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Abstract: On 18 November 1918, the independent Republic of Latvia
was declared in an extremely complicated international and domestic
environment—the First World War was still going on, empires were
collapsing, and ethnically and ideologically diverse military troops
were fighting within the boundaries of Latvian territory. Despite the
historical context of a previously tense relationship between Latvians
and other ethnic groups, representatives of all minorities fought
next to Latvians against the enemies of the Latvian state. Up until
11 August 1920, when the Peace Treaty with the Soviet Russia was
signed, the prospects of de jure recognition of the newly established
state were blurred; yet, the defeat of the White forces in the
Russian Civil War opened the long awaited “window of opportunity”,
as a result of which Latvia managed to achieve its international
recognition on 26 January 1921. More than seventy years later, on
4 May 1990, when the Declaration of Independence was adopted by
the Supreme Council of the Latvian Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR),
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the international and domestic situation was no less complicated.
Latvia was forcefully incorporated into the Soviet Union in 1940 and
became part of it, yet the economic and political deterioration of the
Soviet Union, the national awakening in the Baltic States and other
Soviet republics alongside the fall of the Berlin Wall gave momentum
for the regime to change. On 21 August 1991, after the barricades
and bloody clashes with the Soviet Special Purpose Police Units
(OMON) in Riga on January and the failed coup d’état in Moscow in
August, Latvia’s independence once again became a reality.

In the events of the 1990s, the memories of 1918 and Latvia’s
independence in the period between the two world wars were
crucial. It is manifested by the fact that Latvian statehood in
1991 was not established anew but restored. Acknowledging the
importance of history on contemporary identification and policy-
making, this article aims to provide an insight into the history of
1917-1922 and its resonance in the contemporary situation. Using
the methodology of literature analysis and historical process-tracing
it will reveal the complicated process of the state’s formation and
recognition in the period of 1917-1922, paying particular attention
to the role of the minorities and diplomatic efforts. It will also
uncover the resonance of the events of 1918-1922 in the 1990s,
when Latvia’s independence from the Soviet Union was declared,
focusing in particular on aspects defining the statehood of Latvia
and its citizenship. In this part, it will be argued that the history
of 1917-1922 was brought back when the statehood of Latvia
was concerned, while overshadowed by fifty years of the Soviet
occupation, when the citizenship issue was on the agenda. Indeed,
not only ethnic Latvians but also minorities living in Latvia played
a decisive role in the efforts of restoring Latvia’s independence.
However, as a result of the Citizenship Law,* adopted in 1994, more
than one-fourth of the population—in most cases, representatives
of the Russian-speaking community—were denied citizenship. This
practice contrasts the Act that had been adopted in the interwar
period, when Latvian citizenship was granted to all ethnic groups
who were living within the borders of the then agreed Latvian
territory, notwithstanding their diverse ideological background.
Given this fact, the article provides future research opportunities
related to perceptions of history in contemporary policy-making.

1 In this article the reference to the original Citizenship Law (Pilsonibas likums in Latvian),

adopted on 11 August 1994, will be made without referring to the amendments of later
years.
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1. The emergence of a new state: the formation and
international recognition of Latvia

At the time when the Republic of Latvia was declared, the political and
military situation in the region was highly complicated. Since the beginning
of 1918, the whole territory of Latvia had been occupied by the German
army; thus, after the proclamation, the power of the Provisional Government
was rather nominal, in fact it was not even supported by the majority of the
population. At the same time, after the defeat of Germany, the Red Army of
Soviet Russia invaded Latvia, starting the Latvian War of Independence—a
series of military conflicts, partly as fragments of the Russian Civil War,
lasting from the end of 1918 until the signing of the Peace Treaty with Soviet
Russia on August 11, 1920. In parallel, the formation processes of the Latvian
state took place under the direction of the Provisional Government and the
predecessor of the Latvian parliament—the National Council of Latvia.

1.1 Minority issues during the state formation in 1918-1921

Due to the multicultural composition of the Republic of Latvia, ethnic
minorities carried a notable role in these processes. As soon as the Republic
of Latvia was declared, the equality of all nations, regardless of their ethnic,
religious and confessional peculiarities, was declared before the law. Except
for the titular nation—the Latvians—the representatives of all other nations
living in the Republic of Latvia were declared as minorities with civil rights
equal to the titular nation (Dribins, 2002, p. 51).

1.1.1 Statistics of the ethnic minorities in the Republic of Latvia

The First World War and the following events drastically influenced the
demographic situation in Latvia as the mobilization and evacuation
resulted in a huge decrease in the population. Before the war, 2,552,000
people lived in the territory of the later Republic of Latvia; a few years later,
according to the results of the first census, held in 1920, the total population
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decreased to 1,596,131, where ethnic minorities formed more than 28%.
The statistics for the main minorities is the following: Russians—124,746;
Jews—79,368; Belarusians—75,630; Germans—58,113; Polish—54,567;
Lithuanians—25,588; and Estonians—8,701 (Skujenieks, 1925, pp. 10, 65—
73). Concerning the economic status of the minorities, it has been observed
that Germans and Jews belonged to the wealthiest and best educated
segment; in its turn, Russians and Belarusians formed the poorest part of
the population with a low percentage of educated people. As to Russians,
due to the events of the First World War, the minority lost a vast part of
economically active and educated people, decreasing the number of Russians
in Latvia on more than two occasions; thus, at the end of 1918, the largest
part of the minority consisted of low-educated, poor peasants (Gavrilin,
2015, pp. 234-235). Compared to Belarusians, a certain percentage of
Russian intelligentsia lived in Latvia; it rose in the coming years because
of Russian emigration in the aftermath of the Civil War and due to the
return of refugees (Gusachenko, 2019, p. 51). The number of other minorities
(except Jews and Germans) decreased in the first half of the 1920s, due to
emigration to their home countries (Skujenieks, 1925, pp. 10, 65-73).

