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Lingering dream of “Europe™:
negotiating in-betweeness

and East-West divide

tion and progress in East Central

Europe. This is an overarching
conclusion of the works collected in this
special section — yet, perhaps more than
ever, the idea of Eastern Europe “catching
up” appears outdated in academic, politi-
cal, and public discourses. How, then, to
account for the incongruence in national
perceptions and projections of European-
ness?

More than three decades after the

fall of the Berlin Wall, the persistence of
labels such as “postsocialist” or “former
communist” is criticized among the re-
gion’s politicians and publics alike.! They
are seen to manifest the West’s inability
to move on, rehashing old divisions of the
Cold War order and underappreciating
the development that East Central Europe
has achieved since then. In academic
debates, the notion of postsocialism is
questioned, as it anchors the region in the
ruptures and inequalities of the past rath-
er than in shared intra-European visions

‘ ‘ urope” continues to be a power-
ful signifier of change, aspira-

of the future.? These discussions raise the
issue of the political and epistemological
validity of the divide between Western
and Eastern Europe. They also question
various sensibilities and subjectivities it
has shaped over time.

AT THE SAME TIME, the Russian invasion

of Ukraine and its aggressive, self-pro-
claimed war against the collective West
has revitalized the role of East Central
Europe on the European stage. It has
vindicated small states in the region, who

“ONEOF THEKEY
DYNAMICSINTHE
LIGHT OF THE
ONGOING
WARISTHE
REASSESSMENT
OF KNOWLEDGE
HIERARCHIES.”

as previously marginalized actors now
“have taken a moral and practical lead in
supporting Ukraine’s cause and thus also
reasserting their own political agency”.3
One of the key dynamics in the light of the
ongoing war is the reassessment of knowl-
edge hierarchies that have consistently
overlooked and marginalized perspec-
tives from Eastern Europe, including,

and significantly so, in Western Europe,
in favor of larger, intra-imperial power
politics.*

Postcolonial scholarship has made a
significant contribution by highlighting
and critically assessing the liminal, in-
between positionality of Eastern Europe,
which has contributed to the neglect of
voices and experiences from the region.
Discourses that construct and reproduce
the notion of Eastern Europe “catching
up” have been examined in historical, an-
thropological, and sociological contexts,
as well as across various fields, including
international relations, memory studies,
democratization, and European integra-
tion.5 The key dynamic underlying much
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of the analysis is a certain mutuality be-
tween West and East: Western Europe,
through representing its Eastern coun-
terpart as not yet fully “democratized”,
“liberal”, “progressive”, etc., projects its
own identity in this regard as fully com-
plete and positive. On the other hand,
Eastern Europe, by “self-reinforcing
peripherality”,® continually affirms its
role as a student of the European project.
In doing so, the region indirectly side-
steps the complex realities of realizing
these ideals while maintaining their aspi-
rational status. On the other hand, much
of the populist-authoritarian trends in the
region have been linked to the reaction
against the “imitation paradigm”, in an
effort to assert authenticity in the face of
“ill-fitting Western forms™.”

YET ANIMPORTANT gap remains in this
analysis, as it largely sidesteps the undeni-
able fascination that the idea of Europe
continues to hold in the collective imagi-
naries of Eastern Europeans. This fasci-
nation is difficult to reconcile with the

“ITISNOT SIMPLY
NAIVETY THAT
CHARACTERIZES
HOW EUROPEAN
BELONGING
ISSITUATED
INNATIONAL
DISCOURSES.”

normative impulses of the postcolonial
approach — whether in calls for decolo-
nization, or in provincializing the West
from an Eastern European viewpoint,

or in problematizing the rejection of the
liberal-democratic project by the nativ-
ists. These are necessary and interrelated
efforts; however, they need to be comple-
mented by an understanding of the his-
torical and contemporary realities that
relate to what Slavoj ZiZek once described
as the still naive belief among Eastern
Europeans in Western democracy and its
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In November 2025 there
were large demonstra-
tionsin Latvia against
the parliament’s deci-
sion to withdraw from

values.? Such faith is continuously reaf-
firmed by European flags and slogans in
the pro-democracy protests across the
region. The relation between Europe,
democracy and liberalism as a progres-
sive vision of society holds an imminent
political mobilization value — one that is
difficult to imagine and scale in Western
Europe. However, it is not simply naivety
that characterizes how European belong-
ing is situated in national discourses, but a
more uneven and heterogeneous engage-
ment with the idea of Europe.

THE SPECIAL SECTION explores some of
these intricacies through the case stud-
ies of Poland, Hungary, Latvia and Esto-
nia. Aleksandra Reczuch, in the article
“Caught Between Pasts and Futures: Ne-
gotiating the Meaning of the Left Among
Female Politicians in Post-Socialist Po-
land”, demonstrates how the present-day
Left in Poland is delegitimized and dis-
credited through the dominant anti-com-
munist discourse. For leftist politicians
and activists, the association with the

PHOTO: GINTS IVUSKANS/GETTY IMAGES
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“European project” represents a strategy
to overcome the stigma of the communist
past. This parallels and draws on the ef-
forts of the Polish feminist movement,
which sought to catch up with the waves
of Western feminism and overcome the
“broken genealogy™ of the state-socialist
emancipatory language of equality. The
unifying motif among Polish Leftist par-
ties that “there is no other political force
that is so European”* reveals that the idea
of Europe concerns not only temporal
and spatial dimensions of postsocialist
in-betweenness, as Reczuch insightfully
argues, but also the fundamental dividing
lines of political identity and mobilization
within the country.

HUNGARY, MEANWHILE, constitutes a clear
counterexample to pro-European sen-
timents and is often cited as the most
Eurosceptic country not only in the re-
gion, but also within the EU. Yet, as Anna
Balazs reminds us in the essay “Make
Europe Great Again: The contingencies

of Euroscepticism in illiberal Hungary”,
overall support for EU membership in

the country remains high, and there is no
indication that the government is prepar-
ing for a “Brexit” type of scenario. How,
then, can we understand the government-
promoted Euroscepticism in the Hungar-
ian case? Drawing on Alexei Yurchak’s
concept of hyper-normalization and on
personal narratives of Hungarian intellec-
tuals, Balazs demonstrates how seemingly
contradictory meanings coexist in repre-
sentations of Hungary’s European iden-
tity, both rejecting the perceived threat
from Brussels and affirming the country’s
central place in the European community.
The performative aspect of “Fidesz new
speak” does not constitute a consistent
ideological framework but rather offers a
discursively malleable form in which both
refusal and belonging to Europe can be
enacted. As Balazs concludes, this malle-
ability also reveals cracks in the seemingly
immobile facade of the regime.

The two essays on the Baltic cases each
highlight a different dimension of history
and memory politics that (re)negotiate
European heritage with the national
selves. Gustav Lundberg in “In Pursuit of
the Authentic. Latvia’s Intimate Nation-

alism in the Past, Present and Future”
offers an intriguing analysis of individual-
istic and self-critical Latvian nationalism,
which stands in contrast to the collectivist
and self-aggrandizing narratives of self-
hood traditionally associated with the
East. Lundberg situates this particular
notion of Latvian identity within the
context of the lingering influence of the
German idealist philosopher Johann Got-
tlieb Fichte. Fichte’s work is echoed in the
celebration of the national past that leads
not to patriotic exaltation but the idea
that “the people - drifting further away

“IT WOULD BE
AMISTAKETO
DISMISS THE
POLITICALLY,
SOCIALLY,
HISTORICALLY, AND
PHILOSOPHICALLY
POTENT MEANING
OF ‘EUROPE’.”

from the idealized mores with the passing
of time — is inherently imperfect, and in
need of urgent course-correction”." The
national imperfection is the responsibility
of each individual, which aligns well with
the contemporary neoliberal framework
of governance and the long-standing alli-
ance between center-right and national-
ist parties in Latvia. For Lundberg, this
points to a more general potential trend in
how the European commitment to liberal
and individualist values can be linked
with national(ist) selves, an Enlighten-
ment heritage whose influence continues
to ripple through Latvia.

IN AN ESSAY about recent contentions in
reconfiguring memoryscapes in Estonia,
Triin Reidla and Anu Soojirv trace the
different attitudes to preserving the heri-
tage of past oppressive regimes. Since
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, Soviet monu-
ments, memorials, and other sites of
symbolic value have been increasingly re-
moved from public spaces, even in places

where their significance has evolved over
time, becoming more localized and less
connected to the sites’ original meanings.
As the authors contend, these processes
reflect the deep trauma and suffering as-
sociated with the Soviet regime, yet they
also signify the need for a broader discus-
sion about how the meaning of the Soviet
occupation is told, and the role of tangible
heritage in this context. The difficult na-
ture of dealing with oppressive colonial
pasts is further demonstrated by the reno-
vation of the former Estonian Knighthood
House, particularly the reinstatement of
Baltic German memorabilia, which was
already removed during the interwar
period of the Estonian Republic. Reidla
and Soojdrv raise the question of how

the Baltic German legacy is remembered
today, problematizing the emphasis on its
presentable, peaceful, and harmonious
character, which, however, gives neither a
“full nor visible story of the Baltic German
authority in Estonia”.”?

ALL THE TEXTS presented in this special
section tell a story that is straightforward
in its focalization of Europeanness as a
reference point for the self, indicative of
the deep-seated tensions of the East-West
divide, and negotiating ideas of future,
change, and progress as part of a distinct-
ly “European project”. Yet it also reflects
the unevenness, perhaps the most signifi-
cant feature of postsocialist landscapes,
and heterogeneity, both between and
within the countries. There is no single
narrative of what “catching up” means,
certainly not in the ways it has been theo-
rized and measured by teleologically ori-
entated research programs of the region.
However, it would be a mistake to dismiss
the politically, socially, historically, and
philosophically potent meaning of “Eu-
rope” that is still held in the region.

Just recently, in November 2025, one
of the largest demonstrations in Latvian
history took place against parliament’s
sudden decision to withdraw from the
Istanbul Convention, a localization of a
notable contention point in the global
“anti-gender” war. Locked in a bitter
intra-coalition struggle, it was unclear
how the issue would be framed in a grow-
ing public and civil society resistance to



73

introduction

Debates on Russia’s Invasion of Ukraine”,
Contemporary Security Policy vol. 45, no. 2
(2024): 171-209. https://doi.org/10.1080/13523
260.2023.2288468.

the parliament’s decision. Alongside calls
for fighting gender violence, safeguard-
ing human rights and combating Kremlin
disinformation, another stark identity
signal emerged, one that arguably took
the heaviest load of public mobilization.
It was the call not to leave Europe behind,
and to remain steadfastly on the Euro-
pean path for society.* With the public
pressure, the decision to withdraw was
postponed until the next parliamentary

5  Sharad Chari and Katherine Verdery.
“Thinking between the Posts:
Postcolonialism, Postsocialism, and
Ethnography after the Cold War”,
Comparative Studies in Society and History vol.
51, n0. 1(2009): 6—34. https://doi.org/10.1017/
$0010417509000024; Madina Tlostanova,
“Introduction: A Leap Into the Void?” in

election, a fragile but nevertheless strong
win for the civic resistance.

