
limited to universal and national values, as the representatives of liberalism 
and libertarianism were inclined to think (Barry 2005, p. 205, 208, 213; 
Rawls 2005, p. 7-12). They are dual, and only because of this a fully-fledged 
integration of ethnic minorities is possible (Baysu, Phalet, Brown 2011, р. 
121-143; Manning, Roy 2007, p. 3-5; Martinovic, Verkuyten 2014; Sam, 
Berry 2010,  p. 472-81). These identities are also integral, culture mediated 
and include the values without which  representatives of ethnic minorities 
cannot imagine the integrity of their identity and their “unique lifestyle” 
(Уолцер 2000, с. 17, 22, 41-42, 57; Хёффе 2007, с. 140; Kurczewski 2009, p. 
634; Taylor 1994, р. 25- 42, 58-59). 
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Within the framework of modern sociological science, liberal multicul-
turalism in the understanding identities of ethnic minorities as the content 
of one of universal human rights inherits ideas on the integrity of identi-
ties of ethnic and other social minorities (Kelly 2005, р. 5-13; Смит 2004, 
с. 362-368). Here, a general national identity is already viewed  within the 
framework of “differentiated citizenship” (Karolewski 2010, р. 23, 34, 81, 
88-99; Кимлика 2010, с. 271, 288, 424-462). In particular, it means not 
only the recognition by the society of an individual right of minorities 
to chose their identity but also the recognition of legitimacy of collective 
products of this choice if it is made in accordance with the principles of 
liberal democracy, and thereby the recognition of the value of a collective 
identity of these minorities (Tully 2005, р. 417-418; Young 1999, p. 415-
421; Хабермас, 2001, C. 332-334).  

Modern ideas of a liberal line of multiculturalism about ethnic minor-
ity identities in overall agree that if ethnic minorities follow liberal values 
in their behaviour, recognize the constitutional order within the state, 
their identity should not be opposed to a national identity. Moreover, in 
this case ethnic minority identity is one of legitimate and recognized by 
society forms of manifestation of a national identity. However, scientific 
and socio-political beliefs acknowledging libertarian as well as nationalistic 
ideas doubt the value of ethnic minority identities as a form of manifesta-
tion and reproduction of a national identity. The issue on the necessity for 
subordinating ethnic minority identities in relation to a national identity, 
their localization mainly in private life  or some fragments of the public 
sphere which refer only to the reproduction of ethnographic peculiarities 
of these ethnic groups of population is reviewed within the frameworks of 
libertarianism and nationalism. The identity of ethno-national majority is 
confirmed under the guise of a general national identity. 

According to W. Kymlicka, the logic of the research on ethnic minority 
identities in terms of a historic perspective just involves the enhancement 
of the interest to cultural pluralism of civil societies and rights of social 
groups. Kymlicka points out that the criticism of the understanding of an 
original ethnic minority identity which fully dissolves it in a national iden-
tity on the basis of considerations of “national integration”, which does not 
protect ethnic minorities against marginalization and stigmatization in real 
life, is becoming more acute in the modern social science. It is important to 
achieve a dual aim within the framework of modern liberal democracies: 
on the one hand to recognize the value of nation-building, and the value of 
ethnic minority rights as one of the human rights on the other (Кимлика 
2010, p. 413-460). 

International norms for the protection of ethnic minorities and their 
identity which refer to the sphere of universal human rights support this 
viewpoint on the ethnic minority identity as one of the possible types of 
manifestation of a national identity (Declaration on the Rights… 2012). 
Although, a lot of well-known lawyers highlight that the existing legal cul-
ture in some countries  cannot fully accept the ideas about the equivalence 
between the identity of a majority and ethnic minorities (Eide 2001, р. 7-11; 
Khan, Rahman 2012, р. 1-16; Šmihula 2008, р. 51-52, 60, 71).  

Research into Ethnic Minority Identities in Latvian Social 
Sciences.

Research into ethnic minority identities in an independent Latvia 
started in the 1990s. For the authors of political and sociological research 
it is really important to show to what extent national and civil values are 
revealed in the consciousness of ethnic minority representatives in Latvia. 
The researchers found in this the factors of political, civic and linguistic 
integration of ethnic minorities within the Latvian society, and, conse-
quently, the level of inter-ethnic distance, including the interpretation of 
the 20th century history of Latvia. The character of ethno-cultural diversity 
of various sectors of social and economic life, public political space, state 
and municipal government, cultural, educational and information space, 
political culture in use, was simultaneously demonstrated. The most ur-
gent issue for sociologists and political scientists was the question to what 
extent the process of naturalization for Latvia’s non-citizens was success-
ful, what  the value of the Latvian citizenship and the feeling of belonging 
to Latvia among ethnic minorities was. In general, the ideas that ethnic 
minority identities should be integrated into the national identity which is 
based on the Latvian language and culture, occupy the most considerable 
place among all research into ethnic minorities in Latvia.  This approach 
was dominant in the 1990s, and it is still relevant (See: Rungule 1992, Zepa 
1992,Vēbers E., Kārkliņa 1995, Vēbers 1998, Zepa 1998, Djačkova 2000, 
Pabriks 2000, Indans 2000; Zepa, Šūpule, Peņķe, Kļave, Krišāne 2001, р. 43, 
77; Ījabs, Golubeva  2009, р. 1-2; Golubeva, Kažoka, Rastrigina 2011, р. 14; 
Zepa, Šūpule, Krastiņa, Ķešāne, Grīviņš, Bebriša, Ieviņa 2006, р. 29; Apine, 
Boldāne, Dribins, Gaugere, Šņitņikovs, Vēbers 2006, р. 6; Brands-Kehre, 
Pūce 2005, р. 27; Dribins 2006, р. 33).  

The demand for this approach is stimulated by Latvians’ concerns 
that the enhancement of the collective identity of Latvia’s Russians might 
threaten the national identity and does not promote  inter-ethnic solidarity 
but an ethno-political conflict. These ideas are especially common in the 
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research which analyse the part of Latvia’s education system functioning 
in the Russian language of instruction (Curika 2008/2009, р. 2-17; Čekse et 
al. 2013, р. 15-21).  Considerable differences in ethno-symbolic behaviour 
of Latvians and Russians  (high level of ethno-political mobilization at the 
elections to the state and municipal governments, oppositely directed po-
litical and ideological discourses of “Latvian” and “Russian” mass media, 
vividly expressed opposition of anonymous comments on the Internet, etc) 
also encourage the researchers to consider the subordination of ethnic mi-
nority identities in relation to the identity of the ethno-national majority as 
a normal phenomenon (Broks 2013, р. 21; Tabuns 2007, р. 93; Zepa, Kļave 
2011, р.  22-27).

The influence of a structural functionalist interpretation of identities of 
social and ethnic minorities is clearly revealed in this research. Especially, 
when it comes to the substantiation of the necessity for subordination be-
tween ethnic and linguistic constituents of minority identities in relation 
to a national identity and even the opposition between them (Levits 1998, 
p.79). Some authors in the 1990s admitted the possibility for ethnic minor-
ity assimilation (Pabriks 1995, p. 122-133). This interpretation of the ethnic 
minority identity was also cultivated by the fact that the activism of Rus-
sian-speaking population at that time had not yet been revealed visibly in 
the public space (Apine 1998, p. 252). 

However, in the 1990s a number of Latvian researchers relied upon the 
ideas of multiculturalism while studying connections between ethnic mi-
nority and national identities.  For example, there were attempts to consid-
er the Latvian society as an alliance of two ethnic communities – Latvians 
and Russians, which placed in question the libertarian view on limiting 
non-dominant ethnic group identities to the private sphere exclusively and 
the necessity for considering interests of every ethnic community (Ķeniņš, 
Bārnovs, Baņkovska 1995, p.15).   

In the middle of the 1990s, Professor I. Apine believed that it is quite 
normal for a nation state when the ethnic minority identity is realized in 
creating their own elite, intelligentsia, a well-developed system of national 
and cultural societies, educational establishments, mass media, regular 
functioning of the sphere of culture, etc.   The ethnic minority integration 
into the society is possible in such a capacity (Apine 1995, р. 66-78). Al-
though, this broad understanding of the ethnic minority identity was quite 
rarely encountered in sociological research. 

A diversion from a structural-functional paradigm in the research on 
ethnic minority identity which considered them as subordinate in relation 
to  the identity of an ethno-national majority was concerned with the neces-

sity to look at these groups as “individual” ethnic communities which inde-
pendently construct their identity in the context of the restored statehood. 
The most comprehensive approach was presented in the historic-sociologi-
cal works by the researchers who themselves belonged to ethnic minorities 
(See: Абызов 1990/1991; Гаврилин 1999; Инфантьев 2007; Ковальчук 
1998; Никонов 2008; Пазухина 2005; Подмазов 2010; Фейгмане 2000).  

In the last decade ideas of liberal multiculturalism are becoming more 
popular among certain Latvian scientists. The understanding of the ethnic 
minority identity is characterized by the absence of any dominant para-
digm. Furthermore, the variety of theoretical approaches is seen as an abso-
lute value. The main ideas which underlie the sociological analysis of ethnic 
minority identity are the following:

1. The substantiation of the significance of a multicultural approach to 
the understanding of ethnic minority identities happens within the con-
text of the interest to a post-modernist research discourse which supposes 
to scrutinize identities as “changing, fragmented, and processual”, while 
modernism is connected to the nationalistic ideas on a nation tied by “one 
language and common culture”.  At the same time ethnic minority identity 
is considered as a socio-cultural form of a person’s individual subjectivity, 
and society as open to cultural diversity, including the public sphere (e.g. in 
the system of education) (Austers et al. 2007, р. 2 – 19; Kļave et al. 2012, р. 
10 – 21; Šņitņikovs 2013, р. 67 – 70). 

2. Important methodological conclusions about the necessity for re-
considering the understanding of the integration of ethnic minorities into 
the frame of national identity inspired by Durkheim and Parsons, whose 
ideas became a methodological basis for substantiation of assimilation of 
ethno-cultural differences, are drawn (Muižnieks 2010, р. 15-20, 25, 29). 
Some Latvian sociologists admit the schematics of dominated stereotypes, 
partially even in the scientific environment, that a national identity fully 
coincides with the identity of the ethno-national majority exclusively. The 
inner inconsistency of the concept “nation state” which presupposes a vir-
tually unrealistic congruence of ethnic and territorial-political principles 
but which at the same time is a basis for the majority of widely-spread ideas 
of Latvian national identity, is recognized (Zepa, Šūpule, Krastiņa, Ķešāne, 
Grīviņš, Bebriša, Ieviņa 2006, p. 4-10).   

3. The criticism of the ideas on national identity  as a culturally homog-
enous formation which are rooted in the concepts of the representatives 
of the  German “historic school” of the 19th century, as well as the criti-
cism of the reduction of a human individual identity, and its diverse socio-
economic practices to an ethno-group identity exclusively (Крук 2012, p. 
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33 – 44; Rozenvalds 2013, р. 56 – 58; Šūlmane, Kruks 2006, р. 4 – 86). Simi-
lar ideas penetrate into some research into a collective linguistic identity 
of ethnic groups in Latgale, a historic-cultural region in Eastern Latvia. I. 
Šuplinska and S. Lazdiņa reckon that the adequate study of ethnic diversity 
of Latgale and Latvia on the whole is only possible if to consider people’s 
civic and national identities as involving  ethnic groups identities:   “The 
peculiarity of Latvia and Latgale is that … the national identity is formed by 
two constituent parts – the Latvian identity with the state and the existence of 
ethnic minorities” (Šuplinska, Lazdiņa 2009, p. 57, 116, 387–401). It is also 
important that the idea of a normative subordination between languages 
and linguistic identities in Latgale was not used as a basis for the research 
methodology.  