1.1.2 Perceptions of Latvia’s statehood and attitudes towards
the Republic of Latvia

Despite the declared equality of the minorities, their attitudes towards
Latvia’s statehood varied. Due to the complicated international and
domestic political situation in 1918, the state of Latvia and the Provisional
Government did not grant the credit of confidence even in the perception
of Latvians (Stranga, 2010). Concerning the minorities, the World War, its
aftermath in conjunction with the Civil War in Russia, and the emergence
of new states literary destroyed their perception of “the old order”. During
1918-1920, the political, military and social situation changed faster than
their ability to adapt their political consciousness, which manifested itself
in the attitudes of the minorities towards the Latvian state. In the context
of attitudes and political loyalty, the minorities could be tentatively divided
into two categories—the minorities who possessed political power over the
region and had ruled over it in former times; and the remaining minorities
who did not have such an experience in the past. The first category includes
Russians, Germans and partly Polish, while the second category consisted
of Jews, Estonians, Belarusians, Lithuanians? and others.

2 Historically, Lithuania was linked to the Polish—Lithuanian Commonwealth, which partly

controlled Latvia in the 16th—18th century, but in general Latvian Lithuanians almost did
not have imperial or chauvinistic trends or manifestations.
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As far as the Russian minority was concerned, besides the abovementioned
changes in their economic activity and education, certain transformation
took place in the political consciousness of Russian intelligentsia—from the
titular and political nation of the Russian Empire before the First World
War, Russians became a minority with equal rights to other minorities in
the unstable and ephemeral Republic of Latvia in the autumn of 1918 (Apine
& Volkovs, 2007, pp. 34—35). In general, the political mood and preferences
of Russians at the end of 1918 varied from supporting monarchism (often
manifested in chauvinistic and hostile attitudes towards the state of
Latvia) or liberalism, advocated by intelligentsia, to sympathies towards
leftist ideologies and Bolshevism, mainly shared by peasants and workers
(Gusachenko, 2019, p. 63). The political views and the attitude of Russians
towards Latvian statehood directly depended on the military processes of
the Russian Civil War, during which the White forces successfully carried
out offensive operations until the middle of October of 1919. Thus, in the
perceptions of Latvian Russians, the future of Latvia after the defeat of
Bolsheviks was uncertain and was imagined as an autonomous or federative
formation within democratic Russia. However, the defeat of the White forces
in the Civil War proved a turning point in the political consciousness of
the Russian minority, starting to slightly increase the loyalty towards the
Republic of Latvia.

The attitudes of Baltic Germans towards Latvian statehood were, in some
aspects, similar to the perceptions of Russians. Until the second part of the
19th century, they had administrative, legislative and economic autonomy
in the Baltic governorates under the nominal jurisdiction of the imperial
government. The collective memory of the minority persisted even after
decades of reactionary politics of the government and sometimes manifested
itself in a chauvinistic way, causing confrontation with Latvians, which
culminated in the events of 1905-1906. During the German occupation,
some segments of Baltic Germans expressed sympathies towards Germany,
especially after the revolution in Russia. These factors had long-lasting
consequences during the formation of the Latvian state and even in the
first half of the 1920s. Thus, they perceived the emergence of the new state
with doubts and even in a negative way, which was reflected in a political
confrontation between the National Committee of Baltic Germans and the
National Council (Sparits & Dribins, 2000, pp. 64—67). Other tensions arose
after the coup d’état carried out by Germans on April 16, 1919, and during
the Battles of Césis in June 1919. Nevertheless, the political strain reduced
in the middle of the 1920s, although it never disappeared completely.
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The Polish were largely represented in Latgale (in the eastern part of Latvia)
because of the historical context—in the 16th—18th centuries, Latgale was
part of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. Despite the partition of the
Commonwealth, the Catholic Church and the Polish nobility preserved their
influence in the region even during the rule of the Russian Empire. The
influence, which often reflected a chauvinistic attitude towards the local
peasants, remained even after the proclamation of the Republic of Latvia
and pre-determined a negative attitude of the local nobility towards the
Latvian statehood, proposing the incorporation of Latgale into Poland as
an optimal future scenario for the region. This attitude was not expressed
by the majority of Latvian Polish; in general, it manifested itself in the
behavior of the nobles (Jekabsons, 1996, pp. 26-28).

Concerning the so-called “second group” of minorities, the political views of
Latvian Jews (in the early phase of Latvian statehood) may be notionally
divided into three groups: supporters of Baltic Germans, restorers of Russian
monarchy (despite the reactionary attitude of the imperial government
towards Jews) and the left-oriented Jews, who sympathized with the
Bolsheviks (Jekabsons, 2013, p. 24). In its turn, the closest neighbors—
Lithuanians and Estonians—in general behaved loyally towards the Latvian
state and supported the sovereignty of Latvia.