AS THIS CASE illuminates, the invocation
of “Europe” is not merely a reactive,
imitative, or reactionary trope — it can be
and is a part of the struggle to preserve
democratic values and society. Through
burgeoning critical perspectives, we are

ed., Madina Tlostanova Postcolonialism and
Postsocialism in Fiction and Art: Resistance
and Re-Existence (Springer International
Publishing, 2017); Maria Malksoo, The Politics
of Becoming European (Routledge, 2009);
Lelde Luik, “Understanding Democracy

in Eastern Europe: Radical Democratic
Perspective with a View from Latvia”, New
Political Science vol. 44, no. 2 (2022): 297—308.
https://doi.org/10.1080/07393148.2022.2060006
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Viktor Orban at a press conference in Brussels on December 14, 2023.
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The contingencies of Euroscepticisminilliberal Hungary

abstract

The article examines the role of Euroscepticism in the con-
struction of an illiberal hegemonic regime by the Hungarian
government, and its operationalization by right wing public
intellectuals in their professional and subjective geopo-
litical analyses. Building on Alexei Yurchak’s concept of
hypernormalisation, it argues that Hungarian Eurosceptic
narratives have become part of a formalized authorita-

tive discourse that provides a guiding framework for the
regime’s intellectuals to voice their opinion about global
politics and contemporary history, while leaving space for a
set of diverse and often contradictory meanings to emerge
in relation to Europe and the European Union.

KEYWORDS: Hungary, Euroscepticism, geopolitics, illiberal-
ism, hypernormalisation
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by Anna Balazs

n a period characterized by the rise of Eurosceptic voices
over all of Europe, Hungary stands out as a country where
Euroscepticism has become a fundamental building block
of official government communication in the last decade. A
strategy like this appears unusual from a country that has been
amember of the European Union since 2004, and whose long-
standing leader, Viktor Orban, took pride in implementing the
greater part of negotiations about Hungary’s EU accession dur-
ing his first appointment as prime minister between 1998—2002.!
The radical change in official attitudes towards the EU is part
of a broader process of geopolitical repositioning that has been
taking place in Hungary since the 2010s? and culminated at the
beginning of the Russia-Ukraine war with the Hungarian govern-
ment taking a deliberately nonaligned stance in the EU-policy on
supporting Ukraine.3 The ambiguity of government-promoted
Euroscepticism in Hungary is rooted in the contradiction be-
tween rhetoric and action: while the official narrative portrays
Brussels and the European Union as a permanent source of
threat,* the government has not expressed any substantial intent
of a Brexit-type exodus over the last fifteen years. Considering
the critical dependence of Hungarian economy on European
funding, and the — despite the ongoing hostile rhetoric — positive



view of EU-membership by a significant majority of Hungarians,’
the lack of explicitly pro-exit voices is not surprising. However,
under such circumstances, the dominant role of Euroscepticism
in government communication appears even more puzzling:

If Eurosceptic discourse is not being deployed to prepare a po-
tential future EU-exit, or to exploit any significant anti-EU senti-
ments among the population, what function does it fulfil and
how does it operate? To answer the above questions, the present
article examines the role of Euroscepticism in the construction
of an illiberal hegemonic regime by the Hungarian government,
and its operationalization by right wing public intellectuals in
their professional and subjective geopolitical analyses. Building
on Alexei Yurchak’s concept of hypernormalisation,® I argue that
Hungarian Eurosceptic narratives have become part of a formal-
ized authoritative discourse that provides a guiding framework
for the regime’s intellectuals to voice their opinion about global
politics and contemporary history, while leaving space for a set
of diverse and often contradictory meanings to emerge in rela-
tion to Europe and the European Union.

Euroscepticism,illiberalism, populism

The war Fidesz government has been waging on the European
Union since the beginning of its second term in 2010 is simul-
taneously an instrument and a consequence of illiberal regime
building. The term “illiberal turn” is used to signify a withdrawal
from the principles of the liberal-democratic consensus of 1989
by governments in Eastern Europe,
with Poland and Hungary as the lead-
ing examples.” Orban himself also
used the expression in a 2014 speech
where he announced that his govern-
ment was building an illiberal state,
explaining it as an attempt to find an
alternative model to Western liberal
democracy in building a successful
country.® Due to the supranational
democratic safeguarding mecha-
nisms built into its functioning, the
European Union appeared as an ob-
stacle in the process. The first point
of contention between Hungary and
the EU concerned the constitutional
and legislative reform of 2011, which
was criticized by multiple EU bodies
due to its anti-democratic nature.®

To refute this criticism, Orban adopted an openly anti-EU rheto-
ric, reframing the objections coming from the EU as a foreign
intervention threatening the sovereignty of Hungary.”° The next
major conflict between the Hungarian government and the

EU was elicited by the 2015 refugee crisis. Responding to the
increased number of asylum seekers arriving in Hungary from
Middle Eastern countries, the government introduced a series of
new border protection measures and amendments in national
asylum legislation to minimize the number of migrants entering
the country. The “Hungarian solution™" to the crisis triggered an

“IFEUROSCEPTIC
DISCOURSEISNOT
BEINGDEPLOYEDTO
PREPARE APOTENTIAL
FUTURE EU-EXIT,
ORTOEXPLOIT ANY
SIGNIFICANT ANTI-EU
SENTIMENTS AMONG
THEPOPULATION, WHAT
FUNCTIONDOESIT
FULFILANDHOW
DOESIT OPERATE?”
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infringement procedure initiated by the European Commission
and widespread criticism from the international community.
While maintaining the sovereigntist narrative about Hungary’s
right to decide about their own future and reject the migrant
quota proposed by the EU, Orban broadened the scope of the
debate by reframing it as a civilizational struggle where Hun-
gary stands for the protection of “traditional” European values
against a post-nationalist and post-Christian ideology.?
Deployed in response to criticism from the EU to assure
legitimacy to government policies rendered as problematic, Eu-
rosceptic narratives can be seen as a consequence of illiberal re-
structuring in Hungary. At the same time, when we consider the
logic of populist discursive regimes, the use of anti-EU rhetoric
also appears to be a vital instrument in building and maintaining
the illiberal hegemony. Populist ideology positions an authentic
and “hard-working” majority against a corrupt and inauthentic
elite at the top and a group of “outsiders” and “dangerous class-
es” at the bottom, advocating the reclamation of political power
by “ordinary people”.? The populist rhetoric utilizes a narrative
of permanent crisis, constantly identifying new enemies and
threats from which the population needs to be protected.* As a
supranational organization with a human rights agenda support-
ing groups of “outsiders” and minorities deemed undesirable by
Hungarian government policy, the European Union offers itself
as an ideal object of this rhetoric in Hungary. Over the last fifteen
years, the Orban government repeatedly built on the above char-
acteristics to portray the EU as an
abstract — or in the case of infringe-
ment procedures, direct — threat to
Hungary, positioning themselves as
the protector of national sovereignty
against a hostile global power.

THE RISE OF populist movements in
Eastern Europe is rooted in a set of
concrete material processes and so-
cial experiences which had been ana-
lyzed in relation to the effects of neo-
liberal transformation in the region
since the 1990s, and the consecutive
crises of global capitalism." Talking
about the related phenomenon of
neonationalism, Don Kalb argues
that these movements are “driven by
the contradictions of the neoliberal
globalizations of the last 40 years”, but “they are not the resolu-
tion of these contradictions, and they therefore keep embodying
and prolonging them in twisted ways”.* The anti-EU rhetoric of
the Orban government is animated by the above paradox: if their
critique of the contemporary neoliberal world order does not
address its core problems in a meaningful way, what is the real
sphere of influence where it operates? In his article on Hungar-
ian migration policy, James W. Scott conceptualizes government-
promoted Euroscepticism “not as an attempt to dismantle or
exit from the EU, but rather as a form of anti-politics”" contest-
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Fidesz billboard campaign reads “Vote on ukraine's eu membership, don't let them decide over our

heads!”

ing Western liberal hegemony. The disagreement about the pre-
ferred direction of European integration is amplified and used
by the government to reaffirm their position as a nation in the
“ontological insecurity* of global capitalism, while open politi-
cal conflicts with the European Union serve as a tool to generate
a perpetual state of crisis, justifying the government’s purpose
and their further implementation of the “illiberal playbook”.!?

Hypernormalisation

The above discussion suggests that Euroscepticism, while rooted
inreal world concerns, operates primarily as a discursive tool in
the Hungarian political context. The anti-
EU speeches and billboard campaigns of
the government address neither the prob-
lematic aspects of the European Union,
nor a substantial popular discontent with
it, but the day-to-day reproduction of he-
gemonic discourse. In this discourse, the
literal meaning of the messages becomes
secondary to the government’s aim to
elicit a certain set of emotions and shape
the political subjectivity of citizens by thematizing public discus-
sions. To better understand the functioning of this discourse and
the role of Euroscepticism within it, I draw on Alexei Yurchak’s
concept of hypernormalisation.® In his linguistic ethnography
of the late Soviet period, Yurchak talks about the hypernormali-
sation of Soviet authoritative discourse, referring to the process
when discursive forms are formalized and infinitely reproduced
in various contexts of public life, while their constative (i.e.
literal) meaning becomes contingent and unpredictable. In con-

SZAVAZAS UKRAIJINA
EU-TAGSAGAROL

NE HAGYJUK,
HOGY A FEJUNK
FELETT
DONTSENEK!

“ANTI-EU SLOGANS
CONSTITUTE
ANIMPORTANT
ELEMENT OF THIS
‘FIDESZNEW
SPEAK'.”
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A page from an anti-migrant booklet
passed out by the Hungarian govern-
ment. The headline says “Several hun-

source:FiDEszHU  dred ‘no-go’ areas in Europe’s big cities.”

texts like this, the performative dimension of a discourse takes
precedence over the constative dimension: by participating in
the discourse through repeating or referring to its formalized
messages, participants contribute to its reproduction regardless
of their position towards its literal contents.

WHILE FARLESS COMPREHENSIVE and meticulously developed
than the Soviet authoritative discourse, Hungarian government
communication demonstrates signs of hypernormalisation. In
the fifteen years of its uninterrupted governance, the Orban
government had developed a new layer of language consisting of
slogans, neologisms and repurposed ex-
pressions that they use to communicate
government policy and to cement their
message in the minds of citizens. Anti-EU
slogans constitute an important element
of this “Fidesz new speak”. During the
last decade, the government launched a
new billboard campaign with an anti-EU
message almost every year.? Examples
include: “Let’s stop Brussels!” from 2017
inrelation to the proposed “migrant quotas”; “Are you angry at
Brussels?” from 2021 in reference to a package of mixed griev-
ances of the time; “The sanctions from Brussels are destroying
us” from 2022 in relation to the EU sanctions against Russia; and
the “We don’t dance to the rhythm of their whistle” in 2023 in
reaction to the ongoing EU infringement procedure against Hun-
gary. These are only a few examples of the slogans and messages
which have become ubiquitous in Hungarian public discourse,
serving as a sort of background noise to public life regardless of

SOURCE: HUMAN RIGTHS WATCH.
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Refugees on the Hungarian M1 highway on their march towards the Austrian border, September 2015.

individual political sympathies. As Annastiina Kallius and Rik
Adriaans (2022) show, standardized and reproduceable forms of
state propaganda become sources of memes on the opposition
side due to their memetic character, allowing the government to
set the discursive frames not only for government communica-
tion but also for its criticism.

Yurchak developed the concept of hypernormalisation to ex-
plain Soviet citizens’ relationship to the authoritative discourse
of the period beyond binaries of domination and resistance. He
argued that the highly formalized and ritualized nature of late
Soviet discourse enabled the reproduction of the regime on the
level of performative practices while leaving their constative di-
mension “unsupervised”, allowing citizens to attach new and un-
predictable meanings to these forms.? In the Hungarian context,
a similar “heteronymous shift”* can be observed not only among
the citizens but also within the government itself. Expressions
lose their fixed meaning and become floating signifiers that can be
deployed according to the changing political requirements of the
moment. The concept of Europe is also subject to these volatile
processes of signification: depending on the context, Orban can
reframe the battle against (liberal) Europe as a battle for (nation-
based, Christian) Europe, claiming to “make Europe great again”
and emerging from the discussion as a representative of true Eu-
ropean values instead of a leading figure of Euroscepticism.?