4. The criticism of the influential ethno-political discourse in Latvia 
which is orientated to power technologies, diminution of the value of indi-
vidual rights as compared to collective rights of a nation, “excluding political 
culture” in relation to ethnic minorities and the discourse of hatred spread 
towards them. The criticism of opposition of ethnic minority identities and 
national identity as the only normative (“correct”) identity (Hanovs 2012, 
р. 7 – 20; Golubeva et al. 2007, р. 3 – 47;  Rodins 2005, р. 41– 55).  The 
researchers point out a widespread anxiety of ethnic minorities over their 
rights, the problematization of their identity in Latvian society (Pētījums 
par cilvēktiesībām Latvijā 2006, р. 7-11). The necessity for the principles of 
equality in political participation of the representatives of ethno-national 
majority and ethnic minorities is given attention (Brands-Kehre 2010, р. 
95-102). 

5. Emphasizing a positive role of ethnic minorities as fully-fledged sub-
jects in the formation of modern civic society in Latvia (Makarovs et al. 
2005, р. 6 – 20; Rungule et al. 2006, р. 25 – 44; Šūpule 2007, р. 34 – 41; Zepa 
et al. 2011, р. 12, 28). The general civil value of ethnic minority identities in 
the political space in Latvia is observed by those researchers who find it sig-
nificant to approve of liberal principles in Latvia’s political life  and who are 
critical towards politicians’ nationalistic rhetoric (Golubeva, Kažoka et al.  
2010, p. 60). This researches concern mainly the study into the possibility 
for manifestation of ethnic minorities’ independent political discourse and 
the level of tolerance towards it from right-wing parties and mass media 
close to them (Golubeva, Rožukalne et al. 2008, р. 2, 10, 59). Liberal mul-
ticultural ideas in perception of ethnic minority identities are revealed in 
the research where the value of a relative autonomy of Latvia’s information 
and cultural environment which functions in the Russian language is rec-
ognized as well as a significant role of ethnic minorities in stimulating the 

dynamism of modern political environment (Zepa, Šūpule et al.  2005, р. 
16–19; Šūpule 2007, p.10). The concept “large linguistic community” which 
like Latvian linguistic community forms its own ethno-political discourse is 
more often used to refer to the Russian ethnic minority (Muižnieks, Tabuns 
2007, p.19). It is also said that Latvia’s Russians during the years of inde-
pendence managed to create a far-reaching system of mass media, infra-
structures of culture and education which the whole society has to consider 
(Šulmane, 2010, p. 227).  But politicians and civic society should proceed 
from a simple fact that the identity of Latvia’s Russians and Russians in 
general is realized in the understanding of their specific collective interests 
which are institutionalized in significant fragments of Latvian civic society 
functioning in the Russian language (Ījabs, Golubeva 2009, p.1-2). 

The Evaluation of the Research into Ethnic Minority 
Identities by Latvian Scientists. 

From August 2013 – January 2014 the author of the article inter-
viewed Latvian scientists who professionally deal with the research into 
inter-ethnic relations. The aim of the study was to find out how the re-
spondents evaluate the research into ethnic minorities carried out in 
Latvia, its main achievements and existing problems. At the same time 
the task was to understand what theoretical approaches to ethnic minor-
ity research the respondents prefer.  The author selected 20 respondents, 
well known in Latvia as specialists, 10 of whom are researchers-Latvians, 
10 – ethnic minority representatives. 18 respondents are Doctors of Sci-
ence, 10 of whom are Professors and Associated Professors. The respon-
dents’ specialization reflected the diversity of social and humanitarian 
sciences which investigate the issues of national and ethnic identities (2 
sociologists, 3 political scientists, 2 philosophers, 5 historians, 4 special-
ists in social communication, 2 psychologists, 1 culture specialist and 1 
linguist). (the symbols used: the first symbol: L – respondents-Latvians, 
EM – respondents-representatives of ethnic minorities; the second sym-
bol: S – sociologist, P – political scientist, PH – philosopher, H – his-
torian, SC – specialist in social communication, C – culture specialist, 
L – linguist )

If we briefly summarize the respondents’ statements, we can say that the 
structural-functionalist model of the understanding of the ethnic minority 
identity is losing its popularity. It is replaced by social-constructivist, mul-
ticultural versions, as well as methodological approaches of a critical theory 
of neo-Marxism and personalism. For the Latvian researchers especially for 
the ones who belong to ethnic minorities themselves, the distancing from 
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the structural- functionalist version of the ethnic minority identity is also 
accompanied by the criticism of its ideologized version which is revealed 
in the nationalistic discourse. These respondents intend to understand the 
ethnic minority identity to a greater extent not just as a structural element 
within the frame of national identity, but as a form of realization of a social 
identity of a person belonging to one of the state’s ethnic minorities. 

The relevance of the structural-functionalist paradigm for the re-
search into ethnic minorities. The necessity for the application of this ap-
proach was revealed in the answers provided mainly by the Latvian respon-
dents, and the representatives of ethnic minorities who were dealing with 
the research and organizational work within the framework of the policy of 
integration of Latvia’s society for a long time. They find it extremely impor-
tant to emphasize the necessity for subordination of a minority identity in 
relation to a national identity and Latvian culture (L, PH; L, H; L, SC). On 
the other hand, the critics of Latvian ethno-policy insist on the fact that the 
collective identity of ethnic minorities should be permanently articulated 
and protected.  

One of the respondents thinks that the behaviour of Latvia’s Russians 
differs from the behaviour of other ethnic minorities:”The minority does 
not feel like conceptualizing itself in the public space as a minority. It wants to 
be an equal partner. This creates a number of problems, as this model is only 
possible in a federal state, and it also causes serious concerns on the part of 
the majority” (EM, SC). 

In its turn, the respondent who is critical towards Latvian ethno-policy 
specially articulates the term “Russian linguistic community in Latvia”:

“The ruling political elite do not recognize the status of national minor-
ity of the Russian community. Latvian official science believes that in Latvia 
there is no Russian community at all” (EM, H).

The criticism of the ideas on ethnic minorities as subordinated groups.  
This criticism, as a rule, was expressed in the statements by the respondents 
belonging to ethnic minorities as well as in the interviews of those Latvian 
researchers who find it important to build a dialogue between the Latvi-
ans and ethnic minorities. As the alternative to the structural-functionalist 
approach which legitimizes a subordinate status of ethnic minorities the 
respondents chose various versions of social constructivism (EM, C; EM, 
PH), action theory (EM, SC; EM, P), personalism (EM, SC; L, L), critical 
theory (EM, SC; L, S), liberal version of multiculturalism (EM, SC; L, H; L, 
P; L, H) and neo-Marxism (L, P). 

A number of the scientists interviewed admitted that when speaking 
about Latvia’s Russians the term “ethnic minority”, which refers to the idea 
of ethnic stratification and subordination, is not used. Therefore, these re-
searchers use the more neutral terms such as “an ethno-linguistic group” 
(L,S) or “a small nation” (L, H). For some respondents the problem of cat-
egorization into “national majority” and “ethnic minority”  itself does not 
seem to be difficult  since it can be easily interpreted statistically.  The main 
difficulty is the understanding of a minority as a bearer of ethnicity. Thus, 
the stucturalists’ approach to ethnic minority identity as  incomplete and 
subordinate to a civic identity and the identity of ethno-national majority 
is devaluated (L, PH). 

However, the most rejection of categorization of ethnic space into “ma-
jority” and “minority” is observed among the Russian respondents, who 
also consider this categorization as a political constituent. One of the re-
spondents, a professional researcher into the history and intellectual culture 
of Latvia’s Russians highlighted the excessive politicization of the concepts 
which describe relations between ethnic minorities and the state of Latvia:

”I just did not want to use in the auditorium the aggressiveness (political) 
of the terms ethnic minority, nation, political nation ... , which I often heard 
from the colleagues at my university” (EM, PH).

However, the issue on categorization of ethnic minorities in Latvia is 
closely related to the interpretations of the state’s political history by the re-
spondents.  Some respondents are especially critical of such categorization 
of ethnic minorities in Latvia which is expressed in their separation into 
“traditional” and “non-traditional”: 

”When everything has been mixed up in the society. Everybody who 
moved to Latvia after 1945  – are not traditional yet? They buried their par-
ents here. Their third generation has lived here. They are not traditional, are 
they? This is a creation of artificial barriers” (L, P). 

These statements are close to the opinions of those respondents who 
reckon that a subordinate approach to ethnic minority identities provokes 
the attitude towards them as “alien” identities: 

”The political culture in Latvia at the moment (does not matter which 
side) is not able to accept „the Other” in its political landscape...  We do not 
understand him… I do not expect it from the scientific space either because 
we do not possess resources in order to create an independent scientific space 
with its critical voice”  (EM, SC).

Several respondents, specialists in social communication, believe that 
this is connected with a widespread understanding of identities of eth-
no-national majority and ethnic minorities within the symbolic-cultural 
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sphere exclusively, ignoring the social-economic sphere (EM, SC; EM, SC; 
EM, SC):  

”the agenda for minority research itself in Latvia is different from the 
situation in other countries in Europe because here political and symbolic-
cultural problems of interaction “nation - minorities” are mainly analysed 
but not social-economic ones. There is an explanation to it: the active use of a 
concept of a nation state motivates the researchers to address the potential of 
a possible conflict” (EM, SC)

However, the viewpoint spread among the Latvian respondents explains 
that the priority interest in ethnic identity research towards their cultural-
symbolic manifestations is not just the result of a voluntaristic imposing by 
researchers of  their worldview. In fact, the ethno-social reality in Latvia is 
that cultural and symbolic features of ethnic identities appear to the utmost 
in public life as compared to social-economic differences between Latvians 
and Russians in Latvia (L, S).

(Re)construction of Latvia’s Russians’ identity.  The majority of the 
respondents think that the identity of Latvia’s Russians do not into fit into 
accustomed “ethnic minority” schemes: “Russians in Latvia are a relatively 
large, self-sufficient group of people. The self-sufficiency is revealed quanti-
tatively, there is technical as well as humanities intelligentsia, newspapers, 
magazines, mass media, universities, schools. It is a drama and farce when 
the Russian language remains in the status of a foreign language. It requires 
at least the status of a national minority language” (L, P)

This issue is also a form of self-reflection to Russian researchers: 
 “As a person born in Latvia and having an inherited but not acquired 

citizenship, it shocks the ear when I am numbered with ethnic minority. I con-
sider myself (but others do not) a  Russian Latvian who knows the language, 
culture and traditions of this state. To squeeze into one phrase “ethnic minor-
ity” Russians, Jews – national groups diverse in their structure and historic 
origins in this state – is a task from evil”  (EM, PH).

The Conclusion
Sociological tradition, also in modern Latvia, less often considers eth-

nic minority identities in the paradigm of structural functionalism, which 
inevitably results in their evaluation  as subordinate in relation to the iden-
tity of ethno-national majority.  The intellectual resource of structural func-
tionalism in the analysis of ethnic minority identities is most requested in 
the period of historic transformations of a national identity, when there is 
an urgent problem of integration of ethno-cultural differences within the 

space with a dominant national culture. In the sphere of politics this scien-
tific paradigm is tightly interrelated with a nationalistic discourse as well 
as with those varieties of libertarianism which deliberately ignore a social-
cultural content of the rights of people who belong to ethnic minorities. 
However, since the second half of the 20th century when the tasks of nation-
building were fulfilled in general, the protection of rights and identity of 
people whose identity is different from the identity of ethno-national ma-
jority seems to be very important. Under these conditions, the sociological 
thought elaborates the approaches which would allow to present the identi-
ties of non-dominant social groups, ethnic minorities, if they are based on 
the common national values as equal to the identity of the ethno-national 
majority. In this case, the ethnic minority identity has a chance to become 
one of the forms of social self-identification of a person but not to remain  a 
marker of belonging to a group inside the ethno-social stratification.  