Despite the large number of Belarusians in Latvia, the minority almost did
not possess its national identification, which partly could be explained by
the drastically low percentage of educated Belarusians. For this reason, they
did not manifest a notable position towards Latvian statehood, at least in
the early phase. Belarusians were the only minority who did not have a
national country abroad and never had the experience of national statehood.
It even affected the national identification of educated Belarusians, whose
sympathies were often on the side of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics
(USSR) and the Soviet Republic of Belarus. Other Belarusians usually
defined themselves as Russians, Polish or Latvians and were often objects
of political speculation (Jekabsons, 2001, pp. 105-109, 111, 124-125).

In general, all the minorities had their right and left wings, with the latest
ones dominating during the early period of the Latvian state from the end
of 1918 till March 1919. Bolshevik sympathies strongly diminished during
the regime of Stucka and its peculiarities (Gusacenko, 2019, pp. 85—86).
The turning point in the political perceptions of Latvian statehood and the
increase in confidence towards the Provisional Government took place after
the defeat of the West Russian Volunteer Army led by Pavel Bermondt-
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Avalov on 11 November 1919. In the perceptions of Lithuanians and
Estonians as well as a certain segment of Jews, it stabilized the position
of Latvian statehood and clarified the vision of the future (éﬂde, 1976,
pp. 335-336). The Bermondt’s affair matched the great offense of the White
Russian armies in the Civil War towards Petrograd and Moscow, which did
not achieve their goals and retreated in November, marking the outcome
of the Civil War in favor of the Soviets. It crushed the expectations of the
anti-Bolshevik segment of Russians (and partly the German and Jewish
minority) of the resurrection of the Constitutional Assembly, where Latvia’s
future destiny would be defined. Thus, they realized the need to face reality
and integrate themselves as a minority in the Republic of Latvia, whose
stability was provided by the Peace Treaty with Soviet Russia in 1920 and
de jure recognition of Latvia’s state in 1921.

1.1.3 The minorities in the Latvian War of Independence

The truly complicated War of Independence became a test of stability for
the Latvian government. The outcome of the War of Independence was
an achievement of all people living in Latvia—all the minorities took part
in it. However, due to the peculiarities of the largest minorities and their
historical military experience, the minorities participated in the war to
varying degree. Thus, Germans and Russians were the only minorities
who participated in the Latvian War of Independence by creating certain
military formations—the Landeswehr, the Voluntary Riflemen Squad of
Liepaja (Prince Lieven’s Squad), the Partisan Squad of the Colonel Mikhail
Afanasyev and others. It has to be acknowledged that Afanasyev’s squad
was the first anti-Bolshevik military formation in Latvia which got involved
in the clashes with the Red Army in late November 1918 (Gusacenko, 2019,
pp. 67-68). In its turn, around 80% of the Landeswehr’s volunteers were
Baltic Germans and they played a key role in the liberation of Kurzeme
and Riga (Dribins, 2007, pp. 153—-154). Unfortunately, the military conflict
between the Estonian army and Latvians on the one side and the German
army with the Landeswehr on the other had long-lasting consequences.
Nevertheless, after the battle of Cesis, the Landeswehr forces successfully
took part in the liberation of Latgale.

During the Bermondt’s affair (8 October — 11 November 1919), a certain
number of local Germans and Russians participated in the West Russian
Volunteer Army (‘Chto proishodit v Kurlandii’, 1919, p. 4). Anominal presence
of other minorities and even Latvians took place there as well (Ciganovs,
2013, p. 81). Yet, Russians and Baltic Germans did not participate only in
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the abovementioned formations; many were the soldiers of the Latvian army
along with Jews, Belarusians, Lithuanians, Estonians and other minorities,
who also played an important role during the War of Independence, and
were later awarded the Order of Lacplésis.

1.1.4 Investment of the minorities in the political formation
of the state

The minorities did not participate in the proclamation of the Republic of Latvia
as members of the National Council, but were part of it (except Estonians
and Belarusians) since December 1918 (Feigmane, 2000, pp. 22—-23). Due
to the political confrontations, Baltic Germans appeared on the political
horizon of the Republic of Latvia only in July 1919, despite the fact that the
Baltic Germans and Jews were the only minorities whose representatives
were elected in the Provisional Government. Russians, Jews and Germans
participated in the Constitutional Assembly (May 1, 1920 — November 7,
1922) and later—like the Polish—were elected in the Parliament of Latvia
(Dribins, 2007, pp. 153-154; Bobe, 2006, p. 152). The Polish? and Lithuanians
were represented in the National Council, but were not able to enter the
Constitutional Assembly. The participation of the minorities in the political
processes was not cloudless—confrontations appeared between Russians,
Germans and Latvians, concerning issues of agrarian reforms, language
status and the directions of certain political parties. Nevertheless, despite
their collective memory and other peculiarities, the minorities proved their
ability to take part in the formation of a democratic state since the beginning
and during all the parliamentary periods of the interwar Republic of Latvia.

2. The process of recognition of the Republic of Latvia:
important turning points

At the end of 1918, as the Republic of Latvia was proclaimed and the War
of Independence had started, another struggle for independence began—the
struggle for the international de jure recognition of Latvia, which took place
in the cabinets of high-level politicians in Paris, London and other cities of
Western Europe (Lerhis, 2005, p. 66).