THE HYPERNORMALISATION of government discourse results in
the creation of a heteronymous shift on the level of citizens as
well, but in a different way. While the state strategically adjusts
the meaning of words according to its political needs, citizens
incorporate hegemonic ideas into their subjective lifeworlds

PHOTO: WIKIMEDIA COMMONS

composed of unique personal histories and material conditions.
Public intellectuals of the ruling regime, however, belong to a
specific intermediary category: as mediators between the domi-
nant and popular classes,?® their narratives represent the inter-
ests of the state, but at the same time, they are individual people
with their own autonomous political subjectivity shaped by
different life trajectories. Using interview data, the remainder of
this paper demonstrates how members of the ruling intelligen-
tsia position themselves in relation to the Eurosceptic discourse
of the government.

Heteronymous shift

The data presented here is from a small-scale qualitative study
conducted in the autumn of 2024. I interviewed ten public intel-
lectuals, each currently or previously employed by government-
related institutions as researchers or consultants, and, when
available, analyzed their public commentary about real-time
political events of the study period. The study participants were
born between 1960 and 1990; the beginning of their political so-
cialization falls either within the late socialist period or the early
21% century. Each participant has been selected because their
previous scientific work or public activity demonstrates genuine
interest in the topic of geopolitics. The main objective of the
study was to learn about how right-wing intellectuals think about
the Russia-Ukraine war and the geopolitical perspectives of Hun-
gary. The following analysis uses insights from the interviews
specifically reflecting on the role of Europe and the European
Union in Hungarian politics.

My respondents’ attitude regarding the European Union was
characterized by an ambiguity similar to the one that defines
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government policy: eight out of ten participants articulated vary-
ing degrees of criticism towards the EU, but each participant reit-
erated that Hungary belongs to the European Union. The central
government narrative, according to which Hungary is under
constant unjust attack by the European Union due to its “un-
orthodox” politics, was referenced by most of the respondents
in arbitrary points of the conversation.

The last straw for me was yesterday, the Von der Leyen
speech. The President of the European Commission is
lying about Hungary, publishing false data. She is di-
rectly interfering in Hungarian politics. (respondent A)

The thing that really bothers me is that they [the EU]
are withholding the money. I categorically consider it
robbery. There are a lot of lawyers in my family, all of
them say that legally, we are entitled to it. But they [the
EU] always come up with new [excuses], so it seems like
they don’t want to give it to us, on political grounds.
(respondent B)

Hungary is trying to radically change the approach to
migration, the EU leaders are furious about this by the
way, you know, they punished Hungary for this quite
severely. (respondent C)

However, when talking about the European Union directly, the
assessments of the same people have shown significant diversity.
For some participants, the narrative about the EU threatening
Hungarian sovereignty corresponded to aspects of their lived
experience. Multiple people, all of whom grew up in the socialist
period, perceived the shared liberal principles of the European
Union as a form of ideological imperialism similar to the one
they or their families experienced coming from the Soviet Union
before 1990.

They tell you what to think. They tell you what to think
about abortion. About gay marriage. I do support gay mar-
riage by the way, except when it’s imposed by Brussels.

Repeating another panel of government communication, one
participant said that “the European Union is currently a greater
threat to Hungary’s sovereignty and future than Moscow”.
While acknowledging the role of Russia as an aggressor in the
current war, he explained that the goals of contemporary Rus-
sia are merely military and economic, and “they do not have a
message”, while the European Union has an agenda to create

a progressive liberal hegemony in every member state. Other
participants pointed out the hypocrisy of the EU in criticizing
Hungarian foreign policy about the war.

They [other EU countries] maintain economic relations
with Russia, while condemning Hungary for doing the
same. They are just doing it silently. So, everyone is piss-
ing in the pool, only Orban is pissing from the trampoline.

In their assessments of current geopolitics, participants often
reflected on the historical experience of “being abandoned by
the West” in 1956 after the Hungarian anti-Soviet revolution, ar-
guing that the present Western support towards Ukraine is either
“empty words” or motivated by material interests connected

to the weapon industry and Ukrainian rare earth minerals. The
above examples show that in many cases, the anti-EU rhetoric
of the government is reiterated by the intellectuals connected to
the regime as an integral part of their autonomous geopolitical
analysis, as it resonates with elements of their personal experi-
ence. In cases like this, the speakers build on both the consta-
tive and performative dimension of the Eurosceptic discourse,
expressing their criticism regarding a problematic aspect of the
EU while reaffirming their belonging to a political community.
In other cases, while voicing the current Eurosceptic narratives,
participants articulated an attitude towards the European Union
based on previous reference points of conservative right-wing
identification. One person mentioned the remedying influence
of the EU accession in relation to the Trianon trauma, a funda-
mental component of Hungarian conservative identity.

But otherwise, the EUI...] So for me, Trianon hurts a lot,
and the EU healed my wounds. The fact that I can go to
Transylvania, to my grandparents’ native village, as if I
were going to Budapest, it’s a wonderful thing. I mean,
there’s the political upheaval now, and the robbery, well,
but anyway, the EU itself, I think, is a very good thing.

Another person, after heavily criticizing the current liberal ideol-
ogy of the EU in relation to migration and LGBTQ issues, turned
to a popular conservative narrative that constitutes Hungary as

a Christian bulwark since its foundation, juxtaposing it with the
corrupting “Eastern” or “Asian” influences it identifies as a root
of its contemporary problems.

So, since King Saint Stephen, we have always wanted to
belong to the West. ... When the Renaissance, human-
ism, enlightenment, liberalism, and other Western
ideas arrived, Hungarians were keen to adopt these
ideas. And then, on the other hand, there were those
downward forces that were not Western European
ideas, so the Turkish conquest, then the Russian oc-
cupation, which brought the East, brought despotism,
brought the Asian system to Hungary.

Conclusion

The coexistence of multiple, often contradictory discourses in
personal narratives demonstrate that government-promoted
Euroscepticism, while resonating with existing anti-EU senti-
ments, does not offer a comprehensive interpretive framework
for government-adjacent intellectuals in their geopolitical analy-
sis. Rather, it offers a discursive form that can contain a variety
of different meanings and unite them through a performance

of political belonging without exposing the contradictions in its
content. As Kristof Nagy shows in his study of Hungarian right-



wing intellectuals, the illiberal hegemony that Fidesz is building,
like any hegemony, is never fully coherent but co-opts a variety
of diverse experiences .’ By providing a platform to voice these
multivocal experiences in a highly dramatized context, the Eu-
rosceptic discourse of the Hungarian government serves as an
essential building block in this alternative hegemony.

Yurchak’s theory about the hypernormalisation of late Soviet
discourse was developed to explain the paradox of sudden and
rapid collapse in a political system that was perceived to be per-
manent and indefectible until the very end by the people subject-
ed to it. Similarly to the Soviet Union, the Orban regime has been
increasingly regarded both by its supporters and its opponents
as a political formation whose long-lasting stability is unlikely to
be threatened by momentarily emerging oppositional candidates
or crises. However, the economic decline caused by the end of
global financial conjuncture after 2020 and the EU funding cuts
to Hungary, and a deepening internal political crisis that started
in 2024 and led to the emergence of a new oppositional candidate
with a real potential to challenge Orban, have resulted in a notice-
able discursive change. While it is still perceived by many that
“there is no end in sight”, the political developments of the last
five years created visible cracks in the authoritative discourse of
the Orban regime, and made it possible to think about the end of
the current system as a real possibility. E

Anna Balazs is a Postdoctoral Research Fellow
at the Centre for Baltic and East European
Studies (CBEES), Sédertdrn University.
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Latvia’s intimate nationalismin the past, present and future

abstract

This essay traces the development of Latvian nationalism from its
emergence in the 19" century to the present, particularly examining
how the relationship between the individual and the nation has been
interpreted. By relying on the ideas of Johann Gottlieb Fichte and his
idealization of authentic cultures, this essay examines his influences
on the invention of authentic Latvian culture (and people) in the 19"
century, as well as the afterlives of Fichte's ideas during the Ulmanis
regime, the independence struggle in the 1980s, and finally, in the
contemporary, liberal era. The essay argues that the unfavorable
comparison to their idealized, “authentic” selves has contributed to a
discourse in which people are expected to engage in a personal and
inherently intimate relationship with their nation. | argue that these
principles produce an anti-populist nationalism that distinguishes
Latvian nationalism from its European counterparts.

KEYWORDS: Latvia, nationalism, populism, particularism, authentic-
ity, Fichte.
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by Gustav Lundberg

etween 2017 and 2022, Latvia celebrated its first
hundred years of independence. The centenary was
structured around the leitmotifs “I am Latvia”, “I
make Latvia” and “I create Latvia”, with each year
accompanied by its own theme: will, birth, heroism, freedom
and growth.! The celebrations began with the commemora-
tion of Latvia’s 1990 restoration of independence on May 4. In
preparation for the centenary, the Latvian Ministry of Culture
decided to rebrand the occasion, naming it White Tablecloth
Day.2 The Ministry described the updated commemorative day
as “the new May 4 tradition”, which sought “to gather families,
friends, neighbors, and communities around a white-clad table,
cherishing [...] the gift of living in a free country.”? Furthermore,
the Ministry encouraged celebrants to run or walk routes resem-
bling the geographic shape of Latvia* — an idea further devel-
oped the following year with the event “Run Latvia Around the
World”, organized by various diaspora communities.5 Besides
gathering with loved ones over a festive meal, nationally minded

PHOTO: LATVIAN NATIONAL CENTRE FOR CULTURE



individuals were invited to celebrate Latvia by performing its in-
dependence through isolated acts of walking or jogging.

As historian Eric Hobsbawm reminds us, inventing traditions
was entirely comme il faut in most European countries in the 19
century.® In contemporary times, such projects inevitably raise
questions. Why do Latvian decision-makers feel the urge to ele-
vate the national consciousness of the population by developing
“new traditions”? And what explains the private and atomized
manner of celebration suggested by the Ministry?

ICONTEND THAT White Tablecloth Day exemplifies two distinct
features of Latvian nationalism. Firstly, Latvian nationalism is
particularist in nature, meaning that the unicity and authenticity
of national culture are emphasized and elevated. As Hobsbawm
argues, the invention of new traditions primarily serves to
strengthen in-group cohesion, thereby distinguishing the na-
tional culture from others.” The particular importance ascribed
to authenticity moreover fosters an idealization of the past

at the expense of the present. Secondly, the content of White
Tablecloth Day illustrates the intimacy of Latvian nationalism.
By proposing the concept of intimate nationalism, I describe the
process by which the fate of the nation is embedded in each indi-
vidual citizen, as illustrated by the act of bringing the nation into
the intimate, private sphere — whether to a white-clad kitchen
table or incorporated into citizens’ exercise routines.