The ideas of liberal multiculturalism on the necessity for the recogni-
tion not only of the person’s individual right to the choice of their ethno-
cultural identity but also the collective products of realization of this right 
by ethnic minorities in the context of civic society are becoming popular in 
the Latvian research into ethnic minority identities. But it should be taken 
into account that in the modern Latvian social science only now there ap-
pear scientific debates on the acceptability of multicultural models for the 
socio-political structure of the Latvian nation state. However, the influence 
of these ideas on the society is limited by the dominance of nationalistic 
practices in the political process which strive to constrict the frames of the 
presence of collective identities of ethnic minorities in the public space in 
Latvia. As experience shows, Latvian society is more open to the ideas of 
liberal multiculturalism when it realizes the seriousness of the interest of 
ethnic minorities themselves to cultivating their collective identity.    
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Ivans Jânis Mihailovs

DEFINITION OF AN ETHNIC MINORITY IN LATVIA’S 
NORMATIVE ACTS 

One of the most urgent issues of the legal policy and legislation after 
the restoration of the independence of the state is related to the under-
standing and definition, status, rights and duties of the term ethnic mi-
nority, as well as its recognition in Latvia’s normative acts. Nevertheless, 
it should be noted that up to now the agreement on the definition of 
ethnic minorities has not been achieved in the normative acts, so the 
aim of this article is to observe the diversity of definitions of ethnic mi-
norities in Latvia’s normative acts showing that there are differences in 
understanding the term “ethnic minorities” at the legislative level which 
consequently influence the practice of the implementation of law.    

Key words: definitions of ethnic minority, ethnic minority protection 
normative acts, educational programme

The society in Latvia has already not been mono-ethnic for many 
centuries as the representatives of ethnic minorities have been quite 
actively participating in Latvia’s political, economic and cultural life. 
Therefore, the research into ethnic minorities, including the under-
standing of this concept, has been actively carried out  by a number of 
social sciences.  For example, some research on the interpretation of 
the concept ethnic minority (national minority) in Latvia in sociology 
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(Volkovs 2008; Volkovs; 2011), in political science (Boguševiča 2009) 
and in legal studies (Treļs 2014; Comments on the Constitution of the 
Republic of Latvia. Part VIII. Fundamental Human Rights 20115)  have 
been published recently.

 Ēriks Treļs in his PhD thesis defended in September 2014, which, 
in terms of time, is the latest really significant and comprehensive re-
search in the sphere of national minorities in the field of legal studies in 
Latvia, points out: ”As the analysis of various literary resources shows, 
in Latvia  for describing the research subject – a national minority – a 
rather varied number of terms are used. The terms “national minorities”, 
“foreigners”, and “ethnic minorities” have been used. The Saeima (The 
Parliament) used the term “national minorities” when it ratified the 
Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities of the 
Council of Europe (On the Framework Convention for the Protection 
of National Minorities, 2005), therefore this term has been used in the 
framework of the PhD thesis, notwithstanding the fact that from the 
viewpoint of the formal discourse the term “ethnic minority” should 
be used  (Cilvēktiesību Žurnāls, 1998, Nr.7/8).” (Treļs 2014). It should be 
noted that in the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia the term “eth-
nic minorities” is used. Taking into account the above mentioned, the 
author of the article will use the term “ethnic minorities” within the 
framework of the article.  

It is possible to conclude that one of the most urgent issues of the 
legal policy and legislation after the restoration of the independence of 
the state is related to the understanding and definition, status, rights and 
duties of the term ethnic minority, as well as its recognition in Latvia’s 
normative acts. Nevertheless, it should be noted that up to now the agree-
ment on the definition of ethnic minorities  has not been achieved  in 
the normative acts, so the aim of this article is to observe the diversity of 
definitions of ethnic minorities in Latvia’s normative acts showing that 
there are differences in understanding the term “ethnic minorities” at the 
legislative level which consequently influence the practice of the imple-
mentation of law.    

The most significant active legislative acts (mainly the Constitution 
of the Republic of Latvia and the current versions of the laws) which 
influence ethnic minorities have been analysed within the framework of 
the article. The normative acts have been examined in their chronological 
order, i.e. observing the time of their adoption. 

5 The comments on ethnic minorities are done by Professor Ineta Ziemele.

One of the first and at the same time the oldest laws acting in Latvia 
which defines the guarantees for various ethnic minorities (national 
and ethnic groups) residing in the Republic of Latvia is the Law “On the 
Unrestricted Development  and Right to Cultural Autonomy of Latvia’s 
Nationalities and Ethnic Groups” of March 19, 1991, which states that  
“within the Republic of Latvia live the Latvian nation, the ancient in-
digenous nationality, the Livs, as well as other nationalities and ethnic 
groups”, respectively ensuring the right to cultural autonomy and self-
determination of their culture to all national and ethnic groups, as well 
as defining the right to establish their own national societies, associa-
tions and organizations, to observe their own national traditions, to use 
their national symbols, to establish national educational institutions, to 
freely maintain  contacts with their fellow countrymen in their historic 
homeland and in other countries, to develop their own professional and 
amateur artistic expressions, to use government mass media resources, 
etc. (Law “On the Unrestricted Development  and Right to Cultural Au-
tonomy of Latvia’s Nationalities and Ethnic Groups”).

Notwithstanding the fact that this law contains a number of norms 
of a declarative character, and it does not define the institution of cul-
tural autonomy, as well as it does not explain what the term “national 
and ethnic groups” imply, Articles 5 and 10 seems to be very impor-
tant as they oblige the Latvian state to finance national societies and 
promote ethnic minorities: Article 5 says: “All permanent residents of 
the Republic of Latvia are guaranteed the right to establish their own 
national societies, associations and organizations. The government’s re-
sponsibility is to promote their activity and material provisions”; Ar-
ticle 10 says: “The government’s institutions of the republic of Latvia 
should promote the creation of material conditions for the develop-
ment of the education, language and culture of the nationalities and 
ethnic groups residing within Latvia’s territory, foreseeing defined sums 
from the government’s budget for such purposes.” (The Law “On the 
Unrestricted Development  and Right to Cultural Autonomy of Latvia’s 
Nationalities and Ethnic Groups”).

A declarative character of this law, which in fact makes its direct im-
plementation impossible, a lack of the implementation mechanism, not 
clearly defined connection with other laws on ethnic minority protec-
tion, as well as the opinions (which are still relevant) about the necessity 
to replace it by a new, more detailed normative act expressed among the 
specialists (Apine, Dribins, Jansons, Vēbers, Volkovs, Zankovska 2001, 
27. – 28.lpp.), were probably the reasons for not mentioning this law as 
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a significant instrument for protection of  ethnic minority rights today 
when providing comments to Article 114 on the ethnic minority rights 
of the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia. 

At the same time in the comments on the Constitution of the Re-
public of Latvia it is stated that the content of cultural autonomy in 
Latvia is not clear: “At the moment the associations of ethnic minori-
ties act in accordance with the laws which regulate non-governmental 
organizations. Nevertheless, this model is not adequate for realization 
of ethnic minority special rights even if we recognize that the state 
provides financial support to ethnic minority NGOs. The real lack of 
cultural autonomy in Latvia does not promote the enhancement of eth-
nic minority identities which historically found themselves in a rather 
difficult situation (...), meanwhile the lack of this mechanism is not any 
trouble for the Russian ethnic minority which is completely self-suffi-
cient. (...). The creation of a cultural model corresponding to the Latvian 
reality, keeping in mind that Latvia has already had some experience of 
how ethnic minority cultural autonomy acts, would be one of the basic 
forms of preservation and enhancement of ethnic minority identities” 
(Comments on the Republic of Latvia Constitution. Part VIII. Funda-
mental Human Rights 2011, pp. 715).

It should be emphasized that in the Constitutional Law of Decem-
ber 10, 1991  “On Rights and Responsibilities of a Person and a Citizen” 
( which was replaced by a new and separate Part VIII on “Fundamental 
Human Rights” of the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia on No-
vember 6, 1998) there was no  separate article which would guarantee 
the rights of ethnic minorities. However, in Article 12 of this Law the 
equality of all people before the law was stated and any discrimination 
on the grounds  of nationality and origin was considered illegal (the 
Constitutional Law “On Rights and Responsibilities of a Person and a 
Citizen”).

The Repatriation Law adopted on September 21, 1995 should be 
mentioned as the next significant normative act. Its preamble says: 
“Now when independent Latvia has been restored, the Republic of 
Latvia supports the reunion of the Latvian people and invites Latvians 
and Livs who have a sense of belonging to Latvia to return to their eth-
nic homeland”  (Repatriation Law), consequently, for example, ignoring 
these ethnic minorities and their descendants who used to hold Latvian 
citizenship before 1940.  The author of the article finds this wording 
obsolete and liable to criticism, especially if compared to the action 
plan for repatriation confirmed on July 30, 2013 whose aim is “to deter-

mine the supportive measures for the citizens of Latvia and members 
of their families residing abroad who are considering the possibility or 
have already decided to return and work in Latvia or are willing to start 
their own business or to develop business ties with Latvia” (Re-emigra-
tion Action Plan 2013-2016), as well as observing the freedom of entry 
of ethnicity (nationality) in some countries, including the Republic of 
Latvia. Moreover, in the Citizenship Law adopted on June 22, 1994, it is 
initially defined that “a  Latvian citizen is a person who was a Latvian 
citizen on 17 June 1940, as well as a descendant of such person”, as well 
as it is defined that Latvian citizens have equal rights and obligations 
irrespective of the manner in which citizenship has been acquired” 
and broad opportunities for naturalisation are stipulated (Citizenship 
Law). 

At the same time it should be noted that in accordance with the Civil 
Status Documents Law adopted on November 29, 2012, in Chapter 5, Sec-
tion 32 it is stated that ”the ethnicity of the child, in accordance with an 
agreement between the parents, need not be entered” (Civil Status Docu-
ments Law). The ethnicity of the person need not be entered in the pass-
port either (Cabinet Regulation No 134 of February 21, 2012 „Regula-
tions on Personal Identitifcation Documents”). Moreover, in accordance 
with Section 3 of the Law on the Change of a Given Name, Surname and 
Nationality Record adopted on April 8, 2009 „a person who is a citizen 
or non-citizen of Latvia or who has been granted the status of a stateless 
person in the Republic of Latvia, is entitled to change the nationality 
record once to the direct ascending line thereof within the limits of two 
generations, if he or she has reached the age of 15 years and can prove 
kinship with the persons referred to.

A person whose nationality record has been changed prior to reach-
ing legal age is also entitled to change the nationality record after reach-
ing legal age” (the Law on the Change of a Given Name, Surname and 
Nationality Record).

These conditions are essential and they make identification of a per-
son’s precise nationality significantly difficult (i.e. a legal belonging to 
Latvians or ethnic minorities) (for more detail see also Roma).