3 The Polish were not elected in the Constitutional Assembly but their interests were
represented by a Latvian Member of the Parliament from the Polish-Latvian agrarian party.
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2.1 Latvian delegation at the Paris Peace Conference

The unexpectedly fast de facto recognition of Latvian independence by Great
Britain, signed on 11 November 1918 (the so-called Balfour memorandum),
even before the official proclamation of the Republic of Latvia, and by
Germany on 25 November 1918, gave hope for a quick de jure recognition,
expected during the Paris Peace Conference which opened on January 18,
1919 (éilde, 2007, p. 47). In December 1918, the Latvian delegation, led by
statesmen Janis Cakste, Zigfrids Anna Meierovics, Janis Seskis and five
other officials, was formed (Latvija Parizes miera konference, 1919, p. 42).
The delegation arrived at the Conference on 23 January 1919, five days
after its opening. The primary tasks of the delegation were: (1) to secure
the international de jure recognition of the Latvian state; (2) to support
the Entente and other countries in the Latvian War of Independence;
(3) agreement on loans for food and import of other supplements; and (4)
evacuation of German military forces from Latvia (since summer 1919)
(Seskis, 1938, p. 285)

2.2 Latvian de jure issue in the perception of the superpowers
at the Paris Peace Conference

Despite the hopes, the de jure recognition issue took much longer than was
expected. The Paris Peace Conference, with representatives of 32 countries
participating, was led by three superpowers—France, Great Britain and
the United States of America (USA), whose political and economic interests
in Eastern Europe were directly connected to the anti-Bolshevik camp of
Russian White forces and organizations of Russian political representatives.
The issue of newly independent countries in the context of “united and
indivisible” Russia was perceived in a negative way by Russian political
representatives and, as a result, by their allies—the Entente and the USA.
The superpowers supporting anti-Bolshevik Russia in the Civil War avoided
de jure recognition of the new states, which emerged as a result of the
collapse of the Russian Empire; they kept their biding position due to the
unclear situation in the Russian Civil War. In the perceptions of Russian
political representatives, the destiny of the new states had to be defined only
by the Russian Constitutional Assembly after the defeat of the Bolsheviks.
This view affected the position of the superpowers, and, as a result, the
attitude of the Board of the Paris Peace Conference, and manifested itself
in the 34 notes sent by the Latvian delegation during 1919 being ignored
(Latvija Parizes miera konferencé, 2017, pp. 43—47).
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In addition, de jure recognition was negatively affected by the unstable
domestic situation in Latvia. The coup d’état organized by Germans
in Latvia on 16 April 1919 was an additional argument questioning the
stability of the Latvian government and provided an additional obstacle for
de jure recognition of the state, led by an unstable government. The situation
remained unclear even after Bermondt’s defeat, which proved the stability
of the Latvian government, but not in the perception of the superpowers at
the Paris Peace Conference. In its turn to stabilize the military situation
in Latvia, the government started peace negotiations with Soviet Russia,
which elicited a negative reaction from the Entente and Russian political
representatives in Paris (Silir,lé, 2019).

By the end of 1919, the general international issues concerning “the new
world order” were solved and the Paris Conference approached its final phase.
The majority of the participants were leaving and, on 15 December 1919, the
Latvian delegation left the Conference as well. Its mission was continued
by the Latvian Diplomatic Mission in Paris (Brazuna, 2012, pp. 84-85).
Despite the expectation of quick de jure recognition of the Latvian state,
the delegation did not achieve its primary mission due to unexpectedly huge
obstacles. Concerning the events of the Russian Civil War, which was the
main obstacle in the context of de jure issue, the plans of the Russian White
Army forces to capture Moscow and Petrograd failed, the troops withdrew
and the situation confidently turned in favor of Bolsheviks, which increased
the hopes of a sooner end to the Civil War and possibly a change in the
attitudes towards the Latvian case.

2.3 De jure issue in 1920

In early 1920, the Diplomatic Mission put in additional efforts to achieve
the former aim by trying to enter the League of Nations, which could aid de
jure recognition. These efforts were unsuccessful mainly due to the position
of France, who still supported the White movement in Russia. The same
position was shared by the USA and Great Britain. Officially, the refusal
was based on huge doubts about the stability of the Republic of Latvia,
where the War of Independence was still going on, despite the signing
of Armistice between Latvia and Soviet Russia on 30 January 1920. The
League of Nations distrusted its defense abilities in the case of a full-range
military conflict with Soviet Russia, which could have resulted in engaging
the former in a potential conflict if Latvia entered the League of Nations
(Latvijas véstnesis, 1998, p. 1).
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Despite the refusal of de jure changes, which occurred in de facto status
recognition, on 20 April 1920 it was recognized by France and a few other
countries. At the same time, starting from 14 April 1920, peace negotiations
between Latvia and the Soviet Russia took place, which resulted in the
signing of the Peace Treaty on 11 August 1920. Paradoxically, Soviet Russia
became the first state to de jure recognize the Republic of Latvia. The Peace
Treaty had another advantage as well—the threat of a military invasion in
Latvia was removed but it still did not guarantee membership in the League
of Nations (éilde, 2007, p. 52).