The intimate and internalized relationship between individu-
al and nation produces a form of national-
ism distinct from the nationalist populism
that has reaped political triumphs across
the world in recent years. Typically, right-
wing populists hold a Manichean view of
“the people” — the custodians of common
sense — as morally superior to a depraved
elite”.® In contrast, the yearning for
authenticity among Latvian nationalists
causes them to idealize not the people,
but their forefathers. Moreover, the resto-
ration of authentic national culture depends on the actions of ev-
ery citizen. The people — drifting further away from the idealized
mores with the passing of time — is inherently imperfect, and in
need of urgent course-correction. In this way, Latvia’s intimate
nationalism fosters policies incentivizing the reinvention of the
authentic people — or, in Latvia’s case, the idealized tauta.

BY ANALYZING the political thought of Johann Gottlieb Fichte
(1762—1814) — one of the lesser-considered influences on the
emergence of Latvian nationalism — I trace intimate national-
ism and its pursuit of authenticity back to their roots. The essay
then explores how Fichtean thought is echoed throughout the
20% century, by examining how the nation is framed in two of
the century’s most politically influential mythological theatrical
pieces — Song of Renewal (1934) and the rock opera Lacpleésis
(1988). Lastly, I explore how Fichtean thought has adapted to the
contemporary period, through studying formulations and nar-
ratives employed by contemporary politicians and policy texts.

“THEPEOPLE
AREINHERENTLY
IMPERFECT,
ANDINNEEDOF
URGENT COURSE-
CORRECTION.”
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The essay concludes that Latvia’s intimate nationalism has con-
tributed to a paradoxical anti-populism, which frames the people
as an inherently imperfect version of themselves.

The genesis of Latvian nationalism

It was not until the 19% century that a Latvian-speaking intel-
ligentsia emerged. As more Latvian speakers left the farmsteads,
anew class of educated Latvian speakers was formed alongside
the factories in Riga and the universities in Dorpat (now Tartu),
St Petersburg and Moscow. Historian Andrejs Plakans observes
that this new social class of intellectuals — who would become
known as the Young Latvians (Jaunlatviesi) — comprised a di-
verse range of personal interests rather than a programmatic,
unidirectional ideology.® However, they were united by the ideas
of Latvian nationalism inspired by the romanticism of Johann
Gottfried Herder (1744—-1803), who idealized rural and authentic
cultures. Crucially, Herder was highly skeptical of states, and en-
visioned a return to a pre-political world of peaceful, coexisting
cultures.” In other words, his philosophy offered few practical
tools for ensuring the longevity of Latvian culture in the face of
the numerically and politically dominant German and Russian
cultures. Instead, the Young Latvians — and especially the writer,
linguist and agitator Atis Kronvalds (1837-1875), who has been
described as the father of Latvian nationalism, were mainly in-
fluenced by the political thought of Johann Gottlieb Fichte."

To better understand Fichte’s political thought, it is necessary
to gauge the European political landscape
of his time. Fichte formulated his Address-
es to the German Nation (1808) during the
Napoleonic Wars, specifically during the
French occupation of Berlin.? German
resentment towards the universalism
championed by Napoleon was, therefore,
increasing. The period also saw grow-
ing skepticism towards the universalism
preached by Christian institutions whose
influence was declining. By rejecting the
universalisms of both Napoleon and the church — and by idealiz-
ing the particular over the universal — Fichte’s political philoso-
phy challenged traditional conceptions of legitimacy as either
divinely ordained to monarchs or established by sheer force.

ESSENTIALLY, FICHTE SHARED many of Herder’s ideals, particularly
regarding the intrinsic value of preserving the uniqueness of lan-
guage and culture. Convinced that the authenticity of cultures
and languages should not only be defended, but also developed,
Fichte considered it paramount that national cultures be given
the opportunity to grow within the boundaries of political states.
Indeed, Fichte prophesized that:

[...] in such a secluded nation, the members of which
live with each other and very rarely with foreigners,
and which receives its peculiar way of life [...] a very
high degree of national honor [and] character will very
quickly develop.*
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Crucially, Fichte’s political thought was motivated by a disdain
for “artificial” cultures, considering German national culture to
possess an authenticity lacking in all other major cultures. The
superiority of ‘Germanness’ lay in its purity of language. Com-
pared to the linguistic mixtures of French, English, and Italian,
the German language — according to Fichte — had remained true
to its roots. The superior authenticity of German culture also
endowed the German nation with a special responsibility to lead
the world into an era of all-encompassing freedom.' To Fichte’s
chagrin, however, few of his contemporaries — who, according
to the philosopher, had been led astray by the depraved “alien
ways”'¢ — were prepared to embark on such a venture. Philoso-
pher Alain Renaut argues that Fichte’s idea of the nation stressed
Germanness as educability (“la nationalité est, en effet, pensée
en termes [...] deducabilité”)”. For Fichte, the salvation of Ger-
many depended on his compatriots’ efforts to become their
destined, authentic selves — a dream that could only be realized
through returning to the mores of the idealized German people.

THE RESONANCE OF Fichte’s ideas among the Young Latvians is un-
surprising given the precarious status of Latvian culture in the 19
century. Lacking the necessary protection offered by a state with
sufficient economic and military means, Latvian intellectuals were
forced to find other ways to further their cause. Authenticity was
soon identified as key to enhance the legitimacy of the emerging
Latvian nation. Despite large-scale efforts to discover traces of a
great national past, and successful collections of oral culture, such
as folk songs (dainas), the results were ultimately disappointing,
forcing the Young Latvians to invent, rather than discover, traces of
national greatness.®® As a result, elaborate cultural treasures were
constructed, including a detailed pantheon of Baltic gods and god-
desses as well as the national epic Lacplésis (Bear Slayer).

Written by Andrejs Pumpurs and published in 1888, Lacplésis
depicts the adventures of the eponymous warrior, and his re-
sistance against the onslaught of German crusaders in the 12
century. While the hero fights on behalf of a pagan pantheon

Postage stamp from 1995,
depicting Lacplésis

Left: Lacplésis (Bear-Slayer)
design element in the
Freedom Monument, Riga,

that has chosen him to resist Christianity, the villain
Kangars instead agrees to spread “the one true faith”
to the land. Lacplesis is ultimately vanquished in a
duel with the Black Knight, a brutal Teutonic warrior
who casts the hero into the river Daugava. The fram-
ing of Latvia in the national epic aligns with Fichte’s
political thought in its refusal to accept universalism,
serving as a rallying cry to preserve Latvia’s unicity.

The first half of the 20" century saw Latvians cel-
ebrate their long-sought statehood following World
War I, only to mourn its passing at the outset of World
War II. After Soviet annexation in 1940, half a cen-
tury of occupation passed before Latvia regained its
independence in 1991. In the following chapter, I will
examine how the Latvian nation was framed during
this period, both in its darkest hour and in times of tri-
umph, by exploring two mythological theater pieces
that attracted remarkably high attendance numbers.
A total of 106 000 people attended Song of Renewal
over its three performances, while the rock opera Lacplésis
drew 160 000 spectators over 43 performances. In other words,
these productions were seen by a substantial part of the popula-
tion. Their popularity, as well as their mythological and nation-
alist content, make them particularly relevant and influential
reflections of the most prominent themes within the nationalist
discourse of their respective periods.

The past:intimate nationalism
inthe 20* century

During its first fifteen years of independence, Latvia was gov-
erned by democratic governments appointed through universal
elections. In 1934, the period of parliamentary democracy came
to a sudden halt following the coup d’état by Karlis Ulmanis,
leader of the Agrarian Party. The propaganda of the new regime
condemned the preceding parliamentary era as “foreign” and
even “un-Latvian”.? In this way, democracy was linked to the
trope of Latvia’s 600 years of slavery. The parliamentary period
was depicted as the final chapter in Latvia’s history of unending
foreign occupation, while the advent of autocracy conversely
was seen as the ultimate liberation of Latvia.>> Ulmanis, who con-
sidered the narrative of Latvia’s eternal slavery as uninspiring,
instead launched a political project aimed at “national liberation
and rejuvenation”.* Consequently, a discourse centered on indi-
vidual self-improvement emerged in which citizens were tasked
with engaging in their “own internal spiritual regeneration”?
in order to learn how “to sacrifice themselves for the national
collective”.? Conveniently aligning with Fichte’s idea of la na-
tionalité d'educabilité, or the nation as educability, Ulmanis’ proj-
ect brought renewed impetus to the effort to discover authentic
Latvian culture. Unlike previous initiatives, Ulmanis delegated
this task to the citizens, who were given the responsibility of re-
inventing themselves as the idealized tauta.

In contrast to the imperfect people, Ulmanis was depicted
by nationalist intellectuals as the apotheosis of authentic
Latvianness,” and ambitious attempts were made to include Ul-



May 4, 2016. Wreath-laying ceremony at the Freedom Monument in honor of the 26" anniversary of the proclamation of the Declaration of the
Restoration of Independence of the Republic of Latvia.

manis in the Latvian mythological landscape. In Song of Renewal
— alarge open-air theater piece written by Roberts Kroders
(1892—-1956) and staged in the center of Riga just three months af-
ter Ulmanis' putsch — the coup was presented as the final stage in
the Latvian nation’s development towards greatness. The piece
featured the most important milestones in Latvia’s historical
development and cast Kronvalds — the avid reader of Fichte — as
a portal figure who empowered the Latvian people to rediscover
their national spirit. The play faithfully portrays Kronvalds’ Fich-
tean influences, and frames the nation
as inherently tied to its authenticity and
ancientness. However, it also echoes the
renewed project of “rejuvenation” by
framing the fate of the nation as depen-
dent on the will of every individual. Kro-
nvalds functions as a mouthpiece for this
new intimate Latvian nationalism, calling
for the Latvians — the “ancient and renowned tauta” — to “keep
fighting”. Crucially, Kronvalds does not call for a fight against
foreign oppressors, instead asserting that “our hardest battle is
against Latvians themselves,”? implying that the Latvian nation
is divided between a good tauta and more sinister elements who
do not pay proper heed to their nationhood. The play moreover
uses Kronvalds to call for the people to educate themselves in
order to “rise in the light of knowledge”.? By implying that Lat-
vians who refuse to re-educate themselves constitute a threat to
the Latvian nation, the primary threat to the national culture is
identified as the imperfect Latvians themselves.

Theatre scholar Silvija Radzobe observes that the character
of Kronvalds “transforms through the course of action into
Vadonis” (The Leader).* In this way, the play not only elevates

“ULMANIS WAS THE
PEOPLE,YET THE
PEOPLECOULDALSO
BETRAY HIM.”
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Kronvalds to the position of Young Latvian par excellence, but
also signals that the new Leader — that is, Ulmanis — is uniquely
attuned to the deeper vibrancies of the Latvian tauta. This no-
tion was a cornerstone of the mythology of the Ulmanis regime3!
and remains resonant in contemporary Latvia, as exemplified by
a dialogue in the 2012 play The Prisoner in the Castle by Raimonds
Staprans. In the play, a remorseful Ulmanis ponders his accep-
tance of the Soviet occupation. To alleviate the autocrat’s guilt,
Ulmanis’ private secretary assures the Leader that “you are our
people. If you feel betrayed, then it is the
people who have betrayed you, not the
other way around.”3?

THE DIALOGUE constitutes a contempo-
rary echo of the aforementioned duality
ascribed to the people. Ulmanis was the
people, yet the people could also betray
him. In other words, the actual, imperfect people remained
separate from the idealized tauta, which was represented by the
Leader, whose role it was to mold the people into their authentic
selves. Compared to the political thought of Fichte, who unfavor-
ably measured his contemporaries against their romanticized
forefathers, the nationalism of the Ulmanis regime replaced
the forefathers with the dictator himself. The “battle against
Latvians themselves” envisioned in Song of Renewal illustrates
the same frustration with the people as expressed by Fichte. By
using the dictator himself as the yardstick of the ideal, calls for
rejuvenation and empowerment only fostered loyalty and, para-
doxically, passivity.