Section 38 of the Education Law adopted on October 29, 1998, 
which was amended several times, at present stipulates that educational 
programmes for ethnic minorities are a specific type of educational 
programmes. In its turn Section 41 of the present Law stipulates that 
“educational programmes for ethnic minorities shall be developed by 
educational institutions in accordance with the guidelines for the State 
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pre-school education or State educational standards on the basis of 
general educational programme models approved by the Ministry of 
Education and Science.  Educational programmes for ethnic minorities 
shall include content necessary for acquisition of the relevant ethnic 
culture and for integration of ethnic minorities in Latvia” (Education 
Law).

The term „ethnic minority” has not been explained within the 
framework of this law. Nevertheless in accordance with Section 9 of the 
Education Law in the Republic of Latvia education shall be acquired 
in the official language  or in another language, as well as the state 
guidelines principles for pre-school education and educational stan-
dards stipulate only educational programmes  in the official language 
or educational programmes for ethnic minorities. But in practice of 
education there is a situation when educational programmes which are 
implemented, for example, in the English or French languages (appar-
ently, these languages are not ethnic minority languages in the Republic 
of Latvia) are licensed as educational programmes (basic or secondary) 
for ethnic minorities. Therefore, at least in the sphere of education, the 
term “educational programme for ethnic minorities” means any educa-
tional programmes whose language of implementation is not only the 
official (Latvian) language.

Nevertheless, in accordance with the Cabinet Regulation No 1510 
„Regulation Regarding Procedures for State Examinations” of Decem-
ber 17, 2013  in Section 20 it is stated that at present „A Grade 9 educa-
tee, who obtains an ethnic minority educational programme, is entitled 
to choose the language for the State examination material – Latvian or 
Russian (except State examinations in language studies subjects) (Cab-
inet Regulation No 1510 „Regulation Regarding Procedures for State 
Examinations” of December 17, 2013), in other words, the possibility to 
take examinations in other ethnic minority languages is not stipulated 
(in fact, this fact puts the Russian language and persons who obtain 
education in this language in a privileged position in relation to other 
ethnic minorities from Ukrainian, Polish, Lithuanian, Estonian as well 
as English and French educational institutions) (see also the research 
“Bilingual Education” 2014)

In Section 1 of the Official Language Law adopted on December 9, 
1999 it is stated that the Latvian language is the official language in the 
Republic of Latvia at the same time ensuring “the integration of mem-
bers of ethnic minorities into the society of Latvia, while observing their 
rights to use their native language or other languages” (Official Language 

Law). A similar wording is also used in Section 2 of the Electronic Mass 
Media Law adopted on July 7, 2010 envisaging the right to use languages 
of minorities and other languages in the electronic mass media (Elec-
tronic Mass Media Law). The content of the term “ethnic minorities” has 
not been revealed in the framework of these laws either.

On October 15, 1998 Chapter VIII “Fundamental Human Rights” of 
the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia was adopted. Article 114 states: 
“Persons who belong to minority nationalities have the right to main-
tain and develop their own language and ethnic and cultural originality” 
(Constitution of the Republic of Latvia).

As it is fairly noted in the comments to the Constitution of the Repub-
lic of Latvia „ the role of Article 114 ... is to provide the identity of ethnic 
minorities or what differs ethnic minorities from the majority population 
of the state, if an ethnic minority claims for it” ensuring ethnic minori-
ties the collective rights for preservation of the basic elements of their 
originality (Comments to the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia. Part 
VIII. Fundamental Human Rights. 2011, pp.703, 714). In other words, 
guarantees for the ethnic minority rights make sense only if national-
cultural identity of ethnic minorities differs from national-cultural iden-
tity of the state, which is Latvian (Comments to the Constitution of the 
Republic of Latvia. Introduction. Part I. General Provisions. 2014, pp.111, 
224; Levits 2014, p.21). 

In its turn the fundamental human rights for individual equality 
regardless existing difference including nationality or origin are stated 
in Article 91 of the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia: “All persons 
within Latvia are equal before the law and the courts. Human rights shall 
be implemented without any discrimination” (Constitution of the Re-
public of Latvia). 

It can be seen, that the definition of ethnic minorities or criteria for 
its identification were not included in the Constitution of the Republic 
of Latvia. Therefore, the Law on “Framework Convention for the Pro-
tection of National Minorities” adopted on May 25, 2005 which ratified 
the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities of 
February 1, 1995 is more significant for the understanding of ethnic mi-
norities.  Article 2 of this law states: “Since the term ‘national minorities’ 
is not defined in the Convention, the Parliament (Saeima) came to an 
agreement that under the Convention this term refers to those citizens 
of Latvia who differ from Latvians in terms of culture, religion or lan-
guage, who have been traditionally living in Latvia for generations, who 
consider themselves as belonging to the state of Latvia and the Latvian 



�� I. J. Mihailovs ��Definition of an ethnic minority in Latvia’s normative acts 

community, and who would like to preserve and develop their culture, 
religion and language. Persons who are not citizens of Latvia or another 
country but have been residing in Latvia permanently and legally, and 
do not belong to a national minority based on the definition of the 
term by the Framework Convention, but who identify themselves with 
a national minority corresponding to the said definition, are entitled 
to the rights determined by the Framework Convention unless the law 
stipulates otherwise”( Law on “Framework Convention for the Protec-
tion of National Minorities” ).6 As the bill of the law testifies the terms 
“national minority” and “ethnic minority” are understood as synonyms 
(Annotation on the bill on “Framework Convention for the Protection 
of National Minorities”).

Therefore, as it is stated in the text of the law those citizens of Latvia 
who differ from Latvians, who consider themselves as belonging to Lat-
via, who have been traditionally living in this territory for generations 
(according to Professor Ineta Ziemele, the longevity criteria in practice 
approaches the reference point of two generations) (Comments on the 
Constitution of the Republic of Latvia. Part VIII. Fundamental Human 
Rights 2011, p.712)) and would like to preserve their originality. At the 
same time, other persons who  are not citizens of Latvia or another 
country  and do not belong to a national minority are entitled to the 
rights of national minorities. “Any person permanently residing in Lat-
via can express a wish to belong to the existing national minority. The 
formation of new national minorities will depend on whether the group 
will consolidate on the territory of Latvia and its members will obtain 
Latvian citizenship” (Comments on the Constitution of the Republic of 
Latvia. Part VIII. Fundamental Human Rights 2011, p.715).

Despite the fact that the author of the article positively evaluates this 
definition, in some respects it ignores at least two groups of Latvia’s peo-
ple and their rights (consequently creating the grounds for debates): 

1) For example, citizens of Latvia who differ from Latvians in terms 
of culture, religion and language and who have not been tradi-
tionally living in Latvia for generations (for example, newly-nat-

6 A similar wording is also accepted in Estonia: “Those citizens of Estonia who 
have been residing in its territory, maintain long-term, tight connections with 
Estonia, differ from Estonians in terms of ethnicity, culture, religion or lan-
guage, who are motivated by a common necessity to preserve their culture, 
religion and language which form the basis for their common identity are 
considered as ethnic minority” (Āraja, 2005).

uralized citizens) and who consider themselves as belonging to 
Latvia and Latvian community, and who would like to preserve 
and develop their culture, religion or language;

2) Persons who are citizens of another state (i.e. they are not yet citi-
zens or non-citizens of Latvia) but they have been living perma-
nently and legally in the Republic of Latvia for several years (here 
we should agree with Professor I. Ziemele’s opinion that “a certain 
longevity and a certain legal connection to Latvia are necessary, 
otherwise it is impossible to obtain a non-citizen or permanent 
resident status in order to start to assess whether a person belongs 
to an ethnic minority or not”. At the same time, „in order for im-
migrants have a possibility to use ethnic minority rights, in the 
state there should be the ethnic minority which these separate  
immigrants could join, if this certain group accepts them, though” 
(Comments on the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia. Part 
VIII. Fundamental Human Rights 2011, pp.709, 712).

Ē. Treļs in his turn defines national minorities as a group of the state’s 
residents (i.e. both citizens and non-citizens) „which permanently resides 
in the state and differs from the rest of the population in terms of ethnic-
ity, religion, and language which they would like to preserve and develop. 
As a rule, this group is not large in terms of number and does not oc-
cupy a dominant position” (Treļs, 2014), therefore, excluding the aspects 
of citizenship and long-term (for generations) residence from the defini-
tion of national minorities. That is why his definition can be considered 
as the most broad one at the moment (at least from the viewpoint of legal 
studies).

In contrast to this, in the document “Guidelines on National Iden-
tity, Civil Society and Integration Policy 2012 – 2018” the term “eth-
nic minority” is explained in a narrow sense: “Latvian citizens differing 
from Latvians in terms of language and culture having traditionally 
lived in Latvia for generations and belonging to the State of Latvia and 
the Latvian society but simultaneously wishing to preserve and develop 
their culture and language”, in fact, “forgetting” about other groups who 
could use national minority rights (Guidelines on National Identity, 
Civil Society and Integration Policy 2012 – 2018).

The Preamble to the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia adopted 
on June 19, 2014 states that: „As a democratic, law-based, socially respon-
sible and national state, Latvia is founded upon the dignity and freedom 
of its people, and it recognises and protects human rights, including the 
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rights of minorities. The people of Latvia safeguard their sovereignty, in-
dependence, territory and democratic form of government of the state 
of Latvia.   

The identity of Latvia in the European cultural space has been 
shaped by Latvian and Liv traditions, Latvian folk wisdom, the Latvian 
language, universal human and Christian values” (Constitution of the 
Republic of Latvia). In the Preamble to the Constitution of the Republic 
of Latvia, the state nation – Latvian - is emphasized, ensuring protec-
tion and development of the Latvian culture and language but at the 
same time demonstrating the respect towards ethnic minorities.  

As the Supreme Court of the Republic of Latvia states that „the 
state can actually politically take the decision to change the circle of 
citizens. Nevertheless, the circle of citizens should not be manipu-
lated. First of all, it should preserve its identity as it is a significant 
constituent of a constitutional identity of the state. This can be pro-
vided only by an individual naturalization where a degree of inte-
gration into the already existing circle of citizens, loyalty towards 
the state of Latvia and an individual wish to belong to the Latvians 
who include the citizens of Latvia as well as persons who belong to 
the state nation of Latvia of a corresponding candidate  is assessed. 
(see also: Opinion of the Constitutional Rights Commission about  the 
constitutional foundations of the Latvian State and inviolable core of 
Constitution of the Republic of Latvia, Riga: Latvijas Vēstnesis, 2012, 
points 295-297)” (Case No A420577912 SA-1/2014 of February 12, 
2014, Supreme Court of the Republic of Latvia Department of Ad-
ministrative Cases).

At the same time it should be highlighted that according to the 
words written in Article 2 of the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia: 
“The sovereign power of the State of Latvia is vested in the people of 
Latvia”, “people” is understood as a political concept, i.e. including all 
citizens of Latvia regardless of their nationality – Latvians as well as 
representatives of ethnic minorities. “All citizens of Latvia belong to the 
people of Latvia – the fully legitimate ones as well as the ones who do 
not have political rights (children, under-age, the ones who lost their 
rights pursuant to court order, etc.) “ (Comments on the Constitution 
of the Republic of Latvia. Introduction. Part I. General Provisions 2014, 
pp. 249, 252).

Not rejecting the Preamble to the Constitution of the Republic of 
Latvia and the significance of its content – legal, ideological, awareness-
raising as well as political (Balodis 2014, pp. 295 – 310; (Comments on 

the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia. Introduction. Part I. Gen-
eral Provisions 2014, pp. 91-135), nowadays there are opinions that the 
adoption procedure of the Preamble, ignoring the opposition which 
also represented the interest of ethnic minorities, as well as exclusion 
of the general public from the procedure of its adoption, in fact, do not 
really correspond to the statements declared in Article 1 and 2 of the 
Constitution of the Republic of Latvia (Cielava 2014). Therefore, in the 
author’s opinion, the debates about the significance of the Preamble to 
the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia, about the possibilities of its 
application and influence on the legislative system, including regula-
tion of ethnic minorities should have been continued, as well as the 
discussions about the issues on understanding ethnic minorities, their 
definition, and rights, but the most important – about the possibilities 
of their realization and provision.  