2.4 The turning point in the position of superpowers

The turning point in the process of de jure recognition came in autumn 1920,
after the retreat and evacuation of the Russian army, commanded by Pyotr
Wrangel, from Crimea. The Russian Civil War was not over and lasted until
the end of 1922 but its main phase was passed in favor of Soviet Russia.
The White movement lost the support of superpowers (namely, France) and
the future of Russia was determined as a Soviet state. Thus the de jure
refusal of new states lost its topicality. In fact, another issue became topical
concerning the so-called cordon sanitaire—the chain of new states serving as
a military barrier between Western Europe and Soviet Russia (Pocs, 1971,
pp. 121-122).

In December 1920, Foreign Minister of Latvia Z. A. Meierovics visited
President of France Philippe Berthelot, British Foreign Secretary George
Nathaniel Curzon, Prime Minister of Italy Giovanni Giolitti and other
political leaders to clarify the attitudes towards the Latvian issue. The results
ranged from refusal to full support. These meetings and the international
political context inspired new hopes for a quick recognition.

On 26 January 1921, at 5 p.m., the Supreme Council of Allied Powers
unanimously decided to recognize de jure the status of the Republic of
Latvia, which was signed by the representatives of France, Great Britain,
Italy, Japan and Belgium. The recognition by other countries (42 countries
in total) soon followed (Sarkanis, 1999, p. 37). De jure recognition became
the “entrance pass” to the League of Nations—on 22 September 1921, Latvia
became a fully legitimate member of the international organization.

Despite these achievements, the de jure issue had not been solved
completely—the status was not recognized by the USA. In general, such a
position was directly related to US interests in the Far East in Russia, where
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the Far Eastern Republic was founded in 1920. In fact, it was a nominally
independent buffer state that was established in the aftermath of the Russian
Civil War between the territories occupied by Japan and Soviet Russia
(Wood, 1997, pp. 715-718). To avoid the strengthening of Japan, whose
forces partly controlled the Far Eastern Republic, some US congressmen
were close to recognize its independence and even de jure status; yet, in such
a case, the USA would have had to recognize de jure status of Latvia and
other countries against the position of other congressmen who supported the
previous political course of US foreign diplomacy. In the second half of 1922,
Japan moved its forces out of Russia and all of Far East was soon occupied
by Soviet Russia, who automatically removed the last obstacle on the way
towards de jure recognition by the USA of the new countries that emerged
in Europe (Jekabsons, 2018, pp. 23-24). As a result, on 28 July 1922, the
United States recognized de jure the status of Latvian state.

After three and a half years of hard efforts of Latvian diplomacy during
highly complicated domestic and international political and military
situation, the Republic of Latvia became the subject of international law
with a permanent and irrevocable status as a stable base of democratic state
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Latvia, 2019). Because of
activities of the Latvian delegation and the Diplomatic Mission during the
de jure recognition process, the fundamental basis of Latvian diplomacy was
founded and new relationships were established, representing the state of
Latvia in the world of international diplomatic society.

3. Restoration of the state: regaining of Latvia’s
independence

3.1 The conceptual frame of Latvia’s independence
in the 1990s

The abovementioned “irrevocable status” was illegally and forcefully
interrupted by the secret protocol of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact and
incorporation of Latvia in the USSR as a result of the Second World War.
The occupation lasted for almost fifty years and dramatically changed the
economic, ethnic and cultural landscape of Latvia by implementing forced
industrialization and collectivization, deportations, immigration and
Russification, as well as deploying the Soviet military bases throughout the
Latvian territory. Protests against environmental and cultural degradation
in the mid-1980s preceded the formation of a broad anti-Communist
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movement, resulting in the establishment of the first openly anti-Communist
civil rights organization in the USSR—the Helsinki-86—in 1986, and
a political change requesting political organizations such as the Latvian
National Independence Movement (Latvijas Nacionala Neatkaribas kustiba,
LNNK) and the Popular Front of Latvia (Latvijas Tautas fronte, LTF), both
in 1988. However, claims for Latvia’s independence were not initially on
the agenda of these organizations; instead, it was democratization, civil
rights and a greater autonomy of the Socialist republics that was requested
(Jundzis, 2013, p. 4). Even later, when the idea of independence came on
the agenda, the opinions diverged on how the independence should be
framed: as a restoration of the 1918 republic, emphasizing the continuity
of the state and renewing its 1922 Constitution, or as an establishment of
a democratic and independent state on the premises of the Soviet republic,
yet recognizing the fact of the occupation (Jundzis, 2013, pp. 7-9). While
the LNNK followed the course of “restoration”, the LTF was not so explicit.
It is revealed that, in 1989, the LNNK together with other right-wing
oriented civic organizations (e.g., Helsinki-86, Environmental Protection
Club) declared its programmatic aim of “restoring” the democratic state of
Latvia on the basis of its 1922 Constitution, while the position of the LTF
was more moderate, adopting the goal of an independent Latvian state that
would follow and develop the traditions of a democratic and parliamentary
Republic of Latvia, yet would accommodate the legacies of the Soviet
regime. In a way, the LTF as a mass movement tried to balance the diverse
1deological preferences of its followers, ranging from reform communists to
radical nationalists. It is maintained that up until the very elections of the
Supreme Council of the Latvian SSR on 18 March 1990, it was not clear what
kind of statehood the LTF would support (Jundzis, 2013, p. 12). However,
the idea of independence had already found a solid basis in the society—in
1990, the total of 85% of Latvians and 26% of other ethnic groups supported
the idea of an independent state (Bleiere et al., 2005, p. 393), which allowed
the LTF to gain considerable support in the elections. It got 131 seats out
of 201 in the Supreme Council of the Latvian SSR (Krumins, 2018, p. 135),
which equipped the LTF with enough legitimacy to intensify work on the
independence declaration of Latvia.