Despite the lofty ambitions of the Ulmanis regime, no policies
were ever presented to realize the plans for national rejuvena-
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tion.® If such plans existed, they were permanently dispelled in
1940, when Ulmanis accepted a Soviet ultimatum that allowed the
Red Army to sweep into Latvian territory, marking a hiatus in Lat-
vian independence and the beginning of a fifty-year occupation.
During the occupation, Latvian nationalists sought to preserve
their culture in the face of yet another universalizing force — this
time in the form of a totalitarian ideology, rather than the Catholic
Church. While the Soviet Union allowed the continued practice of
Latvian culture, the regime ensured that folk songs and mythology
were ideologically “correct.” Consequently, Soviet versions of the
traditional Latvian cultural canon pro-
liferated during the occupation.3

The pursuit of authentic Latvian
culture was, however, rekindled as
Gorbachev announced his liberalizing
reforms in the 1980s. A hundred years
after the Young Latvians had sought
(and invented) expressions of authen-
tic national culture, the intellectuals
and artists of the 1980s were instead
tasked with identifying “true” Latvian
culture among the Soviet mirages.
Not unlike the situation in the 19™
century, culture became a battlefield
where activists and artists could demonstrate the nation’s deep
cultural roots.

IN1988, ANEW rendition of the national epic Lacplésis was per-
formed as a rock opera. The libretto was written by the poet
Mara Zalite (b. 1952) and musicologist Janis Kudins described
the performance as “an artistic manifestation of political ideas”
that sparked “an unprecedented level of interest”.3 While the
libretto does not diverge from Pumpurs’ national epic on the
surface, the “foreign oppressors” in the rock opera are implicitly
portrayed as the Soviet Union. Despite calling for political re-
sistance, Zalite’s hero is not depicted as a warrior — instead, his
heroism lies in his ability to hear his tauta. Media scholar Sergei
Kruks regards the 1988 Lacplésis as a tribute to the role of Lat-
vian intellectuals and poets, representing the ears of the Latvian
tauta; the chosen caste able to access authentic Latvian culture,
buried deep under centuries of occupation and dilution by for-
eign cultural influences.>

Drama scholar Guna Zeltina argues that the opera “stimu-
lated a feeling in the audience that the nation’s common fate de-
pends on every individual’s stance and work”.3® Indeed, the rock
opera is structured around the diverging paths of two Latvian
“heroes” — Lacplésis and Kangars. While Lacplésis never wavers
in his loyalty to the Latvian nation, his efforts are undermined
by Kangars who is led to betray his country by the promise of
wealth and respect. Kangars — who would come to symbolize
the Latvian collaborator — loses his inner battle, thereby sealing
Latvia’s fate as an eternally subjugated nation.

Much like Song of Renewal, the rock opera identifies the great-
est threat to the Latvian tauta as the Latvian people themselves.
Following the success of the rock opera, Zalite gave a speech at

“THEPIVOT TOWESTERN
INSTITUTIONSHAS
ENCOURAGEDA
MORE INDIVIDUALIST
OUTLOOK,INCONTRAST
TOTHECOLLECTIVISM
FOSTEREDBY THE
SOVIET OCCUPATION.”

one of the largest demonstrations in Latvian history, organized
in October 1988, which drew approximately 120 000 partici-
pants.® In her speech, the librettist drew parallels between the
rock opera and the contemporary political situation: “I hope for
a Lacpleésis gene in our nation, but also see a Kangars gene. We
will look for that in ourselves first.”+

The political and mythological landscape of 1980s Latvia
continued to frame the Latvian people as inherently divided
between the imperfect and the ideal. In the absence of a leader,
the mythological hero of Lacplésis was used to symbolize the
idealized tauta. However, the rock
opera called for the people to engage
in inner battles to save their imperiled
nation. In the political context of
the Soviet occupation, this inspired
political activity, as the objectives of
the inner battle corresponded with
the struggle against a foreign oppres-
sor. During the Ulmanis regime, the
”battle against Latvians themselves”
had inversely been designed to fos-
ter loyalty and docility. Despite the
changing political circumstances,
intimate nationalism had remained a
useful ideological tool: While Ulmanis had outsourced the recre-
ation of the idealized tauta to the people themselves in an effort
to produce passive and loyal subjects, the same call to intimately
engage with the nation propelled transformative political action
in the 1980s.

The present: adapting
totheliberal era (1991-)

Three years after the staging of the rock opera, Latvia an-
nounced its independence from the Soviet Union. The economic
consequences of leaving the Soviet Union were severe, with
national GDP halving between 1990 and 1994.4 Furthermore,
the first decades of renewed Latvian statehood saw a nucleus

of political power form around center-right and nationalist par-
ties. The ethnic divide in the political arena has ensured that
parties defending majority interests have remained in power,
contributing to the near-perpetuation of governments consisting
of nationalist and center-right parties.> Concurrently, the pivot
to Western institutions has encouraged a more individualist out-
look on politics in stark contrast to the collectivism fostered by
the Soviet occupation.

Political scientist Lelde Luika argues that Latvian post-
independence politics has been troubled by a contradictory
relationship between the nation and the modern state. The
commonly held view of the Latvian nation is one of unity, rooted
in the national independence struggle of the 1980s. However, the
inherent divisiveness of mundane, representative governance
is incompatible with the ideals of a unified people. Luika argues
that the contradictions between the two rival discourses — one
emphasizing the Latvian tauta as ancient, authentic and politi-
cally unified, and one seeking to prepare the Latvian people for



democratic institutions and the “modernization of society”
—remain unbridged. I contend that this divide can be studied
through the lens of Latvia’s intimate nationalism and the duality
ascribed to the people. In other words, the Latvian people are
blamed for failing to realize the dreams of the idealized, united
tauta produced within the Fichtean nationalist discourse.

THE DISPARAGING and paternalistic tone towards the actual Lat-
vian people can be identified across political formulations from
awide variety of state actors. For instance, the first paragraph of
the National Development Plan approved in 2012 asks the reader:
“What have you done personally to make Latvia richer and
better?”4 At the same time, strengthening Latvian national iden-
tity has been increasingly prioritized. This goal is justified by the
assumption that “different and peculiar things will have more
and more value” in “the global competition” .6 While phrased in
amodern, almost corporate manner, this statement reflects the
nostalgic and particularist nationalism that has framed concep-
tualizations of the Latvian nation since the Young Latvians.

The most striking example of the modern variants of Latvia’s
intimate and nostalgic nationalism can be found in the process
that led to the revision of Latvia’s constitution in 2014. The father
of the preamble — legal scholar and prominent national indepen-
dence activist Egils Levits — offered the following motivation for
updating the constitution:

It is truly unique how indecisive and confused Latvians are
when formulating their attitude towards their country.+

Levits was concerned that Latvians did not properly understand
the purpose of their own state, and more importantly their own
nation. To correct this indecision, a preamble was adopted that
reflected both the reverence for authenticity and the importance
of personal responsibility, elevating the significance of Latvian
“folk wisdom” (dziveszina) while also stressing that “each individ-
ual takes care of oneself[...] and the common good of society”.#

Despite broad political support, many members of parlia-
ment participated in the debates preceding the adoption of the
preamble not only to praise it, but also to express similar frus-
trations with the perceived flaws of the Latvian people. Inguna
Ribena, a member of the center-right New Unity, expressed
concern that young Latvians had been raised “not in the spirit
of patriotism, but in the spirit of the ideals of prosperity,”+ wel-
coming the new constitution as an opportunity to teach Latvians
the importance of nationhood. According to both Levits and
Ribena, the constitution should perhaps primarily be regarded
as a means of re-educating the Latvian people. However, lacking
any realistic means of enforcing such a pursuit, the ruling elite
can only direct their frustration at the people, who are berated
for their moral confusion, materialist inclinations and increasing
depravity compared to their authentic selves.

The future: first Latvia, then the world?

In many respects, each nation’s nationalism is a unique entity,
shaped by the various hardships and contingencies that com-
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prise its history. In this essay, I have sought to identify a particu-
larly puzzling aspect of the broad and rich ideational tapestry of
Latvian nationalism. While idealization of authenticity undoubt-
edly exists among the nationalisms of other countries, I have
argued that a more perplexing characteristic of Latvian national-
ism lies in its intimate internalization, where the relationship be-
tween individual and nation is framed as crucial for the nation’s
survival. The influence of Fichte on early nationalist thinking —
which was elevated during the Ulmanis regime, and resurfaced
during the independence struggle in the 1980s — remains pres-
ent in Latvia’s contemporary nationalist discourse. Contempo-
rary nationalism frames the people as flawed and in urgent need
of improvement rather than as a morally superior counterweight
to a corrupt elite. In other words, the future of the Latvian nation
depends on the people’s willingness to re-educate themselves in
order to assume their authentic selves; a phenomenon captured
by Renaut in the concept nationalité d’educabiliteé.

In contemporary Latvia, this phenomenon manifests itself
through a recurring discourse in which the Latvian people
are seen as uneducated, ignorant and insufficiently nationally
minded. The need for authenticity, however, has been success-
fully updated to meet the demands of a modern, neo-liberal
ideological discourse concerning the need to enhance the com-
petitiveness of Latvian culture in the global market of cultures.
It is through this lens that the Ministry of Culture’s attempt to
develop new, atomized traditions should be regarded. In an era
of liberalism, individualism and, perhaps, a growing fixation on
wellness,° White Tablecloth Day exemplifies an updated effort
to produce the ideal and authentic Latvian tauta. However, the
imperfect Latvian people can never live up to the expectations
of their leaders, and as long as the future of the nation remains
intimately connected to the private lives of the people, the inter-
nal lives of Latvians will constitute spaces in which the nation is
potentially threatened.

The national discourse in contemporary Latvia shows that
the ideology of intimate nationalism in many ways suits the
needs of the modern political apparatus. Arguably, its indi-
vidualism, fitting the neo-liberal era, has helped constitute the
ideological foundation buttressing the long-standing alliance
between center-right and nationalist parties which has governed
together for the overwhelming majority of Latvia’s post-Soviet
years. Across Europe, and indeed beyond, similar ideological
alliances are emerging. In countries such as Sweden, Finland,
the Netherlands, Belgium, Italy and Croatia, parties espousing
orthodox, European liberalism govern with nationalist parties
rooted in a disdain for universalism and multiculturalism, in-
stead striving towards sovereign, homogeneous nation states — a
Europe of particular, rather than universal cultures. Although
the ceaseless struggle to recreate the ideal Latvian tauta has its
own unique historical roots, the future of intimate nationalism
may yet prove a successful political export, possibly facilitating
alliances between liberals and nationalists across Europe. E

Gustav Lundbergis a PhD-candidate in Political
Science at BEEGS, Sodertorn University.
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Caughtbetween
pasts andfutures

Negotiating the meaning of the Left among
female politicians in post-socialist Poland by AleksandraReczuch

abstract

This article examines how female politicians in Poland's contem-
porary Left navigate the complex legacies of socialism and com-
munism in shaping their political identities and practices. Drawing
on ethnographic fieldwork conducted before the 2019 parliamen-
tary elections and during the 2021 party unification convention,

as well as 23 in-depth interviews with current and former female
left-wing politicians, the article explores how the socialist past con-
tinues to structure the discursive field within which the Left defines
itself and whether this process is gendered. The analysis reveals
how associations with socialism and/or communism are simulta-
neously disavowed and re-appropriated, as female politicians ne-
gotiate their belonging to a “progressive Europe” while distancing
themselves from the stigmatized post-socialist East. The article
argues that this negotiation unfolds from a distinctly post-socialist
“in-between position,” where temporal and spatial hierarchies
intersect with gendered experiences of political engagement.
KEYWORDS: Polish Left, post-socialism, political discourse, eth-
nography, center—periphery, post-Cold War Europe.