Assessing in general, the regulation of ethnic minority protection 
in the Republic of Latvia meets the worldwide standards accepted in 
this sphere.  However, it should be acknowledged that at present in 
Latvia’s normative act the  terms „national and ethnic groups”, „ethnic 
minority” and „national minority” have been used as synonymous, 
and at least four understandings of the term „ethnic minority” can be 
observed (see Table).
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THE APPREHENSION OF LATVIAN PAINTERS  
ON THE VALUE OF NATIONAL IDENTITY  

AND RESOURCES IN CREATING IT

The theme has been chosen with a purpose to show how painters in 
the field of art influence the formation of national identity and an inter-
pretation of content by participating in the creation of national art. The 
activity of artists within a given period of time can be viewed as condi-
tional social relations in several aspects: joint terms in the field of arts, ac-
tivity of patrons, sponsors and art markets, the process of recognition of 
popular taste, so the proposed approach of relational  research by Pierre 
Bourdieu is suitable. The study used data from twenty-eight interviews 
with Latvian painters made for the doctoral theses in 2007.

Key words: national identity, painter, art

Through the art the nation’s contour is being given a recognizable 
content, with which the public can identify (Smith 2009, Hutchinson 
2001). Each nation’s understanding of questions of art’s content and form 
have originated in certain geographical and historical circumstances, 
it constantly changes and evolves, influenced by cultures of the world, 
while preserving its roots and peculiar vision. The visual perception of 
art works shapes the perspective of the awareness of the word, provokes 
emotions without the need of interpretation of information and takes up 
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an important place in memory. The set of tools in the perception of art, 
what individual part of the society applies to the value of art does not 
depend on each individual’s will and consciousness (Berger 2008, Lynton 
2003). Art work as a symbolic value is acquired when a specific individual 
is able to give substance to it. The representatives of nations decipher art 
works easier with their characterizing elements, which can be expressed 
both in the choice of means of expression and content (Leoussi 2004, 
Facos 2003). Art helps to construct a self-awareness of the society by of-
fering a socially recognizable characters and feelings.

Theoretical framework. Approaches within the understand-
ing of national identity

In order to determine the transformation processes in the social space 
and in authority of Latvian art, as well as the historical and institutional 
framework of national art and its functional/structural influence on paint-
ers, you have to pay a special attention to the beginning of nation’s forma-
tion period, the current social processes in the time of Latvian State es-
tablishing and national art institutions that maintain the symbolic capital. 
Painters’ participation in the construction of national identity and in the 
processes of content interpretation can be identified through interviews, 
where it is shown how the painters’ personality factors and his habitus af-
fects the tenable position in the field of arts and how being in different 
positions, the painters’ interaction with national art institutions is formed. 
By analyzing the activities of painters in the field of arts in interaction with 
national art institutions, which are essential culture and symbolic capital 
holders, the boundaries of field of arts can be determined and how the 
painters’ involvement and position in field of arts identifies their partici-
pation in the creation of national identity and in the interpretation of the 
content (Bourdieu 1996). 

The autonomous meaning of national art and the symbolic significance 
of art works can be identified by analyzing what is the painters’ position in 
assessment of the subjective and objective processes of national identity, 
what are their vision and individual skills in creating the national identity 
and how the characteristic feature projection of national identity in paint-
ing is formed.

In the field of research of nationalism, issues like nation-building, 
phenomenon of political leaders, social movements, liberation battles, na-
tional identity, comparison of forming elements of various nations in time 
and space, including issues of ethnic policy are touched, while the field of 
culture and arts covers only a small part. Nation-building and existence 
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is related to the cultural factors, only the cultural role and significance, re-
gardless whether it is a background or instrument, changes depending on 
the research areas of nationalism. Taking into account the opinions of pri-
mordialists, modernists and ethno-symbolists on the role of culture in the 
identification of nations and national identity and interpretations of the 
content, as well as thoughts of ethno-symbolists Anthony Smith and John 
Huthinson on artists as moral innovators, who internally restores nation’s 
foundation, promoting a high level of local cultural, educational and po-
litical organizations, it can be concluded that the artists have selected and 
interpreted the basic elements of national heritage, disguising them in a vi-
sual language to a clearly defined audience (Hutchinson 1999, Smith 2009). 
This means that the concept of nations applies to the whole social space and 
depends on the authority, and on how powerful the subfield of arts “art for 
art” is.

Sociology of art. The approach of Pierre Bourdieu on rela-
tional research

In order to address the issue on why the art becomes a separate category 
of cultural production in Western society, art sociologists use the classical 
concepts developed by sociologists. For example, Max Weber explores the 
subjective meaning of human behaviour, which is related to the other hu-
man activities (conception of understanding). It becomes necessary to ex-
plain the objectivity of social phenomena. Not only does the society is the 
product of culture, but also a human is creation of culture (Weber 1978). The 
activity of artists within a given period of time can be viewed as condition-
al social relations in several aspects: joint terms in the field of arts, activity 
of patrons, sponsors and art markets, the process of recognition of popular 
taste, so the proposed approach of relational research by Pierre Bourdieu is 
suitable, which includes the identification of social life rather than through 
a substance, but through relationships in the field of arts (Bourdieu 2000). 
Pierre Bourdieu explains that the taste and abilities forms depending on the 
participants’ position in the social area. There are three basic concepts in the 
relations approach – position, filled position, disposition (habitus). Painters 
hold a certain position in the social area, which is determined by education, 
occupation or location in the locality of power. The preference of position 
for painters is symbolically signalled to others with a certain clothing hab-
its, respect of certain art or literature direction. Pierre Bourdieu believes that 
there is no direct correlation between the position and filled position. If the 
position is associated with a management of particular skills, then the filled 
position does not necessary imply the existence of these particular skills. 

The habitus is required as an intermediary between the position and filled 
position, and interacts with structure and skills. The painter must have the 
proper education (possible exceptions) and the painter must be familiar with 
terms of social space in order to fill the necessary position in the field of arts. 
In turn, the public has an irreducible symbolic dimension (semiotic battle 
space), where the winners are those who can convert their taste into a cul-
tural capital. Painters are not independent, they are affected by economic and 
social space, and they are related to the collective structure, series of processes 
and institutions, starting with the first materializing idea of art work until the 
moment the work has been handed over to the public for viewing (Bourdieu 
1993). Bourdieu links artists with the world by asking them whether they are 
connected with any other fields, institutions, discourses and practices, what 
are the conditions that make an artist to take a certain social position, which 
can be accepted by the rest of the society (Bourdieu 1996). Bourdieu appeals 
to the artists, who are not orthodox and free from forced social norms, but 
that does not mean that they are agents of social and political change. For 
example, the exchange of thought of Pierre Bourdieu and artist Hans Haacke 
is identified as, firstly, the artist’s habitus is the characteristic of the art work 
as an expression of political or social awareness, and, secondly, it is not easy 
to organize artists and get them involved in political movements (Bourdieu 
1995), because “good art” and “good artist” is presented as “disinterested”. On 
the one hand, the artists’ habitus challenges society, but on the other hand the 
aesthetic part of the work is accented rather than political nature.

It is not possible to rely only on classical sociology in analyzing the 
position of a contemporary artist in the field of arts. Exactly the trends of 
postmodernism are close to the world of art and it has also been observed 
in Latvia, the painters participating in the construction of national identity. 
The essential part of the research of national identity is the methods of art 
sociology.

Artists’ activity can be viewed as conditional social relations in sev-
eral aspects: in conditions of the artistic field, patrons, sponsors and the art 
markets, society’s tastes and in recognition processes. It can be explained 
why artists created certain type of works in a given period of time by identi-
fying the circumstances in sociology. Sociology helps to determine how the 
reputation of artists is formed: from “genius” talent or from skills and ambi-
tions (Harrington 2004). In turn, works of Howard Becker have influenced 
cultural sociologist studies on the structure of social relations, creating art 
genres, trends and determining the classification, as well as the difference of 
status between “high” and “low” culture. He believes that art world consists 
of people whose activities are necessary in creating art works, which would 
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be recognized as such (Beker 2008). Both H. Becker and P. Bourdieu believe 
that the aesthetic conventions and ideologies belonging to the art world are 
created by the participants and the existing ideology makes the art and art 
world possible (Alexander 2003). P. Bourdieu emphasizes relations of au-
thority and the ideas in the art are socially constructed (Bourdieu 1993). It 
is possible to draw parallels with E. Hobsbawms’s knowledge of inventions 
of traditions as a necessary process of formalization and ritualization as 
a reference to the past and continual repetition and E.D. Smith’s and G. 
Hutchinson’s acknowledgment that artists participate in the concept of na-
tion-building (Smith 2004). 

P. Bourdieu studies of art perception and identification of artistic be-
haviour in the field of arts (Bourdieu 1996) proves the confidence of artists 
that they do not follow certain laws and they are not mechanical service 
providers, because they see themselves as violators of borders and makers 
of the law only known to them. He researched the 19th century French art-
ists’ aesthetic autonomy setting and concluded that these laws, which the 
artists believes to break or spontaneously form, in fact, they are socially 
reproduced, which are structurally regulated by certain production fields 
(competition in obtaining the opportunities for trade and public authori-
ties). Artists sacrifice the aesthetic integrity in fight for the favour of public 
authorities, recognizing the personal dilemma and intractable choice be-
tween public acclaim and commercial success, on the other hand, the aes-
thetic authenticity, bohemian opposition and material poverty (Bourdieu 
1996). By destroying the romantic idea of artists, P. Bourdieu claims that 
belief in the artist as a creator is associated with existing concealment of 
information on the commercial side of the art world. 

According to P. Bourdieu, artistic autonomy of the field can be studied 
on the basis of the artist’s view on the economic and symbolic capital of 
mutual relations and observing effect of surrounding field on the dynamic 
of the art field. Rural territory allows interpreting works of different artists 
from sociology’s point of view. You can see how artists whose habitus is not 
in accordance with the commercial estimations, gets into the wrong world 
where the commercial “losers” win prizes and where their habitus partici-
pates in the creation of new rules to get the reputation of peers. The skill 
of operating in the habitus and social fields allows accumulating different 
capitals (economic, social, culture, symbolic, political), combining and ob-
taining better social positions and gives life a “complete form” with cultural 
and artistic resources.

P. Burdieu argues that museums like schools and universities are sym-
bolic sites of violence – they impose an arbitrary definition of cultural val-

ues. People with proper education feel free in certain environments. Thus, 
they stand by the ethnocentrism, which could be called a class centrism 
and regards it as a natural and self-evident perception in which the educa-
tion path is obtained. This type of perception can be general or specific, 
intentional or unintentional, academic or loose. Contrary – less experi-
enced viewer, faced with the academic culture, ends up in strange place 
and time. The disorientation and cultural blindness of less educated people 
is a reminder of the objective truth that the perception of art is a mediated 
process of encryption. If the encoded data of works exceeds the viewer’s 
decryption capabilities, he believes that they do not contain any deeper 
meaning or structure and organization, because he is unable to decode and 
reduce it to an understandable form. Any decryption requires a simple or 
complex code management (Bourdieu 1993). An art work can reveal differ-
ent levels of importance, depending on the applied encryption techniques. 
That means, what is perceived at the first sight, is completely different from 
the meaning that is a part of the whole art work or part of the overall artistic 
experience, which embodies the deeper levels of meaning. 