A few weeks later, on 4 May 1990, the Supreme Council of the Latvian SSR
adopted the declaration ‘On the Restoration of Independence of the Republic
of Latvia’,* with 138 deputies voting for it (134 was the required majority),
one abstaining, and the others not participating in the vote (Krumins, 2018,

4 Author’s translation from Par Latvijas Republikas neatkaribas atjaunosanu (in Latvian).
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p. 135). The declaration mentions explicitly the goal to restore Latvia’s
independencebased onthe 1922 Constitution, emphasizing thelegal continuity
of the state of Latvia established in 1918. The declaration underlines the
illegal nature of the occupation of Latvia in 1940, thus acknowledging the
validity of its de jure status in international affairs, i.e. “the Republic of
Latvia still exists de jure as a subject of international law, recognized by
more than 50 countries in the world”® (Par Latvijas Republikas neatkartbas
atjaunosanu, 1990). With this, the LTF—now in power—positioned itself as
a supporter of the “restoration” of the 1918 state, and efforts to implement
the independence of Latvia, again named the Republic of Latvia, began to
take turns. These efforts did not go unnoticed. It is mentioned that after the
declaration of independence “a peculiar period of double-government” began:
on the one hand, the Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia worked on
independence-related legislation, reorganized state institutions, initiated
economic reforms towards market economy and began to establish customs
offices on borders; on the other hand, the USSR authorities, the Communist
Party, the Soviet army, border guard and the Committee for State Security
were still present (Klisans, 2018, p. 380). President of the USSR Mikhail
Gorbachev issued decrees to repeal the declaration of independence; pro-
Soviet forces combined their efforts against independence in the so-called
All-Latvia Rescue Committee; an attack on the building of the Supreme
Council was organized by the pro-communist International Front of the
Working People of the Latvian SSR (Interfront), fighting for Latvia’s stay
in the USSR with the support of the military (Bleiere et al., 2005, p. 397).
A massive disinformation campaign was launched in the media warning
people against the restoration of so-called “fascist nationalist dictatorship”
(Klisans, 2018, p. 383). The pro-Soviet efforts to stop Latvia’s independence
culminated on 20 January 1991, when the OMON forces attacked the
Ministry of Interior. Five people were killed there, and during the period
of the barricades and the coup d’état in Moscow three more were killed and
many wounded (Krumins, 2018, pp. 136-137).

3.2 Independence in 1991 and international recognition

A “window of opportunity” for the Baltic States opened in August 1991,
when the coup d’état against Gorbachev in Moscow by the Communist
hardliners and the military took place. In Riga, the buildings of television,
radio and international telephone bureau were occupied by the Soviet
army and the OMON forces. On August 21, when the OMON forces were

5 Authors’ translation from Latvijas Republika joprojam de jure pastav ka starptautisko
tiesibu subjekts, ko atzist vairak neka 50 pasaules valstis (in Latvian).
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approaching the Supreme Council, attacking the barricades that protected
the building, the Supreme Council made a fast and decisive decision to adopt
the Constitutional Law on the statehood of the Republic of Latvia (Bleiere
et al., 2005, p. 410). This law declared the restoration of the Republic of
Latvia de facto, removing the transition period, which was introduced by the
Declaration of Independence in order to ensure transition from a socialist
state to a democratic one via a legal and negotiations-based approach.
The law states that from then on “Latvia is an independent, democratic
republic wherein the sovereign power of the State of Latvia belongs to the
people of Latvia and the statehood thereof is determined by the 15 February
1922 Constitution of the Republic of Latvia” (Law on the Statehood of the
Republic of Latvia, 1991). With this, the Republic of 1918 was de facto
restored, finalizing the debate about the conceptual choice of Latvia’s path
to independence.

The failed coup d’état in Moscow with the consequent collapse of the Soviet
Union allowed to continue with the non-violent transition to Latvia’s renewed
status. Lithuania and Estonia recognized the independence of Latvia on
August 22. Iceland followed on August 23, being the first Western country to
recognize Latvia’s independence. On August 24, Latvia’s independence was
also recognized by Boris Yeltsin, President of the Russian Federation, paving
the way to recognition by many other world countries (79 up to 18 September
1991, including the USA on 2 September and the USSR on 6 September)
(Bleiere et al., 2005, p. 410). Indeed, the opinion of the Western countries
who had been hesitant to support the Baltic independence efforts at the
end of the 1980s, due to high hopes with regard to Gorbachev’s perestroika,
changed when the attempts to initiate reforms in the political governance
of the USSR failed, the democratic forces in the republics of the USSR,
including Russia, raised their voices, and after the coup d’état in Moscow
the prospects for keeping the USSR together faded. In many cases the
Western countries—such as the USA—had not recognized the incorporation
of Latvia in the USSR and the establishment of the Latvian SSR, thus with
the recognition they just reaffirmed their support to the country that was
established in 1918. In several cases, countries such as Sweden® recognized
Latvia as a newly established state. It has been acknowledged that the

5  However, the Swedish diplomat Lars Peter Freden writes in his memoirs that the Swedish
government recognized the independence of Latvia (as well as of Estonia and Lithuania) on
August 27, 1991, and decided to renew diplomatic relations with these countries. However,
when the agreement about the establishment of the diplomatic relations was being signed
the next day, the word “establishment” had been changed to the “restoration” of diplomatic
relations (see Fredens, 2007, p. 194).
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form that the countries chose to recognize Latvia’s independence and renew
diplomatic relations was determined by the attitude of particular countries
towards the incorporation of Latvia (and other Baltic States) in the USSR
(Bleiere et al., 2005, p. 411).