Baltic Worlds vol.18 no.4 (2025) Theme:

uring the final stages of a political campaign for the
election in Poland 2019, I stood in front of the elec-
toral staff building holding leaflets with a photo of
one of the candidates, her number on the electoral
list and her political affiliation. I was conducting participant
observation at the electoral regional office for the Left (Lewica),'
taking part in different electoral activities, including talking with
the voters and distributing leaflets and newspapers. Once an
elderly man approached me and took one of the leaflets, show-
ing an apparent interest in the topic and its content. In the blink
of an eye, however, his facial expression turned from positively
interested into an angry, wry expression. He began shouting at
me that I had tricked him, and that he would never touch “this
communist bullshit” deliberately. He told me that I was “stupid”
and “dazzled”, that I was too young to remember what commu-
nist times looked like, and that I understood nothing. As I was
too confused and shocked to react, I stood there motionless and
stared at him, while he crushed the leaflet and threw it straight
into my face. As he left, I stood for a few more minutes trying
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Robert Biedron, Letf's presidential candidate together with MP Agni-
eszka Dziemianowicz-Bak during the electoral campaing, May 2020.
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to make sense of what had just happened. One might think of
this as a minor incident with a person who was very much trig-
gered by the pure fact that the Left was running in the elections.
However, as I was made aware during my fieldwork, such as-
sociations — the idea that any explicitly left-wing party in Poland
stands for communism — were not that uncommon. That inci-
dent made me think about other situations that occurred in the
Polish political sphere in which the association with communism
was used to delegitimize the existence of leftist parties.

THIS FIELD INCIDENT made me wonder to what extent the dis-
courses around communism and socialism influence how the
Left defines itself in contemporary Poland, and what types of
discourses it refers to or uses to overcome the dominant political
ideas. The issues of the symbolic remnants of the past and their
role in the political discourse in Poland inspired me to think
about how the Left, broadly understood as political parties, ac-
tivists and those who define their political views as leftist,> can
construct its identity in the public discourse in the post-socialist
space. This article, therefore, investigates how female politicians
negotiate their understanding of leftwing politics within and out-
side of the party. The role of the socialist/communist past and its
legacies in Polish political discourse have been researched quite
well, yet the gendered aspect of constructing a leftist identity
has not been explored. I thereby fill that gap by showing how

the female representatives of the Left formulate and understand
their political program and how they refer to the socialist past
and the associations with communism and/or socialism.

I base my investigation on interviews and ethnographic field-
work I conducted in Poland before the 2019 parliamentary elec-
tions and during the autumn and winter of 2021. I have talked to
and been in touch with leftist politicians, and observed as well
as participated in events organized by leftwing parties and their
members. During those two periods of fieldwork, I observed
and talked to female politicians that are or were affiliated with
leftwing parties in Poland, to try to understand whether the
socialist legacy and associations with socialism and/or commu-
nism still have an impact on the ways that Polish party politics
is shaped. Moreover, I take a closer look at how the positions of
female leftist politicians are constructed along different tempo-
ralities and geo-spatial dependencies in relation to the East-West
division and I argue that they are in fact formulated from a post-
socialist, in-between position.

The shifting meanings
of post-socialism

The term post-socialism is highly contentious, both in public de-
bates and in academic inquiries. After the collapse of the USSR,
the newly emerged and transitioning states became a potent
field for ethnographic exploration. The early theorizations of the
rapid socio-economic change in disciplines like economics or
politics described the process in terms of linear progress, where
communist systems were seen as backward and not modern.
Scholars who conducted empirical qualitative research pre-
sented a different approach, showing that communism was not
unmodern; rather, people who experienced and lived through
communism understood modernity in a different way.

To capture those different ways of understanding and to
distance themselves from approaches that focused on progress
and rupture, Anglo-Saxon anthropologists proposed to theorize
the change using the concept of “post-socialism”, emphasizing
the complexity and non-linear aspects of the transformations,
and pointing out the possible unintended consequences of those
processes.’ The term offered an alternative to the transition dis-
course, that is, the teleological understanding that the change
to market economy would entail a transition of the region from
“less to more developed”. After some time, however, ethnogra-
phers were instead encouraged to think ‘between the posts’, to
engage with the region in a way more akin to the long-running
tradition of postcolonialism, while acknowledging the region’s
specificity. Sharad Chary and Katherine Verdery argue that even
though postcolonialism and post-socialism are independent
concepts, they both “signify the complex results of the abrupt
changes forced on those who underwent them: that is, becoming
something other than socialist or other than colonized”.¢ Paral-
lels between post-socialism and postcolonialism faced some
critique from local anthropologists such as Buchowski,” who ar-
gued that the transitioning societies welcomed capitalism.

Looking back at the discussions around the concept and its
usefulness, one can see diverse responses and heated debate.
The term has been critiqued for losing its analytical strength,
heavily relying on the past and the geographic area as it is. Some
scholars, like Martin Miiller,® call for abandoning the ‘post-



socialist’ project as it emphasizes rupture over continuity. Other
scholars, including Anselma Gallinat,® Deema Kaneff,® or Ognjen
Kojanic¢" point out that the concept is a point of reference inside
the region and has a lot of both emic and analytic potential as it
provides a means to examine the ongoing political and ideologi-
cal tensions. The discussions around theorizing from and about
the Second World did not lead to any consensus, yet provided an
insight into the power structures and complexities of transna-
tional relations.

IN THIS ARTICLE I approach post-socialism as a conceptual lens
that highlights how societies shaped by state socialism continue
to navigate overlapping, and often contradictory, temporali-
ties, values, and political expectations. Post-socialism, in this
sense, helps map the enduring continuities in power relations
and the long-duration processes that remain important points
of reference for people both within and beyond the region. The
strength of the concept lies in its capacity to show how seem-
ingly specific or local discourses are deeply embedded in the
cultural and political legacies of the Second World. Rather than
referring solely to the transformations following the collapse of
state socialism, post-socialism, understood as in-betweenness,
draws attention to the re-formation of socialist states into capi-
talist political economies, based on the
assumed economic and political su-
periority of the latter over the former
(and capitalism’s promises of greater
development, modernization and indi-
vidual freedoms).”

The post-socialist lens makes it easi-
er to trace the permanence of the Euro-
centric perspective and the relations,
processes, and discourses that keep it
in power. Post-socialist scholars saw
uniqueness in the semi-peripheral posi-
tion of the region and its specificity. Hana Cervinkova," for ex-
ample, discusses the ways in which the region has been neo-col-
onized by Western thought and through becoming dependent
on Western/global institutions such as the EU or IMF. Though
there might be similarities between colonialism and other types
of dependencies (like the dominance of neoliberal economics
or Soviet imperialism), there are also crucial differences that
make it hard to apply postcolonial thought to societies that ex-
perienced “actually existing socialism”. Scholars criticizing the
concept highlight that there was never just “one socialism”, and
that therefore it is hard to talk about post-socialism, while differ-
ent post-socialist countries relate to their socialist history in very
different ways. Countries once within the USSR, like Ukraine or
Lithuania, faced different dynamics of dominance and oppres-
sion than semi-independent satellite states such as Hungary or
Poland.* Yet in all of them, socialism remains a key political ref-
erence point despite the shrinking share of the population with
direct memories of it. The importance of that reference led some
scholars like Chari and Verdery?* to argue for post-cold war stud-
ies, expanding beyond former sphere of Soviet influence.

“THESOCIALIST
PASTISUSEDBY THE
WINNERS OF THE
TRANSITIONAS AN
IDEOLOGICALDEVICE
TODISCIPLINE THE
POPULATION.”
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What I find crucial for the analysis presented in this paper
is how the legacy of “actually existing socialism” and commu-
nism is discursively used in order to devaluate political claims
and how the Left positions itself towards it. The socialist past is
used by the winners of the transition as an ideological device to
discipline the population.’® The resilience of the symbolic geog-
raphy of the three worlds leaves the “second world” entangled
in the discourse of catching up with the West and belittling its
own achievements, traditions, and characteristics. Boundar-
ies and binaries rooted in Cold War power relations are being
reproduced in the present through spatial and temporal pro-
cesses of Othering.” Such processes keep the “second world”
in a semi-peripheral position. This aspect of either needing
to “catch up” with the West or foregrounding the symbolic
belonging to Europe, for example through colonial tropes, is
inscribed in the semi-peripheral position of many of the coun-
tries in the region and serves as a discursive confirmation that
“we” are indeed European. Bo Petersson shows very well how
the dichotomy between the collective Self (western Europe)
and the Other (post-socialist Europe), which is immature,
deviating, and not quite yet there, must be constantly fought
and averted.* This dichotomy outlines the geopolitical power
relations and enables an understanding of the paradoxical posi-
tion which Eastern European societies
occupy, torn apart between the per-
petual need for confirming their Euro-
peanness and constant subjection to
processes of othering.

WESTERN INFLUENCE is not only trans-
ferred to the peripheral sphere but
also modified and applied in the ways
the East imagines what the West de-
mands.? These representations of the
West and the East reinforce different
normative discourses and reproduce power hierarchies. The
transformation triggered by the dissolution of the Cold War
divide has resulted in the dominance of neoliberal capital-

ist discourses, which have been consolidated through their
opposition to elements associated with the former socialist
regime. Europe’s internal Other is self-disciplining through
constant reminders of the socialist past as some of the govern-
ments design policies that ‘re-educate and transform’ former
socialist citizens.?° Elements of these processes are evident

in political discourses and shape the ways in which political
demands and identities can be articulated. A good example of
such discourses can be seen in the way Jarostaw Kaczynski, the
leader of Prawo i Sprawiedliwos¢ [PiS, Law and Justice] one of
the main right-wing parties in Poland, talk about the left as a
political force. On October 22, 2022, during a meeting with his
supporters, Kaczynski* presented the idea that the left is the
main threat to Polish statehood, both the post-communist left
from the East and the liberal left from the West, that is trying
to destroy Polish sovereignty using “political and economic
methods”:
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Poland is facing a problem with the Left, and by this I
mean the post-communist Left that is doing all those
horrible things in the East, that is attacking Ukraine,
committing crimes and threatening others, threaten-
ing with nuclear power, annexing territory [...], but we
also have to deal with another type of aggression, that
is not discussed that much, while it is understood that
the main problem now is in the East, there is also an
aggression coming from the Left that is in the West, but
also here at home, under different party names [...] that
strive for Poland to stop being Poland, in the traditional
understanding.

The way in which Kaczynski draws the line between “us” and
“them” refers to old and new political divisions in Poland and
utilizes the associations with communism to discredit and dele-
gitimize any political claim that may come from the left side of
the political spectrum. It mobilizes the discourses around anti-
communism. The Left is presented in this quote not only as the
remnants of communism and the Russian influence in Polish
politics, but also as a colonizing force of progress that is a threat
to Polish sovereignty. In his speech,
he devotes a lot of space to describing
what he calls the Western Left as the
“anti-culture” that is directed against
the traditions and freedom of the Pol-
ish nation. The fact that Kaczyniski
was able to articulate two political
forces that are usually discursively
positioned against each other,
namely the ideas of freedom, liberal
democracy and tolerance on the one
hand, and the authoritarian expan-
sionism and ideas of cultural domi-
nance on the other, positions the Polish right-wing, conservative
political discourse as the only legitimate political standpoint.

