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Summary 

This study on a “new” history of education is written from the perspective of a participant in 

the process of discarding Soviet intellectual and physical boundaries. The falling of the Berlin 

Wall became in post-Soviet societies a continuous process during the last two decades when 

the now liberated historians of education were faced with a new challenge, namely 

integration into the newly opened world. The only allowed theory, Marxism-Leninism, 

reduced historians of education to superficial methodology and its trivialization. However, 

the collapse of the USSR did not immediately result in new theoretical concepts, because 

historians were busy in discovering fresh facts in newly accessed archives and libraries. 

Soon, topics on the history of education were being addressed by social scientists, who had 

succeeded in learning the latest theories, enabling them to present historic material to the 

general public in a global context. “Acts-and-facts history” slowly lost its place in university 

courses. Similar to the Revisionists of the 1960s in the West, today historians of education in 

the Baltics look to the common narratives and borrow theories from the social sciences. 

Current research in Latvia focuses on the Soviet legacy, internationalization of education and 

the stories of those “whose voices have not yet been heard.”
1
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Introduction 

Let’s start with a simple truth – it is easier to demolish a physical wall than one that 

surrounds the mind. Taking down the Berlin Wall in post-Soviet society has been a continual 

process during the last two decades when the liberated are faced with a new challenge, 
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namely what to do with the newfound freedom? How to integrate into the newly opened 

world? And – is the wall actually down?  

Those doubts and intellectual challenges are reflected in the comparatively small post-

Soviet community, which is that of the historians of education. I am one of them: born in the 

Soviet Union where I received my education in history and doctorate in pedagogy. It is 

important to position myself as a researcher, because my personal history inevitably colours 

my story.
2
 While fully aware of the many risks of subjectivity, I would stress the advantages 

of first-hand experience. To truly understand the Soviet era, the skills of a historian are 

insufficient, for knowing the secret codes for deciphering the information is equally 

important. Nothing was as it seemed to be in the Soviet era and things could be so absurd that 

it is difficult for a person raised in a democratic society to truly believe them.  

I do not claim to speak on behalf of the entire community of historians of education 

from the former Soviet Union. Quite paradoxically, we currently know more about the 

history of education in the USA, Great Britain and Germany than the activities of our 

neighbours. We continue to be divided by a language barrier because while Russian now is 

viewed negatively, knowledge of other foreign languages continues to be a problem. 

Therefore, I will speak mainly about the country I truly know, my homeland Latvia, which 

shared its fate with other Baltic States – Lithuania and Estonia. 

 

Soviet heritage in the history of education 

 The rewriting of the history of education to fit Soviet political requirements began 

immediately after World War Two, when the Baltic States were forcibly incorporated into the 

Soviet Union. The treatment of the history of education was based upon a strict scenario 

previously piloted in other Soviet republics. Like any proper colonizer, the USSR secured 

itself by means of familiar institutions.
3
 Official scientific research was concentrated on two 
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levels: the top, or “most scientific”
4
 research took place in institutes of science, while 

professors at universities mainly had to teach students. The Department of Pedagogy was 

established at the Latvian State University in 1944; an institution specifically for studies in 

education, the Scientific Research Institute on Schools,  was opened in 1952. Studies on 

history of education took place at both.
5
 Initially scholars were imported from Soviet Russia, 

who with missionary zeal, steered local research onto the “correct” ideological path.
6
 The 

next generation of researchers had been educated in the Soviet system and, after the fall of 

the Berlin Wall, formed the group that had to find a “new” history of education.  

After World War Two in the USSR and East European countries within its sphere of 

influence, special attention was paid to history and studies in pedagogy, and both became 

instruments of propaganda designed to inculcate society in Soviet ideology.
7
 As a result, the 
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history of education had a dual purpose – not only should it inform about the history of 

education, but as described in the introduction of all textbooks, it should “research the 

development of the theories of Marx, Engels and Stalin on up-bringing”.
8
 

The most important Soviet change with the longest-lasting consequences was the 

introduction of a completely new history canon, in which society was viewed as a continuous 

antagonism between various forces: exploited vs. exploiters, workers vs. bourgeoisie, farmers 

vs. kulaks, revolution vs. counter-revolution, and socialism vs. capitalism. An important 

place in the Soviet narrative was given to the fate of the oppressed, including workers, 

women, and blacks,
9
 which was caused by capitalism. This formula described the world in 

simplistic terms
10

 and reduced the Soviet history of education to such a trivialized matrix, 

that it was even hard to recognize Marxist theory in the work of the rank and file historians.
11

 

The only acceptable theory for interpretation of history led to statement of facts 

without interpretation. While many historians were not confident in using Marxism with 

which they were not very familiar, others refused to bow to political dictates in research and 

found a intellectual escape in treated history as a chronological list. 