The readability of the art work (in a certain time and society) varies de-
pending on the shift that is formed between the code, which under certain 
circumstances is required by the art work, and the code as a historically 
created institution. Individual’s ability to read an art work varies within the 
limits of simple or complex codes including expertise of social learning 
level, which is measured by managed set of means; they are interpretation 
schemes, which are not needed to capture the artistic capital in a given time 
offered to specific society (Bourdieu 2000). P Bourdieu emphasizes that re-
lationships are significant, which increases the value of artwork rather that 
the artwork itself. Each nation’s development period combines artwork, 
which meets its classification system – both included by other periods and 
excluded. An individual is hard to imagine variation outside the available 
classification systems. Art codes, as representation of possible categories of 
law system, are base of each social institution (Bourdieu 1993). As a his-
torically-based system, established in a social reality, perception toolbox, 
which separates the part of society and applies to artistic values (also to cul-
tural values), does not depend on human will and consciousness, but effect 
individuals, defining characteristics, which will be typical to them.

Painter and the creation of national identity
According to the previously identified approaches of nationalism re-

search, it can be argued that the art as an instrument that combines or splits 
the society play an important role in shaping and strengthening the nation. 
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Art, which arose as a protest against existing system or art, which was cre-
ated as a new form of expression and in search for forms, is characteristics 
of nation. National art is important not only because it is created by profes-
sional artists. It has confused its creators with the same questions faced by 
the contemporary artists, who face the modernist canons (Bourdeu 2000, 
Facos 2003). Perceptual mechanism of artwork can form in the context of 
G. Hutchinson’s cultural theories and E. Hobsbawm “invented” traditions. 
Interpretation schemes of social code learning level viewed in P. Bourdieu’s 
work, Athena S. Leoussi’s references of aspects used that are essential to the 
creation of national identity and in the context of content’s interpretation 
(Leoussi 2004). Her work “The Ethno-cultural Roots of National” focuses 
on nationalisms influence on painting subject and form over the last hun-
dred years – each nations ethno symbol repertoire’s nationalization. Na-
tionalism expands the existing topics and introduces new ones. It is neces-
sary for the nation, in order to be visible and not abstract, to have an art 
and artists, which make it accessible, tangible and understandable, so the 
artists refer to a historically political archaeology of nationalism, aesthetic 
forms and ethno symbolical content of national ideal (Smith 2004). Athena 
S. Leoussi represents the view of E.D. Smith that the nation portrayed in the 
visual arts has been a very important guide of cultural nationalism. 

Artists’ participation in the formulation of ethno-culture and identity, 
crystallisation and glorification has contributed to the transition to a mod-
ern society. The development of national arts is linked to the development 
of modern arts. The modernism approach emphasizes the role of artwork 
to achieve the objectives. Athena S. Leoussi points to aspects that are es-
sential to the creation of national identity and in the context of content 
interpretation. 

1. Visual arts are the potential tool of national ideas. 
2. The artwork is accepted as national, if it represents the views of cul-

tural society (not just elites). 
3. Artists, who are overtaken by the cultural spirits, provide the mod-

ernization of society, for example, ethnical identity and solidarity, the trans-
formation of national identity and solidarity. 

4. The transformation of ethno cultural experience in arts converts this 
experience into positive and a central national experience.

The study used data from twenty-eight interviews with Latvian painters 
made for the doctoral theses in 2007. Using the conceptual interview (Kvale 
2009), the answers were looked to the question, how the interviewees per-
ceive one or the other event, how they evaluate what is happening and how 
they see certain concepts of the total structure. Three interrelated blocks of 

questions have been created: “National identity and Latvia”, “Artists”, “The 
field of arts and cultural policy in Latvia”.

National identity is “double structured” (both objective 
and subjective)

Artists indicated in the interviews that the national identity is based 
on the influence of historical events that have created symbol of national 
identity – freedom fights, national flag, the Freedom Monument and the 
contours of Latvian borer. In turn, the artist’s personality factor is formed 
in the process of social influences. “Patriotically physical love for home-
land” (11) (Hereinafter the figure in brackets will denote a code assigned 
to an interview.) “Of course, it was upbringing of that time that the key is to 
be Latvian – it was more of the Neo-Latvian times... it was still the Russian 
time and then it was something people considered to be cool, sort of being 
idealistic Latvian” (1), “More the spirit of Latvian Riflemen” (10), “There was 
a theme of Latvian Riflemen. We all romanticize the theme of Latvian Rifle-
men, for all it was with a sad shade. There these folk songs: “Two doves bolted 
into the blue”, “When I went off to war”. Mom always sang sad lullabies. For 
me the riflemen have been meant deeply national and that was for everyone” 
(21), “In my opinion the flag is the most beautiful. I am excited about the flag. 
[...] I am against any kind of mocking of national symbols and using them for 
a humour. This is something important” (11), “From state symbols – with the 
flag, the Freedom Monument.” (7), “Of course with the flag. More with the 
configuration of maps” (25), “If a fight for freedom in different periods is a 
symbol, then first – it. I have seen different time, change in authority, war. I 
have always wanted for Latvia to be good, to survive. I am glad that the Lat-
vian flag currently represents the country officially” (5).

Artists want to separate the sphere associated with the place of origin 
from the state. “I want to separate the state from the land. Father, mother, 
brothers, and sisters – we do not think too much about them – we just have 
them. It is the same with Latvia – it is simply mine. Our land is so green 
and humane, proportionate to the people, its beauty hides in the nature’s ten-
derness. The advantage of our land is the seasons and its constant change, 
which is interesting for artists” (12), “It is the same land with hills, leafy oaks 
and lime trees. Sun and fog. Old fishing vessel. Boulder. Cumin cheese” (10), 
“With a beautiful nature, with a long sea border, with very good food, with 
many other good things... I do not identify Latvia with bad things – I feel 
uncomfortable about what is now happening in Latvia, but in my opinion 
it is temporary phenomenon” (15), “The symbol of Latvia is its countryside, 
country houses and that driving out of the capital for ten kilometres and it is 
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completely different world that in fact it is probably rare for that time... it is 
exclusive thing” (2), “Daugava, a beautiful mountainous landscape, haystack, 
rye-bread with a crust, white trees with a layer of snow, the thoroughness 
of Latvian ornaments, folk songs – these are those flags” (4), “With nature, 
rivers, with our ethnography and folk songs. Latvian people are hard work-
ing, hardy and enjoy singing” (26), “With nature, antiquity and folk songs. 
But not with the symbols of Ulmana time. [..] If you do not invest in it, then 
with symbols of Ulmana time, but deep down – with nature, rituals, solstice” 
(18), “Earth, nature. I see opportunities by seeing the tidiness, which is ev-
erywhere.” (21) “From materials it is wood and linen. The connection with 
nature is characteristic for Latvians” (18) “It is a global question for everyone. 
It is a geographical place, which also creates some kind of cultural geography. 
[..] The next is European, the world’s man or inhabitant of the Earth and 
in general a person. The most important and essential thing is what kind of 
person you are” (3), “Latvian identity would likely create in the environment 
of traditional roots. The creator of work has to love his land. If the author has 
grown up here, in his activity, no matter how different it may be, he represents 
his land” (12).

Painters are critical of national identity which is linked only to the ob-
jective characteristics. The multinational society of Latvia implements and 
consumes the common values. Painters perceive national identity flair as a 
present for artist and dependent on the artists belonging of consciousness 
to his nation rather on the nationality or place of residence. “It is a healthy 
tendency. There is not a single symbol. It is not just a visual symbol, but an 
internal feeling. Childhood, sea, forests, people smiles. In my scale of value, 
Open-air museum is a great place with the ethnical, aesthetic and Latvian 
farmer environment. Like riflemen – collective beauty. Perfect, good sense of 
proportion, colouring sense that Latvians really have, moderation, where they 
do not have to measure anything, because there is some kind of golden cut, 
which is placed in the cradle.” (24).

According to P. Bourdieu, objectives make up the social world as a show 
for an observer, who has an “opinion” on the activities and who brings their 
attitude to the project (Bourdieu 2004). The responses of painters highlight 
both the national identity’s objective and subjective factors, as well as pres-
ervation of traditions in difficult political circumstances. Positioning the 
national identity through the Latvian identity as the phenomenon of people 
perception, the artists stand for its preservation and improvement. “I have 
lived abroad and I have noticed a few things that I miss. These are the scents 
that are specific only to the nature, fields and forests of Baltic region. It is the 
specific Northern light, which is in autumn or early in the morning. And other 

thing is that there is no overpopulation. Elsewhere in the world it is possible 
to get tired from the crowd” (6), “We always try to artificially tell what it is 
being a Latvian. Here we come to the identity, if we put some kind of Latvian 
symbol in the work. [..] It is the pretence of identity. Identity has to come to 
some subconscious vibration level.” (1), “It is the consciousness of its people. 
Big nations do not think about it, but those who do not live permanently in 
the country and little nations always think about it” (14), “Awareness for your 
identity, each person’s compliance with the environment in which one lives, 
mentality, cognition of your culture and nature, preservation of traditions, 
despite the fact that times dictates other rules” (15), “In order to talk about 
it, is to understand the difference between the mentality of Latvians, which 
has developed historically from other nations. I am not all Latvian, but a 
half Estonian. I have absorbed all by living here. It is difficult to tell in words, 
but while working I have thought about it all my life” (5) “You are born here, 
grown up here, this the environment where you have developed, schooled, 
surrounded by people, culture, home, traditions. Even if you have been influ-
enced by outside world, you cannot escape it, it is in you and you cannot hide 
it – it will appear sooner or later” (11), ”It is also the perception of colours, 
which, however, is different from everyone else” (2), “Being a Latvian is the 
totality of characteristics that have formed over the centuries – character of 
the nation, sense of proportion, distinctive seeing of colour, your attitude to-
wards something different, different world. Being a Latvian is not only a vi-
sual expression, ornament. It is a perception and what we fell ourselves in our 
codes” (25), “It is our mentality. My whole family, ancestors are Latvians. Our 
nature, antiquity ethnography – it is all being a Latvian. I recognize myself 
as a Latvian; cosmopolitan thinking is aliening to me.” (26). “I think that if 
you live here, you do not think about the symbols. Rather, at that time when 
you get somewhere you are in other context... I think that people, who have 
not travelled outside Latvia, would not have any association and symbols. 
[..] Nations can begin to form some sort of associations only in the context of 
other places” (3).