Political discourse theory

In this article I focus on the articulation of political discourses

in the Polish context by examining how leftist politicians posi-
tion themselves vis-a-vis other political parties, and how they
relate to the dominant discourses shaping political divisions in
the country. The theoretical backbone of this article is Political
Discourse Theory (PDT), as it emphasizes the importance of lan-
guage in the construction of social meaning, arguing how objects
as well as actions become meaningful as they are discursively
constructed.? Meanings we ascribe to objects in specific settings
are constituted through linguistic and non-linguistic practices,
including the ways in which we talk about, use and contextual-
ize them. Discourse, then, does not refer to a particular set of
objects, as the objects themselves cannot be the source of the
meaning, but rather to a particular location within a meaningful
totality.® Although objects and actions exist independently of
discourse, their meaning is created by the fact that they are em-
bedded in a socially constructed system of rules.

“THELEFT'SPOLITICAL
ARTICULATIONS ARE
THEMSELVES SHAPED
BY ANTICOMMUNIST
DISCOURSES AND OFTEN
SEEKTOENGAGEWITH
THIS SIGNIFIERRATHER
THANESCAPEIT.”

Such systems of meaning are contingent and ever changing.*
Temporal fixation of the meaning is a consequence of the con-
tingency. This is highly relevant for political processes, in which
there are always ongoing power struggles about how reality
should be defined and understood, what actions are called for,
and what future scenarios are seen as possible and desirable.
Dominant discourses at a specific time and place will thereby
limit the kinds of political actions that are seen as realistic and
desirable, as well as the kinds of political demands that are likely
to gain political support. The discursive field plays a great role as
it limits the possibilities of political articulation.

IN THE CASE of the Polish left, the association with the communist
past limits the possibilities of making certain political claims, as
they become illegitimate. For Adam Ostolski, the core of the Pol-
ish hegemonic political discourse lies in “anti-communism”.?
Political polarization happens along this line, yet “anti-commu-
nism” is not a unified ideology, rather a floating signifier, a flex-
ible concept that is used across the political spectrum. Ostolski
shows how anti-communism is not about communism per se,
but rather how that division serves political and symbolic pur-
poses in the hegemonic discourse.
Michalina Golinczak goes even fur-
ther claiming that by constructing
communism as an “absolute evil”
or a “general crime”, the discourse
eliminates the possibility of am-
bivalence or pluralism in historical
interpretation.*

AsIdemonstrate in this article,
the Left’s political articulations are
themselves shaped by anticommu-
nist discourses and often seek to en-
gage with this signifier rather than
escape it. My analysis draws on the PDT insight that discourses
are contingent formations produced through ongoing interac-
tion. From this perspective, discursive struggles over meaning
become central to explaining how political actors attempt to
stabilize their own semantic frameworks.?” How, then, does the
Left, caught in the hegemonic discourse of anti-communism,
articulate its identity? According to Golinczak’s analysis,* the
Polish left is either associated with communism or must distance
itself from it. Similarly, Ostolski shows that the Left is referring to
the hegemonic frame and that for its renewal and political suc-
cess, there is a need to rearticulate without being captured by
the anticommunist frame.?

When writing about the feminist movement in post-socialist
Poland, Grabowska argues that many emancipatory efforts
under state socialism have been dismissed as state propaganda
or forgotten, leaving the movement with a broken genealogy.>°
As the Polish feminist movement in the late 1980s and ’90s
struggled for public recognition, distancing itself from any
connotations with socialism and communism was a survival
strategy, which led to routing the activities towards gender
equality in second wave liberal, mainly American, feminism.3



The Razem (Together) political party rally in Gdansk in occasion of International Labor Day. Razem activists demanded better working condi-
tions and a decent wage. Gdansk, Poland, May 1, 2016.

Consequently, the movement turned towards Western frames
and the discourse of “catching up”. Similar processes can be
observed on the left side of the political spectrum in Poland,
which often reproduces the democratic-liberal program of the
center-right, albeit with somewhat more explicit criticism of the
political system and the post-1989 transformation. The rise of an-
ti-communist discourses, and the expansion of institutionalized
anti-communism into a broader anti-leftism, significantly shapes
the possibilities for articulating leftist discourse. These dynamics
are also gendered: anti-communist narratives frequently mobi-
lize conservative notions of family, reproduction, and “proper”
citizenship, casting left-wing emancipatory projects, particularly
those related to gender equality or reproductive rights, as po-
litically suspect or morally threatening. In this context, being
associated with communism or the socialist past becomes a li-
ability not only politically but also symbolically, narrowing the
space for actors to employ egalitarian or feminist language.?? As
aresult, political actors may retreat from more transformative
left-wing and gender-emancipatory claims.

Negotiating the meaning
of the Leftin Poland

On the eve of 2019 parliamentary elections three major leftwing
parties played a role on the Polish political scene: Sojusz Lewicy
Demokratycznej [Left Democratic Alliance, SLD], the main
successor of the former communist party,* Wiosna [Spring], a
moderate leftwing party with rather liberal economic program,
and Razem [Together] a grassroots-organized social democratic
party that aimed at more horizontal party organization. Before
the 2019 elections, these three parties were running indepen-
dently, which allowed them to achieve a rather small electoral
success. In the 2015 elections Razem received 3.62% of all votes,
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which qualified them for state financing but did not translate
into immediate political visibility. Wiosna, which has a more
liberal economic program, was able to get three seats in the Eu-
ropean parliament in 2019, although the overall voter turnout
was also rather low.

INJULY 2019 the parties decided to form a coalition and run
together in the parliamentary elections. As popular support

for the parties was oscillating around the electability threshold
(5% for parties and 8% for coalition) all the candidates were
registered as members of the SLD, the biggest post-communist
party. The SLD has a history of post-transition presence in the
Polish parliament. In 2001 it was able to form a majority govern-
ment because of dissatisfaction with the neoliberal reforms

led by the anti-communist opposition. The SLD’s government,
which took effect in 2002—03, was strongly marked with neolib-
eral and capitalist discourses as no alternative was possible.3*
This resulted in further societal dissatisfaction and disappoint-
ment in the left as a representative of the working class. As a re-
sult, since 2005, power in Poland has been shared by different
right-wing parties.

The limitations of electability for parties of the Left have mul-
tiple dimensions. The emergence of political parties like Wiosna
or Razem after the electoral failure of the SLD after 2005 was
a sign of an attempt to re-define and re-articulate the identity
of leftist politics in Poland, but small parties without resources
and an established party structure face more challenges from
the start. The way parties are financed also privileges well-
established entities. Parties can be financed through their own
economic activities based on their resources and can accept
donations or get state support, though they are eligible for subsi-
dies only after reaching the 3% threshold in national elections.3
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In this context, the SLD’s more extensive organizational infra-
structure and stable finances made a joint electoral list strategi-
cally attractive. Yet these capacities are themselves historically
inherited. They are rooted in institutional continuities with the
organizational apparatus developed in communist times, in
terms of long-standing networks, property holdings, and bu-

reaucratic structures that survived the post-1989 transformation.

This historical embeddedness shaped both the SLD’s material
advantages, and the political meanings associated with collabo-
rating under its banner.

OR SOME OF the women engaged in leftist politics, the decision
was a hard pill to swallow. Nina, one of the candidates with
whom I spoke during the electoral campaign, had to rethink and
rearticulate her political stance after Wiosna’s board joined the
combined list with the SLD. She mentioned that while running
for parliament, she often faced the question of why she would
run on the post-communist list.
Her friends, mainly from the well-
educated middle class, could not
understand her decision. She tried
to reassure them that her political
views are far from communism, that
the party now represents a different
stream of left-wing politics, and that
the decision is nothing but a mere
political strategy to be electable. The
questioning of my informants’ politi-
cal choices also shows what type of
challenges leftist politicians face.
The decision, though justified with
the political aims of the parties, and
as Nina told me, the opportunity to finally make a political im-
pact, was, however, unacceptable for some of the other women
engaged in Wiosna or Razem.

This led to some members of the smaller parties giving up
their engagement in party politics entirely. Some of them, like
Malwina, a former member of Razem, told me that:

[...]the biggest trouble with the leftist initiatives that
emerge is that they are not trustworthy because the
local structures of the SLD are just a nightmare. The
main leader of the SLD in this region is known for
running a brothel.

What is visible here is the lack of trust in a discredited party.
Dorota, a former member of Wiosna, described the problem not
only as consisting of the people and the local political setting,
but rather in terms of a bigger problem with the legacy of the
party. For her: “The worst were those mechanisms of the party
apparatus, because it is not just the last 30 years, but you know
those are the grandpas that joined the party during Stalinist
times. This makes it so ingrained and patriarchal and so on and
so forth”. The way my informants relate to the SLD’s communist
legacy shows a gendered division inside the party: patriarchal

“WHILETHELEFT
CLAIMS TOSPEAK
FORTHE WORKING

CLASS,ITSPOLITICAL
AGENDAINPOLAND
LARGELY CATERS TO THE
CONCERNS OF YOUNGER,
WELL-EDUCATED
URBANVOTERS.”

views of the old cadre clash with the feminist political orienta-
tion of my informants. The post-communist elements are de-
scribed as patriarchal, corrupt and exploitative, reflecting the
contradictions of women’s emancipation under state socialism,
which gave them the right to abortion and access to the labor
market, but did not eradicate the marginalization of women in
politics and the public sphere.3¢

Dorota and Malwina were not alone in their critical approach
to the common electoral list. Lena sees the need for more left-
ist political power and acknowledges the complicated financial
situation, but at the same time is not willing to engage if the
smaller parties run together with post-communists. For her, the
communist legacy is a huge problem, especially when it comes
to any alliances with the SLD as “this is the worst of all those par-
ties, though the other is not much better, but here [in SLD] those
traditions of the worst aspects have very solid roots. Exactly as
in communist times”. These statements show that the commu-
nist legacy plays a role in the way
that political forces on the left are
perceived, even by active politi-
cians engaged in leftwing politics.
The electoral list was not the only
political project undertaken by the
political parties. In 2021 members
of SLD and the members of Wiosna
decided to jointly form a party that
was called Nowa Lewica, the New
Left. For Dorota, an activist who
previously belonged to Wiosna, the
joint electoral list and later merger
was unacceptable. To her, it signi-
fied a betrayal of core leftist prom-
ises such as marriage equality, access to abortion, and increased
female representation in party leadership. Similar disappoint-
ment was expressed in one of the interviews I conducted during
the merger convention with Agnieszka, a party member from
Western Poland. She said that she sees it as a problem, but “we
need to push for the generational change that is happening”.

THE DISAPPOINTMENT with the merger can be also interpreted as
a clash between two different worlds. The gendered dimension
plays here a very significant role. Katarzyna, who is still active

in the field of party politics and did not leave the party after

the merger, compared it to a: “not much wanted affair with the
old man”. Again, the old-new dimension is articulated with the
feminist-patriarchal dimensions, and even more clearly so in the
following quote from the same interview:

SLD disappoints me because the old ones want to
capitalize on the things that the young do [...] Iam

just amazed at all those young women in the Sejm,
those female MPs who are there now. Those are the
young women straight from street-level activism: Anita
Kucharska-Dziedzic, she did not lose any of her prowess
or bravery. 20 years in the streets|...] they went into that



Solidarity picket in front of the District Court in Warsaw. Left MPs Joanna Scheuring Wielgus and Katarzyna Ueberhan together with Urszula
Zieliska (MP from the Green Party) demand releasing the protesters captured after the Women'’s Strikes. November 19, 2020.

coalition, so that was the decision of the party, well, but
the Left is really needed. The Left as leftwing political
views, otherwise we will drown. But the question is
what is the price, right? At what cost?”