Nevertheless, a section on methodology was required in all research, and that led to 

the insertion of standardized phrases without explanation of the meaning and, possibly, also 
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understanding. A typical example can be found in a book on the history of pedagogic 

thought: “The author bases the research on the works of Marx, Engels and Lenin that include 

shining examples of the application of revolutionary dialectics in the explanation of up-

bringing and of education processes, revealing the organic ties between these processes and 

the development of society.”
12

 Indeed, “Revolutionary dialectics” is the theoretic focus of the 

study, but it is not discussed further. 

Simplification of theory resulted in simplified reading lists. The history of education 

syllabus consisted mostly of descriptions of work by Marx and Engels, literature written by 

Lenin, Krupskaya and Makarenko and textbooks written by Soviet authors.
13

 As a result, 

historians were not interested in reading theoretical literature, and no one really expected 

them to do.  

However, on the other side of the Berlin Wall, we see that the development of the 

history of education in the teacher training institutes, until the 1960s, did not differ all that 

much from the USSR; “acts-and-facts history”
14

 was popular everywhere. Campbell and 

Sherington describe the history of education between the 1880s and 1950s as the “history of 

propaganda”, in order to legitimize the current system of education as a triumph, “to 

celebrate, justify and explain the present” and to provide heroes in the field of pedagogy.
15

  

In the Soviet Union, the celebration of presence developed into an orgy that degraded 

the history of education to the status of a propaganda tool.
16

 The story about social justice – 
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universal access to education brought about by the Soviet regime – ranked high. The cult of 

submissive thankfulness was an important part of Soviet ideology. Even today, the myth 

about excellent and universally accessible schooling throughout the Soviet Union is alive and 

well.
17

  

Paradoxically, the history of education in the USSR was cut off from the democratic 

world, specifically because of the turn in the West towards the history of education in social 

and political contexts.
18

 Revisionist authors such as Brian Simon, Bernard Bailyn, Lawrence 

Cremin and Pierre Bourdieu revealed in many ways the same thing that Soviet historians 

were describing since the founding of the USSR: in capitalist society, education serves as a 

tool to split society into classes by measuring and codifying. This revisionism, however, did 

not reach Soviet Latvia and most likely also not any of the other Soviet republics. The main 

reason was fear that theories of education as reproducers of social structures would be 

entirely applicable to Soviet lands where, just as in other parts of the world, universities were 

attended predominantly by children from the intelligentsia, while the children of workers 

mainly learned a trade in vocational schools. 

Revisionism in the West during the 1960s and early 1970s resulted in “socialization” 

of the history of education offering diverse theories for interpretation of facts.
19

 The Soviet 

Union remained isolated from this. The head of the Department of Pedagogy and Psychology, 
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one of the Soviet “missionaries”, warned a colleague in 1956: “It is not necessary to analyze 

the various branches of bourgeois pedagogy; ... As regards up-bringing theories, work more 

with Makarenko and less with representative of bourgeois pedagogy, because we have 

different circumstances.”
20

  

Soviet rule brought with it not only intellectual, but also physical boundaries. 

Historians, like all members of Soviet society, were sorted by levels of access to information. 

Access to archives and special library collections required permission. Contact with 

colleagues from the West was almost impossible. Imagine my surprise when I discovered that 

ISCHE had taken place at the doorstep of the Baltics, namely Warsaw (1980) and Budapest 

(1982). This begs the question if researchers from the USSR did participate, and if so, who 

were they and along which criteria they were chosen?  According to Lüth, there was a plan to 

organize ISCHE in Moscow in 1982, which did not come to fruition.
21

 However, I have not 

been able to discover more information about the activities of Soviet researchers in ISCHE 

before the fall of the Berlin Wall.  

The Soviet Union’s restrictions on time and space, however, resulted only in the 

opposite effect: in Latvia, the “Promised Land” became both the West and the period of 

Latvian independence during the 1920s and 1930s, in Latvian collective memory “…the 

biblical garden in the incarnation of the nation.”
22

  

Despite this description of a theoretically and contextually sparse history of education 

landscape, Baltic historians were not a sad, cowed group of people during the Soviet era. On 

the contrary, they were energetic individuals who initiated active cooperation between Baltic 

universities during the 1970s. This networking eventually culminated in the founding of the 

Baltic Association of Historians of Pedagogy (BAHP) in 1999.
23

 In 2013, ISCHE was hosted 

in Riga by BAHP and the University of Latvia. 
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When the Berlin Wall fell and the USSR collapsed, a well-organized group of Baltic 

historians of education, who had learned to honestly research history within the time and 

space defined by Soviet power was in place, although isolated from processes outside.  