National identity created by painters has its own unique 
features, unlike other areas

National art is part of national identity, it is not just 
only the aesthetic, but symbolic and its symbolism deter-
mines the importance of social environment and understand-
ing of the foundation of social order. It helps to construct a public  
self-awareness, offering a socially recognizable images and feelings. Paint-
ers emphasize the complexity of national identity, variability and the devel-
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opment of meaning from Latvian folk songs (Dainas), through the freedom 
fights, being influenced by the political background of all times. Maybe, 
the diversity and multiplicity of Latvian nation, which is linked with its 
historical development, is its strength. Some painters state that the national 
identity is not important for the artist and confirm the multilayered nation 
and the influence of different cultures. “But we can view it from all sorts of 
ways, for example, what is the biology of being a Latvian, through genes, they 
are variety of hostile cultures, that is why we are fighting with each other, 
because of some kind of the Cours, the Latgalls, the Zemgalians... that flag, 
that red-white-red, which came into being a Latvian flag in Cesis with the 
legend that the blood streak remained, it was a battle when the Zemgalians 
fought against the Latgalls, not against Germans or Russians- they were fight-
ing amongst themselves. And these genes we have together, all the hostile” (1), 
“21st century Latvian is the result of all ages that we have been through – he 
is associated with nature, a little poetic. There is the layer of the Soviet era, 
the first independence, German and Swedish time – those all are layers that 
make up the overall patina” (23), “We have to separate the contradiction be-
tween a Latvian now and in the past. Latvian now or 100 years ago? It is 
the concept that changes. And in this world of globalization. [..] Rather, it is 
one of the feelings of the people in the world. [..] I have no prejudice against 
the Russians. I have never identified with the Soviet, which was in the Rus-
sian language with Russian people, culture, literature, which is another thing. 
Everything happens as a result of external factors. [..] Latvian is a complex 
phenomenon” (24). “I have thought about the Cossack, how Latvian is he? 
He is thematically Latvian, but Grosvalds, who does generally bring in the 
Western painting? Then the Riga group developed and now we learn what the 
Latvian school of painting is.” (16), “Identity – something indescribable. Not 
the categories – ribbon and folk song (Pūt vējiņi)” (10).

P. Bourdieu studies of identification of perception of art and artistic 
behaviour in the field of arts (Bourdieu 1996) shows artist’s belief that they 
do not follow certain rules and they are not mechanical service providers, 
because they see themselves as violators of borders and as creators of the 
laws known to them. Laws, which artists believe break or spontaneously 
forms, in fact, are socially reproduced and are structurally regulated by 
certain production fields (in obtaining the competition opportunities for 
trade and public authority). Artists in fight for the favour of authority sac-
rifice the aesthetic integrity, recognizing the personal dilemma and intrac-
table choice between public acclaim and commercial success, on the other 
hand, aesthetic authenticity, bohemian opposition and material poverty. 
The artist’s creative autonomy is essential not only from the perspective of 

sociology, but also from a culture policy, which allows examining the cir-
cumstances which have influenced artists to create autonomous metaphors. 
Autonomy of the field of arts can be studied on the basis of the artist’s views 
of relations between the economics and symbolic capital and noticing the 
effect of surrounding field on the dynamic of the field of arts. Habitus or 
operating skills in the social fields allows accumulation, combination and 
use of different capitals (economics, social, culture, symbolic, political), to 
better social position and give the life “complete form” with resources of 
culture and art.

National identity created by painters has its own unique 
features, unlike other areas

It is necessary to recognize the individual artist’s vision of national 
identity in creating it. The artist’s autonomous status is not completely 
dependent on the work, but on its essence, because the artists do not 
look for ideas or forms of expression outside themselves and their own 
perception. According to P. Bourdieu’s ideas, art is the part of national 
identity, which is not only aesthetic, but also symbolic; it shows the im-
portance of social environment and an understanding of the basics of 
social order. Even though painters are convinced that the specificity of 
national identity they have created is an important contribution to the 
country, some Latvian painters consider themselves to be European or 
global artists. The answers of these painters show both total and partial 
detachment of Latvian art life, which is contributed by the lack of sup-
port from country to the creative processes. “In my enthusiasm, yes, but 
I do not feel that it would be necessary from the Latvian state” (9), “In par-
ticular, I now do not feel that the country needs what I do, create, because it 
is not manufacturing. People consume more movies, concerts and other forms 
of entertainment than visual arts, painting. Maybe artists in the Soviet times 
were better, there were orders from the state, there was Artists’ union, but now 
everything is on the verge of dissolution, and there are no state orders. It is an 
extravagance – to raise, to school, and unconsumed. There is also no group of 
experts, who could think and evaluate what the state needs” (8), “It does not 
depend on me. At the moment behaviour of the government is obscure. It is 
painful to feel on your skin as well. When I paint I constantly think whether 
it is necessary” (5), “I really love this land, but the formation of the state is 
not familiar to me. In today’s situation I see myself two paths – either I quit 
everything and go to fight with this country, go in to the politics, or I am aware 
that there are things that I can do much better and indirectly can make my life 
here better and I disassociate from politics, including – cultural policy. I just 
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do my artist’s work, which in my opinion is a hundred times better than the 
entire politician’s work as a whole.” (18).

Connecting P. Bourdieu field analysis, in conjunction with the painter’s 
habitus, with the analysis of trends, which in turn binds the relationship 
between a specific field and authority, it can be concluded that creating, 
the national identity is important to the painter’s personality and his views 
on the importance of painting. It is not essential to know how a particular 
painter has become what he is, because that kind of study may be subject 
to reconstructed liability of retrospective illusion. It is more important to 
understand how the artist uses his background and available capital, except 
a specific position in the fields of arts and manages the current position to 
consolidate his work in the social space. The artist by choosing to be Lat-
vian emphasizes the education obtained in Latvia. “Yes, now I am Latvian 
artist, but I do not know how it will be in time. Here I went to school and I 
am grateful to masters from whom I had the opportunity to learn” (8), “Yes, 
entirely. The environment determines what you see, for example, colour” (13), 
“It is clear that I have to represent my country in which I live and which I un-
derstand and whose wealth I would be able to increase” (5), “I have not had 
any other option to make any choice. Then the answer is – I recognize myself 
as a representative of Latvian arts” (14), “Coming into an international art 
scene, you can face it. A shelf and box system forms – a “box” is from Euro-
pean countries, which also includes Latvia, there is also Argentina and China. 
Each box has its place” (23), “Maybe it sounds loud and pathetic, but it is like 
that. I consider myself a part of this land and society” (12).

Painters are confident in the resources of visual arts to 
independently implement values of national identity

Painters are confident in the resources of visual arts to independently 
implement values of national identity. The emotional experience caused 
by paintings affect the viewer, the encoded information allows finding 
and creating your own concept of the theme and painters have sufficient 
art resources to independently of any outside influence implement values 
of national identity. Artists emphasize the unique role of painting in this 
process. “The painting in terms of perception is the most capacious and uni-
versal. It has been like that at all times. [..] Painting in its own way can be as a 
symbol of art” (10), “One can say that the appropriate education and training 
is needed, but there can be an individual who feels the painting. I think that 
painting is the art of arts” (27), “In contrast to the conceptual art, the story 
of painting, what is overgrown in the work, can change with time or even be 
forgotten, but the main thing remains – does this work as a whole has a value 

or not. For example, encoded stories in medieval paintings cannot be read; we 
read their artistic value or emotional message. That is the effect of painting. 
[..] If the conceptual art without a story is difficult, then in painting they can 
be invented as much as you like, the work still lives its own life through the 
time” (14), “Painting on wall can have a greater impact than big art processes, 
exhibitions, although modern person does not want to admit it. Curators, art 
historians, professors create the opinion, but they cannot get close to the art 
works in the private room and they cannot discuss them, they have no power 
over them” (6). The emphasis of the painting’s special status is characteris-
tic to all painters, regardless of the position which they occupy in the field 
of arts, regardless of the age and degree of recognition.

The features of national identity in the works of artists can be estimated 
from content and formal features. Some principles repeat in the works of 
Latvian painters, from the beginning of Latvian painting (mid-19th century) 
to the present day. They show the conservative views on ethnical and aes-
thetic values, which have set in the consciousness. The basic values of Lat-
vian people (for example, sense of duty, and love for nature) can be seen as 
symbols, poetic images and ambiguous explanations of common things in 
the art. Visualizing the world, Latvian is concise – there is clarity of forms 
and proportions, monumentality, Latvian ornaments shape nature forms 
into simplified and abstracted signs. The colours are applied to the choice 
of the specific purpose; Latvian sense of colour has formed under the influ-
ence of climate conditions – emphasis on single-tone nuances.

Painters who are aware of the social significance of the painting, pri-
marily looks for its essence in the content of the painting, choosing easy 
to understand means of expression. Both the artists, who believe that the 
specifics of painting does not allow a literary statements and those, who pay 
a greater attention to the featured story, agree that the interpretation of na-
tional identity in paintings can be found not only in the content, in certain 
symbols, but also in means of expression – composition (form, proportion, 
lines and interplay of colour space). A discussion on the content and forms 
of proportion in art works is still relevant to the painters. Since the changes 
in the creation process inevitably requires also changes in the perception of 
the art, but it is a long and complicated process related to the dissolution of 
competence and creation of a new one (Bourdieu 1993), then the national 
arts institutions are essential, helping in times of change to strengthen new 
translations of paintings. “I think that Latvian artists enjoy more the form 
than its content. [..] Maybe it is not bad, but if the art starts to dominate in 
that way, it becomes empty and not reflective” (13), “The art is trapped in 
its internal reproduction. I do not have high perception of contemporary art 
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capabilities. It is the product of long-term crisis. [..] If you want to put in a 
serious content in the art form and in a new way, do not copy the existing” 
(24). The content of the painting is passed to the viewer through a prism 
of sense and the viewer can compare it in the level of sense with their own 
individual experience. The specific properties of the painting can be lost 
by emphasizing the content of the work – to express an idea with means 
of painting, but the artist will increase the possibility to access the widest 
possible audience and integrate in the easiest to understand and translation 
category of art.

Conclusions
The author of the article concludes that the painters in the field of Lat-

vian arts participating in the creation of national identity influence the 
construction of national identity and the interpretation of the content. The 
national arts formed and developed not only in displaying the past ethnic 
tradition and symbols, but also getting directly inspired by the events in 
Latvia and art movements in the world.

Following the idea of P. Bourdieu, the answers of Latvian painters clear-
ly indicate that the national identity does not depend on the objective pro-
cesses and social structures. The answers of the painters highlight both the 
objective of national identity and subjective factors, as well as preservation 
of traditions in difficult political circumstances. Painters are confident that 
national identity requires to continuously improving. 

The national identity constructed by the painters has its own unique 
features, unlike other areas. National art is part of the culture that needs a 
support of the country in order to offer high quality products and diver-
sity of expressions. The diversity of art directions allows selecting the most 
characteristic elements of the created national identity. Latvian painters are 
aware that they provide new directions for the development of society, by 
selecting, interpreting and distributing the visual symbols that are com-
prehensible to the public. If the painters, recognizing the importance of 
citizenship and the artist’s unique role in the social space, still wants to 
distance them from the state, it shows the lack of state structure evaluation 
of culture and art.

The rating of the painter for the cooperation with national arts institu-
tions reveals the problematic issues, which are related to the organization 
of art environment and the weak interaction of artists with the national arts 
institutions. Institutions, which administrate the funding for artists, are di-
rectly able to influence the movement of national arts, especially when the 
funding is limited. Painter can choose whether to follow the setup or seek 

other forms of cooperation, including participating in the administration 
of funds. The individual position of the artist in the field of arts is very im-
portant, his habitus.

The interaction between the art institutions and artists contribute to the 
process of creating the art, if both parties agree on the idea of the content 
of national arts. Painters see the positive side of the interaction not only in 
the material support and provision of creative environment, but also in the 
development of Latvia cultural policy, the art, the consumer and the repre-
sentative of arts field have to be professional. The support is not affected by 
the criticism of cultural policy, perhaps there are other factors, which make 
the artist to be aware of himself as the representative of a particular nation 
and creates a desire to participate. 

Painter’s contribution in the identification of national identity and the 
interpretation of the content affects his symbolic cultural heritage. Positions 
of the painters are directly related to the content and form of national arts. 
Painters highlight the importance of means of expression in the painting 
and consider it a comprehensive art form, see the artist’s role in the distri-
bution of positivism in the society or in a message, informing/warning the 
society about the existence of substantial values or vulnerability. It proves 
that the unique abilities of artists form a distinctive subculture, which is 
associated with social processes.
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Appendix. A code assigned to an interview.