3.3 The citizenship issue in 1990

The restoration of Latvia’s independence on the basis of the 1922 Constitution
ensured the legal continuity of the state, allowing it to profit from the legal
status as a de jure existing country in international affairs. By that, the fact
of the illegal occupation in 1940 became a reference point through which the
activities carried out by the Soviet government in the territory of Latvia were
measured and further policies initiated. It impacted the attitudes towards
such issues as the withdrawal of Soviet troops, dealing with the consequences
of immigration, as well as language policy and denationalization of Latvian
property. Moreover, such an approach provided a historical narrative both
to the political elite and the civil society that Latvia had its past in the
democratic and independent republic. For identity formation and national
self-confidence, the importance of perceptions of the “noble” roots should
not be underestimated. It could be argued that the collective memory of
being part of the Western world was decisive on Latvia’s path towards the
membership in the Euro-Atlantic structures. Indeed, Latvia’s accession to
the European Union is often referred to as “returning” to Europe.

However, the restoration of the 1918’s republic brought along an issue of
Latvian citizenship, which, although it has lost much of its intensity after
the successful integration in the Euro-Atlantic structures, still continues to
cause controversies in contemporary Latvia. Namely, by the decision of the
Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia ‘On restoration of the citizenship
rights of the Republic of Latvia and basic rules for naturalization’” on
15 October 1991, which was adopted with an aim to determine a set of
citizens, who were eligible to participate in the parliamentary elections
of independent Latvia in 1993, and the succeeding Citizenship Law of 11
August 1994, the citizenship of Latvia was granted only to the persons who
had been Latvian citizens up to 17 June 1940, and their descendants. Such
a decision left approximately 750,000 Latvian inhabitants with the status
of non-citizens (Naturalization Board of the Republic of Latvia, 2009, p. 11),
restricting certain political and economic rights, for example, to stand in and

7 Author’s translation from Par Latvijas Republikas pilsonu tiesibu atjaunoSanu un
naturalizacijas pamatnoteikumiem (in Latvian).
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vote in elections or buy property. With the population of 2.54 million at the
beginning of 1994 (Central Statistical Bureau of Latvia, 1994), more than
one-fourth of the population was thus left out of the so-called demos of the
state of Latvia.

The citizenship issue could be arguably the most important factor that
determined the choice towards restoring not establishing the state. Latvia’s
ethnic composition had changed dramatically during the Soviet times, when
mass immigration from all over the Soviet Union but mainly from Russia,
Belarus and Ukraine was intentionally forced. The immigration rate from
1940 to 1990 was 941,000 people altogether, and as a result of the immigration,
Latvians constituted just 52% of the population in 1989 (compared to the
almost 80% before the Second World War) (Bleiere et al., 2005, pp. 378—
379). Of the population of 2.67 million in 1989 (Central Statistical Bureau
of Latvia, 1989), 1.39 million were Latvians, while more than a million
were so-called Eastern Slavs (Russians—905,500; Belarusians—119,700;
Ukrainians—92,100), forming 42% of the population (Zvidrins, 2018, p. 504).
As regards other ethnic groups, their number had not changed dramatically
by 1989 in comparison to the situation in 1918, except for Germans and
Jews, whose numbers had diminished substantially, especially those of the
former. The figures reported for 1989 were the following: Polish—60,500,
Lithuanians—34,600, Jews—22,900, Roma—7,000, Germans—3,800, and
Estonians—3,300 (Zvidrins, 2018, p. 504).

Thus, in the 1990s, the most important difference with the period of 1917—
1922 was the high proportion of the Russian-speaking population in Latvia.
Compared to the situation in 1918, at the time when the Republic of Latvia
was declared, the number of Russians had increased by more than seven
times. Such an increase in the Russian-speaking part of the population,
alongside the overall Russification policy, left the Latvians the perception
that their existence was endangered, which led to favoring the exclusive
approach regarding the citizenship. This perception was probably even more
strengthened by the realization of the actual number of the citizens of 1940
and their descendants in Latvia in 1989, which became evident after the
Citizens’ Movement (established in 1989 by the then active political and civil
organizations, such as the LNNK, Helsinki-86, the radical wing of the LTF,
etc.) called them to register. The main aim of this activity was to identify the
number of citizens and potential candidates in advance of the next steps towards
independence; yet, after the appeals of the Citizens Movement’s more radical
wing, it was accepted by the LTF that the Citizens’ Congress, elected by the
registered citizens, could form a “reserve” government, which would follow the
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course of independent Latvia without cooperating and compromising with the
Communists, in case the attempts to do it in the so-called parliamentary way
via the Supreme Council of the Latvian SSR failed. It has been revealed that
before the elections of the Citizens’ Congress (in April 1990), 806,974 people
registered as citizens of 1940 and their descendants (Jundzis, 2013, p. 9).
Although this fact exemplifies the support of a huge part of the population to
the ideas of independence in highly uncertain political circumstances—before
the elections of the Supreme Council of the Latvian SSR and the adoption of
the Independence declaration—it also indicates the minority status of the
citizens of 1940 and their descendants in 1990 in Latvia, which could have
inspired thoughts on the need to legally strengthen the status of pre-1940
citizens and their descendants.