 

‘Overnight changes’ and the fatal attraction by “new” sources  

While the organization of the history of education behind the Berlin Wall after World 

War Two was a well-prepared performance, the exit to freedom was chaotic and full of 

happenstance. Researchers, now able to breathe more freely, continued on projects already 

begun, but University academic staff were left in an awkward position. The Soviet system, 

along with its clearly defined rules had collapsed, but students still needed to be taught. 

Officially accepted curricula no longer satisfied them, or their teachers.  

It is unlikely that professors of the history of education realized the importance, or 

even the solemnity of creating, by hand, a new curriculum – overnight.
24

 Review of those 

programs today clearly indicates that the goal of this effort was not the construction of a 

modern history of education. History remained as utilitarian in nature as it was during the 

Soviet era, but now the task was to unveil the nature of totalitarianism and celebrate 

democracy. Students were required to learn a new characterization of the Soviet era: 

“Deformation of up-bringing and education as a result of state administration and ideological 

imperative” or “Alienation of teachers from national culture and the opportunity to freely 

choose their pedagogical position.”
25

 That interpretation of the history of education was also 

the individual historian’s personal demonstration of loyalty to the independence of the 

country.  

Historians spent the first years following independence by studying newly-opened 

archives and libraries that offered riches that any proper historian should dream about:  a vast 
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number of previously un-researched files. Indeed, historians had reached a privileged 

situation, for while social scientists anxiously had to search for new theories to replace or 

supplement Marxism, historians could, based on the sources they did find in the newly 

opened archives, give some information to society about the “Promised Land” of independent 

interwar Latvia, finally available after a 50-year Soviet ban. Initially, the fresh facts revealed 

by historians created immense interest. However, this popularity was short-lived and the 

Soviet legacy of superficial attention paid to interpretations soon led to negative 

consequences.
26

  

 

Looking for a new identity of the history of education  

My first international conference was ISCHE 2002 in Paris where I discovered a very 

simple truth: our national history is not “convertible”, if it is not put in the context of the 

world’s common narratives of cultures or politics.
27

  

However, the “great narratives” are the monopoly of western education historians – 

Westerners have had the necessary tools for research for a long time through diverse and 

systematic education, language skills, travel and publication opportunities, and the possibility 

to present new concepts to an open professional network, not to mention finances because 

they are the smallest problem. However, is it worth worrying about and suffering over this 

permanent comparison – “us and them”? I do not think so. If this large world with its 

education gurus seems too harsh and unattainable, then each individual researcher has the 

right to remain in his or her safe enclave, speak his or her own language and be recognized 

for the work done in researching national history that will not be researched by any of the 

world’s “great leaders”.  

However, if we decide to enter the world, then, in my opinion, Latvia has three great 

stories to use to its advantage. The first is our educational experience in the Soviet context.
28
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It is true that apart from historians of education, this field has a number of other highly 

qualified players, including social scientists, oral historians and educational philosophers, 

who are much better grounded in theory. We also must take into consideration that an 

international audience requires points of reference, some of which could be occupation, 

dictatorship, Sovietization
29

 and colonization.
30

  

Secondly, national history stories can be told through internationalization –

interactions in the education field and the transference of pedagogic ideas across borders. 

Here, global meeting points can possibly be found through the study of the biographies of 

great pedagogues
31

 and the development of pedagogy as a scientific discipline
32

. 

The third “great” story is the “average” person’s story. Richard Aldrich invites us to 

raise from oblivion the narratives of those whose “voices have not yet been heard.”
33

 I 

believe that Latvia could become a strong leader here, as biographies of 140 pedagogues have 
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already been published in 14 volumes.
34

 The autobiographical genre is rising in Latvia; 

school memoirs are being told publicly by artists, engineers and bureaucrats, teachers and 

scientists. Wieder has fully understood this and described “need to tell” in his studies on post-

apartheid society in South Africa.
35

 Memoirs are, until now a rather neglected historical 

source in studies on school culture, image of the teacher, education ideology, etc. 

Yet, each story must be told in a language that the rest of the world can understand. In 

other words, one must be able to explain national history through globally recognized 

theories using generally accepted terminology. And here, unfortunately, researchers in other 

fields of the social sciences have surpassed education historians over the last 20 years, by 

diligently learning theories and applying them to topics that have traditionally been 

associated with the history of education.
36

  

Historians’ obsessions with newfound facts have also negatively influenced history of 

education studies in universities. The need to include history in teacher education programs 

has been questioned and replaced with supposedly practical study courses. Having knowledge 

of the history of education immediately after World War Two in the West, a feeling of déjà 

vu comes over me. However, there is no need to panic. The world is open, and the slightly 

bruised and well-worn revisionism of the 1960s now also is slowly entering the Baltic States.  
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