1 – man, 53 years old, painter, isn’t pedagogue, regular exhibition in Latvia 
and abroad;

2 – woman, 40 years old, painter , pedagogue; hasn’t regular exhibition in 
Latvia and abroad;

3 – man, 41 years old, painter, isn’t pedagogue, regular exhibition in Latvia 
and abroad

4 – man, 66 years old, painter , pedagogue; hasn’t regular exhibition in 
Latvia and abroad; 

5 – man, 74 years old, painter , pedagogue; regular exhibition in Latvia and 
abroad;

6 – man, 34 years old, painter , pedagogue; regular exhibition in Latvia and 
abroad;

7 – woman, 38 years old, painter, isn’t pedagogue, regular exhibition in 
Latvia and abroad;

8 – woman, 43 years old, painter, isn’t pedagogue, hasn’t regular exhibition 
in Latvia and abroad;

9 - woman, 40 years old, painter, isn’t pedagogue, hasn’t regular exhibition 
in Latvia and abroad;

10 – man, 64 years old, painter , pedagogue; regular exhibition in Latvia 
and abroad;

11 – woman, 61 painter, isn’t pedagogue, regular exhibition in Latvia and 
abroad;

12 – man, 75 years old, painter, isn’t pedagogue, regular exhibition in Latvia 
and abroad;
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13 – man, 33 years old, painter, isn’t pedagogue, regular exhibition in Latvia 
and abroad;

14 – woman, 52 years old, painter, isn’t pedagogue, regular exhibition in 
Latvia and abroad;

15 – man, 47 years old, painter, pedagogue, regular exhibition in Latvia and 
abroad;

16 – man, 52 years old, painter, isn’t pedagogue, hasn’t regular exhibition in 
Latvia and abroad;

17 – woman, 38 years old, painter, isn’t pedagogue, regular exhibition in 
Latvia and abroad;

18 – man, 39 years old, painter, isn’t pedagogue, regular exhibition in Latvia 
and abroad;

19 – woman, 29 years old, painter, isn’t pedagogue, regular exhibition in 
Latvia and abroad;

20 – man, 38 years old, painter, isn’t pedagogue, regular exhibition in Latvia 
and abroad;

21 – woman, 84 years old, painter, isn’t pedagogue, regular exhibition in 
Latvia and abroad;

22 – woman, 47 years old, painter, isn’t pedagogue, hasn’t regular exhibition 
in Latvia and abroad;

23 – woman, 32 years old, painter, isn’t pedagogue, regular exhibition in 
Latvia and abroad;

24 – man, 57 years old, painter, isn’t pedagogue, hasn’t regular exhibition in 
Latvia and abroad;

25 – woman 63 years old, painter, pedagogue, regular exhibition in Latvia 
and abroad;

26 – man, 72 years old, painter, pedagogue, hasn’t regular exhibition in 
Latvia and abroad; 

27 – man, 65 years old, painter, pedagogue, hasn’t regular exhibition in 
Latvia and abroad.

Ishgaley Ishmuhametov

ON ETHNIC IDENTITY IN THE CONTEXT OF TOLERANCE

In our opinion, interethnic issues have always been and will always 
be a key topic for debate at the level of state structures as well as numer-
ous social groups for many years.  Interethnic relations are becoming an 
adverse aspect of social reality. Powerful social movements are starting to 
acquire an ambivalent ethno-political and ethno-cultural tone. There is 
an increased interest of sociologists, psychologists as well as participants 
of social networks, political parties, and society in general to ethnicity 
and ethnic identity. This interest is determined by enhanced political and 
economic instability and need for social ties – identity, solidarity, consoli-
dation, and protection. In conditions of acute social instability, an ethnos 
often acts as an emergency support group, and we frequently exaggerate 
a positive distinctiveness of our own community from other ones.    

Outcomes of the research and experience of other countries, includ-
ing the multinational state of Russia are acquiring special significance 
for Latvian researchers and politicians who are interested in the issues 
of interethnic relations. From time to time in Latvia there arise discus-
sions which touch upon the sacrosanct principle, according to politics 
and state, of ethnic and linguistic diversity. However, it does not make 
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the problem any clearer. Therefore, in our opinion, the outcomes of the 
research which prove that the use of ethnic mobilization as a resource    
for formation of national and civic solidarity and national identity can be 
of real interest. The monograph “Ethnic Identity in the Context of Toler-
ance”  by S. Ryzhova (Рыжова С.В., 2011), a researcher of the Centre of 
Ethnic Sociology of the Institute of Sociology of the Russian Academy of 
Sciences, presents the results of the many-years research into the proper-
ties of ethnic identity, its involvement in the processes of establishing na-
tional-civic identity, formation of the bases of civic consciousness such as 
social responsibility, legal policies, desire to be of service to one’s country, 
to participate in construction of the common environment of civil peace 
and concord, as well as primordial feelings of emotional attachment to 
one’s nation and homeland.  Preconditions for research into ethnic iden-
tity, conceptual approaches to establishing ethnic and ethno-confessional 
identity on the basis of broad empiric material are also analysed in the 
book.  

However, the monograph by S. Ryzhova can be interesting to us, first 
of all, by its conclusion that an actualized ethnic identity which is repro-
duced and supported by ethno-national discourse can be included in the 
processes of establishing  civil solidarity, under the condition, if the bear-
ers of such an identity possess the necessary reserve of inter-ethnic toler-
ance, are targeted at the potential of civil concord, accept intercultural 
differences and are able to exist in the pluralistic system of worldview.  

S. Ryzhova considers ethnic identity as a significant element of social 
identity, as the most subjective mobile marker of political and socio-eco-
nomic changes. It is defined as a foundation, a mobilizing and inspir-
ing beginning for national-civil consolidation, thus proving C. Calhoun’s 
point of view (Калхун, 2006) on ethnic identity as a means of transmit-
ting culture and basis for action. At the same time, the actualized ethnic 
identity is related mainly to activist social policies.  The author of the 
monograph writes that during her research into the process of actualiza-
tion and transformation of ethnic identity she relies on the social identity 
theory by H.Tajfel and J.Turner, and F. Barth’s theory of cultural bound-
aries which is very close to it, as well as motivational approaches repre-
sented in the traditions of humanistic psychology (A. Maslow, C. Rogers) 
(Рыжова 2011, p. 19, 24, 25). 

In order to better understand S.Ryzhova’s viewpoint it would be ap-
propriate to consider H.Tajfel and J. Turner’s concept in more detail, as it 
is created in the context of studying intergroup relations and intergroup 
comparison, therefore, in our opinion, it is perceived with caution and 

certain criticism. H. Tajfel  (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) starts the  substantia-
tion of social identity from the elaboration of the theory of intergroup 
discrimination, for which it is enough to establish differences between 
groups in favour of one’s own group, even when the personal interests of 
a person are not involved at all. In his cognitivist scheme there are: 1) so-
cial categorization, 2) social identification, 3) social comparison, 4) social 
discrimination.  According to H. Tajfel, social categorization or cognitive 
consequence of division into social groups can cause external group hos-
tility without a manifested interethnic opposition. This is confirmed by 
the presence in the ethnic consciousness of internal group favouritism 
and ethnic stereotypes, simplistic, schematized, emotionally-coloured 
and extremely stable images of an ethnic group which are easily applied 
to all its representatives. At the same time ethnic auto-stereotypes are 
characterized by a significantly higher degree of positiveness than   eth-
nic hetero-stereotypes. Tajfel (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) distinguishes two 
opposite aspects of interaction: the interpersonal one based on personal 
characteristics and which is not influenced by  belonging to different so-
cial categories, and the intergroup one which is completely determined by 
a group membership and which is not influenced by individual relations 
and characteristics.   These two forms often appear simultaneously in a 
real-life interaction; they constitute a cognitive “self-concept”. Personal 
and social types of identity are revealed depending on the conditions of 
interaction, at the same time the striving for a positive self-concept  is 
typical of an individual. Social identity is comprised of those aspects of 
“self ” image which appear from the perception of ambient social reality 
from the viewpoint of belonging to a group, to perceive oneself and other 
members of one’s group as having common, typical characteristics which 
identify the group as a whole.  

J. Turner’s analysis (Turner, 1981, 1985)  of determinants which in-
fluence the formation of a group: solidarity, cooperative interrelations, 
social influence, is also of great interest, as well as his explanation for 
weakening a conflict between the groups in M.Sherif ’s experiments not 
because of the development of cooperative ties but because of dissolving 
of intergroup boundaries and then formation of a large unifying group.  
J. Turner’s main idea (Turner, Oakes, 1989) of interethnic behaviour as a 
result but not a reason of self-perception is also worth noticing. This in-
troduces the process of formation of social identity into the frames of the 
process of self-categorization. Unlike Tajfel’s initial definition of social 
identity as an aspect of “self-concept” derived from and based on a group 
membership, the new understanding results directly from  social catego-
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rization of oneself and it is viewed as a casual base of group processes. 
J. Turner, developing Tajfel’s views, specially emphasizes the situatedness 
of manifestation of social identity, he also pays special attention to the 
concepts of self-categorization. In S. Ryzhova’s monograph we can also 
read that ethnic identity is not a static entity. It is situational and labile, it 
quickly reacts to social, cultural and political processes (Рыжова, 2011, 
p. 46).

Application of cognitivist theories of ethnic identity allows the au-
thor within this monograph to observe the mechanisms of formation 
and reproduction of ethnic and ethno-confessional identities in conjunc-
tion with civil policies which are able to provide and support an adequate 
level of interethnic tolerance in the society together with other elements 
of culture, and ethnic identity can be actively involved into the processes 
of social reforms.  

S. Ryzhova  points out that the processes of transformation of ethnic 
identity on the scale tolerance-intolerance are largely initiated by ethno-
national discourse and they are identified by the character of interpre-
tation of sacral-value ideologemes of ethno-national discourse which 
participate in the processes of categorization of ethnically-marked social 
environment. The author of the monograph draws special attention to 
considering tolerance to cultural diversity in terms of positive perception 
of ethno-cultural differences, in the context of a person’s comprehension 
of their own identity. Intolerant transformation of ethnic identity is sup-
ported by the discourse of ethno-cultural and religious differences,  by 
the search for reasons for ethnic dominance, by the attempt to create 
ethnically-marked environment and formation of ethno-confessional 
identity.   

S. Ryzhova’s attempt undertaken in the research to prove the idea 
of a well-known Russian ethnologist L. Drobizheva (Дробижева, 2002) 
that ethnic and civil identities do not contradict each other is interesting 
and significant. The practice of formation of integrating national-civil 
identity should ensure the participation of subjectively significant, actu-
alized ethnic identity together with equal access to resources, observation 
of the balance between group (ethno-cultural, religious) and individual-
personal rights, under the context of the guarantee of people’s trust to 
the state.  According to the author, the policy of interethnic tolerance as 
a sympathetic perception of cultural differences and cultural diversity 
of social environment, and a refuse from the use of force for settling 
social contradictions which are marked (perceived) as interethnic con-
tradictions and conflicts are linking elements between the processes of 

reinforcement of ethnic identity and establishment of national-civil and 
state identity. 

Undoubtedly, S. Ryzhova’s monograph “Ethnic Identity in the Context 
of Tolerance” will be interesting to many researchers and politicians, as 
the process of formation of national-civil identity with the involvement 
of ethnicity, maintenance of inter-ethnic tolerance as a basis for success-
ful interaction is aimed at securing  civil accord, acceptance of intercul-
tural differences, trust between people and trust in the state.  
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