However, the decisions on citizenship disillusioned many supporters of an
independent Latvia who were left without the citizenship in the 1990s. It
can be assumed that many of them were supporting the move towards the
independence of Latvia and stood on the barricades throughout 1991. A few
facts may be given to illustrate the situation. On 17 March 1991, the Union-
wide referendum on the preservation of the USSR took place. Governments
of the Baltic States refused to take part in it and organized alternative
referendums about their independence instead. In Latvia, the referendum
took place on 3 March 1991, and 87.5% of the voting population (1.9 million
people) participated in it; of them 73.8% voted for independence (Bleiere et
al., 2005, p. 409). In figures, around 1.2 million people, or 65% of the voting
population, voted for it, which indicates that not only ethnic Latvians or
pre-1940 citizens and their descendants but also representatives of other
ethnic groups or immigrant communities voted for the independence. The
number of opponents to independence was considerably lower—24.7% of the
voting population or 411,500 people voted against Latvian independence,
constituting 22% of the voting population. These numbers largely coincide
with the results of the USSR referendum on 17 March 1991, which, though
boycotted by the government of the Republic of Latvia, was held in Latvia
with the support of the Communist Party and the military. One-fourth of
the voting population—501,300 people took part in it, and 95% voted for
the preservation of the USSR. In figures, it is 484,800 people, constituting
around 25% of the voting population. It should be noted that a huge part of
the voters were officers of the Soviet military, the majority of who left Latvia
as a result of the withdrawal of the troops in 1994. It was estimated that
the number of people who formed the Soviet military troops in Latvia in the
transition period of 1990-1991 was around 60,000 (Jundzis, 2014, p. 4).
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Although the issue of support to Latvian independence in interaction with
the citizenship issue is much more complicated than the abovementioned
facts, two conclusions can be drawn. On the one hand, more than half of
the people living in Latvia in 1991 supported the independence of Latvia.
On the other hand, the proportion—one-fourth of the voting population—
being against it was a factor serious enough to consider, especially in the
volatile political circumstances at that time and in a situation where ethnic
Latvians formed only half of the population of Latvia. So the decision of
the government can be understandable and illustrates how self-confidence,
regained by a reference to the 1918 history, can be overridden by fear,
imposed on the nation by the post-1940 events.

4. Conclusion

Independent Latvia emerged and re-emerged under highly uncertain and
volatile circumstances. The self-sacrificing activities of Latvian statesmen
led to the recognition of the Republic of Latvia by the world’s superpowers;
with this the basis for international relations was established, which was
further extended and developed during the interwar period. International
recognition was a highly important factor marking the irreversible character
of independence, which notwithstanding the violation of it by the Soviet
Union proved to be true in the long-term perspective.

The issue of people who belonged to the set of the citizens of the independent
state turned out to be more complicated. Due to the historical peculiarities,
the relationship between Latvians and some ethnic minorities was rather
tense at the moment when the state of Latvia was formed. The trend can be
observed in the context of Baltic Germans, the Polish (its nobility) and the
community of conservative Russians, and can be explained by the heritage
of the collective memory of the minorities that more or less prevailed, for
centuries, in the political, administrative, economic and educational realms
of the region. Despite it all, the minorities took part in the Latvian War of
Independence on the side of anti-Bolshevist forces since the early days of the
Republic of Latvia and later in the Latvian army. After the Latvian War of
Independence, the minorities successfully participated in the social, cultural
and political processes of the state, especially during its parliamentary
period until 15 May 1934.
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While in 1918 Latvia chose an inclusive approach towards citizenship,
including in it all ethnic groups living within the boundaries of the Latvian
territory, in the 1990s an exclusive approach was chosen, recognizing only
the citizens of the pre-1940 state and their descendants as citizens. In this,
the role of historical memory is undeniable, establishing a narrative of
a noble but oppressed state. Indeed, on the one hand, the courage of the
Latvian nation to do the brave proclamation act of 1918 fed the national
awakening movement at the end of the 1980s, leading to the restoration
of the “noble” 1918 republic. On the other hand, repressions of the Soviet
regime towards the Latvian nation as well as forced immigration and
Russification overshadowed the positive post-First World War experience of
ethnic co-existence, which allowed the fear of returning to the status of an
“oppressed” state to dominate in the reasoning. Thus, legalization of the fact
of the Soviet occupation was the primary concern in the 1990s, and for this
purpose the 1922 Constitution proved to be an appropriate tool.

Overall, this article revealed only a few aspects of the very complex history
of founding and consolidation of the state a hundred years ago, and its
resonance in contemporary history. November 18 and May 4 are two national
holidays, celebrating the establishment and the restoration of independent
Latvia, respectively, and aiming to consolidate the nation around the
narrative of a brave, tough and suffering nation. Post-Second World War
history has contributed to the emphasis on the “suffering” part of it; yet,
history altogether contains countless examples of courage and co-existence
that should be further explored to foster a more positive and cooperative
narrative across all parts of the society.
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