The quote above shows how both activist, feminist engagement
and gender issues influence the understanding of what “lef-
twing” is. For politicians like Dorota or Katarzyna, the merger
symbolizes not only a political compromise but also a struggle
over political demands, between feminist, grassroots ideas of
renewal and the persistence of “old guard” that exemplifies pa-
triarchal structures in both the party and society. This tension
unfolds along different axes: first, internally, as a clash between
generations and values within the party, and second, externally,
as a confrontation between institutionalized politics and street-
level activism. The image of the Left that emerges is marked by
contradiction: a movement that aspires to social progress and
equality yet reproduces traditional hierarchies and gendered
power dynamics in its pursuit of political unity.

ISEE THIS TEMPORAL orientation of the Left as an attempt by some
members of the party to cut off ties with the communist legacy,
redefining the meaning of the Left. During the merger conven-
tion, elements of the old order and the new were incorporated
into a new political program, focusing on progressive values,
green energy and minority (sexual, gender, ethnic) rights.
Besides presenting the program, the party management also
decided to commemorate the SLD’s achievements in building a
democratic Poland — stressing the fact that the SLD government
was responsible for the EU accession. Issues of welfare policies
were discussed to a lesser extent. The program’s content and

articulation highlighted a key tension: while the Left claims to
speak for the working class, its political agenda in Poland largely
caters to the concerns of younger, well-educated urban voters.

As my informants described it, to compose a political pro-
gram that would answer all the demands seem challenging. This
position of the Polish Left can be described in Fraser’s¥ terms as
the dilemma between redistribution (of resources) and recogni-
tion (of identities). Olga Sasunkevich3® points out that neither is
sufficient for the formulation of the inclusive feminist agenda
and though the politicians I spoke with were aware of it, they
knew that they were — and at the time of writing still are — part of
a discursive field that has been defined by the dichotomy protec-
tionism (socialism) and individualism (liberalism). In this respect
the new program reflects the new global political divisions be-
tween left and right but also does not really distinguish the New
Left from other progressive parties.

WHEN I ASKED the politicians and activists how they locate them-
selves on the political spectrum, many distanced themselves
from explicitly socialist demands and instead emphasized the
progressive character of their political engagement. Nina, now
an MP of the New Left, told me that she wants to “help people,”
but also remarked that some groups “just demand welfare from
the state,” which she found “a bit problematic.” Similarly, her
colleague Sara was quick to reassure me that she is “not that
much of a socialist,” since she also recognizes the struggles of
small business owners. For both, socialism seemed to carry
connotations of dependency and inefficiency, while the idea of
being “progressive” was associated with modernity, modera-
tion, and pragmatism. Katarzyna put it even more explicitly:
“my left-wing views are a bit twisted as I am an entrepreneur, so
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you know, I have a different perspective on many things.” Such
statements reflect not only the internalized logic of neoliberal
individualism, the idea of the autonomous, self-reliant homo
economicus, but also the broader post-1989 anti-communist
imaginary that, as Golinczak® and Ostolski** argue, continues to
shape the hegemonic Polish political discourse. What emerges,
then, is a Left that defines itself less through material egalitari-
anism and more through moral individualism, diversity, and
progress.

This attempt of the Left to redefine itself is not specific to Pol-
ish politics, as the same discussions can be seen in the West.+
What is specific though, is that certain political claims, like social
redistribution or gender equality, are labelled as illegitimate by
political opponents due to discursive connotations with com-
munism. The growing feeling that the progressive right-wing
parties are not able to respond to
the demands of vast majority of the
society — women, LGBT groups,
people concerned about the environ-
ment, ethnic and religious minorities
— gives the Left an opportunity for
abroader popular support, yet the
discursive entanglements make this
task extremely hard. As Katarzyna
pointed out:

No other political faction
can push for a secular state.
None, not even one and no other are that Europe-
oriented.

That strong belief that there is no alternative for an open, pro-
gressive society is also visible in the way members of the Left
describe the openness of Polish society, juxtaposing it with the
very conservative policies around sexuality, family, and religious
beliefs. Feminist demands and issues of women’s rights were
often interpreted as something that distinguishes the Left from
other parties.

The Leftand the politics of belonging

One of the strategies of the Left to overcome the stigma of the so-
cialist/communist past was the attempt to become part of the lib-
eral democratic political camp, a carrier of the normative vision
of Europe. During the aforementioned convention, the organiz-
ers invited speakers from other European Leftist parties, who
are part of the Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats
(S&D) and underlined the unity between the New Left and their
EU counterparts. EU membership was presented as a milestone,
which had brought Poland back to its European roots and which
had been made possible thanks to the leftist SLD government.+

I often heard from my informants that thirty years ago we lived
in a “better Poland”, one which was more open for novelty and
hungry for change, and that what is happening now is that politi-
cians and the state are failing to catch up with the progressive-
ness of society.

“EUROPEAN
BELONGINGIS INVOKED
TOLEGITIMIZE
PROGRESSIVE GENDER
POLICIES AND TO FRAME
POLAND ASLAGGING
BEHIND WESTERN
STANDARDS.”

THE LEFT, THEN, positioned itself as political force oriented to-
wards the future, at the same time arguing that some of the ele-
ments of the past belong to the future — like the right to abortion,
or social security. The orientation towards the future is also an at-
tempt to build on the progressive political achievements of non-
communist past of the Left, as the figure of the former president,
Aleksander Kwasniewski, and the 2001—2005 SLD government
was used to evoke positive associations with the Left. The slogan
from Kwasniewski’s successful campaign in 1995 — “Wybierzmy
przyszloS¢” [Let’s choose the future] — has been brought up mul-
tiple times and is also echoed in the program of the new party,
where the same sentiment has been framed by using the slogan
“the future unites us” ({gczy nas przysztosc). This begs the ques-
tion of what kind of future the Left imagines and the simplest
answer that emerged not only during the convention but also
during the interviews and in other
parts of my fieldwork is: a European
future. The issues that were stressed
during that conference — the matter
of belonging to the European core,
the progressive orientation towards
the future but also the belief some

of my informants share that there is
no other political force that is so Eu-
ropean — allowed the politicians to
reframe or move the left away from
the communist past and associations
with it. The presence of the members
of S&D also marked the belonging to a broader European project,
where the Left, and especially social democratic parties, are one
of the core political forces. This expression of belonging to Eu-
rope, to a certain progressive political project, is an attempt to le-
gitimize leftist claims, as I often heard from my interlocutors that
progressive, European standards are something that distinguish
them from other political forces.

WHAT ARE THE European standards referred to in this political
discourse, then? How are they connected with the discursive
state of ‘in-betweenness’ in which Polish society finds itself? For
many of my interlocutors they related to a secular state, a wel-
fare state and liberal democracy. An important part also entails
environmental issues and gender equality, women’s rights and
minority rights. This focus on a “European future” is also vis-
ible in feminist and LGBTQ+ discourses. European belonging is
invoked to legitimize progressive gender policies and to frame
Poland as lagging behind Western standards. Majewska* notes
that othering of LGBTQ+ communities reduces people to an ab-
stract “ideology,” whereas belonging emerges through solidarity
practices, such as queer marches and campaigns. This demon-
strates how the Left, alongside feminist and queer movements,
frames European belonging as a sign of societal progress, con-
trasting Poland’s current “backwardness” under conservative
governments with a more inclusive European imaginary. At the
same time the political demands of the leftist program that are
linked to economic redistribution and state interventionism are



labelled as communist by the liberal right and center politicians
from e.g., Platforma Obywatelska. Due to the haunting legacy
and the associations with communism, the Left maneuvers
discursively to articulate their political demands — and they are
very much aware of it. Caught up in the discursive inability to
fully articulate political demands in the socialist way politicians
turn to the strategy of distinction, where they exoticize the po-
litical reality of the post-socialist society.

During the protests against the proposal to limit access to
abortion, one of the discursive tropes used by the protesters was
comparing Poland to El Salvador, while at the same time under-
lining the Europeanness of Poland. The slogans: “We are not El
Salvador” and “We don’t want a second Salvador here” refer to a
specific position in the world system, to the Western default, and
the distinction is produced by similarities to the core. By publi-
cizing the plight of women in places like El Salvador, Polish activ-
ists also highlighted the global scale of abortion bans, yet the fact
that they employed those cases as rhetorical tools placed Poland
as part of the “developed” West and asserted progressive Eu-
ropean belonging. Graff and Korolczuk also point out that such
discourses sparked a debate inside the feminist movement, and
critique of voicing a sense of superiority rather than solidarity.+

ONE OF THE LEADERS of the New Left Robert Biedron said when
referring to the abortion struggle in Poland:

We are in the year 2021, in the middle of Europe and the
standards that operate in 25 European countries should
apply also to Poland, so it should be the woman who
decides, and I see that Platforma Obywatelska, even if it
takes a step forward, then takes a step back.*

Abortion rights and women’s rights, as well as gender equality
more broadly, are presented here as a sign of advancement and
Europeanness. European values are something that distinguish-
es the Left from other progressive political forces. It seems that
the advancement and development of society is marked through
belonging to the core, to Europe and the Western imaginary, and
therefore is presented in terms of linear progress. Describing the
politics of the PiS government as “backward”, and drawing some
analogies between communist and undemocratic regimes, like
comparing PiS politicians to communist apparatchiks, or using
Russia or Belarus as rhetorical figures to mark the developmen-
tal and societal regress — now on the map of Europe we are closer
to Russia and Belarus* — brings the Left closer to the positive
image of progressive western Europe. This symbolic belonging
to and longing for the West as something that could not currently
be realized because of the politics of the PiS government was

a leitmotif of many of the conversations I had during the cam-
paign. Agnieszka, who was engaged in the campaign, summed it
up in the following way:

[...]because of what they [PiS] do [...] Poland does not
develop, no one in the West wants to cooperate with us.
Poles do want to live like Westerners.
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Monika Falej,
MP, during
the Women's
Strike in Janu-
ary 2021.
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Her opinion again placed Polish society on a spectrum of devel-
opment where Western, European standards are the goal.

Concludingremarks

The Polish Left operates in an environment that is constrained
discursively and shaped by the hegemonic discourse of anti-
communism. The symbolic and political legacy of “actually ex-
isting socialism” forces left-wing politicians — particularly wom-
en — to navigate between distancing themselves from the accusa-
tions of promoting communism and differentiating from other
progressive, liberal, European-oriented political forces. One can
see broader societal inequalities in the discursive struggles on
the Left, as their attempts to redefine the political discourse of
the Polish Left are met by patriarchal responses not only outside
but also within the political parties that they are part of. The fact
that the political forces on the left are symbolically and materi-
ally rooted in the structures of the communist party has double-
edged effect on the ways in which the politicians are perceived,
and on the ways they can present themselves. The female politi-
cians negotiate their positions not only between the “old” and
the “new”, but also between feminist and patriarchal, between
inherited institutions and the aspiration for modern, egalitarian
politics. Emphasizing “Europeanness” and progressive values
functions as a discursive tool for legitimacy but simultaneously
reinforces a symbolic dependence on Western narratives of
modernity and development. By aligning itself with the ideals of
liberal democracy, minority rights, and gender equality, the Left
attempts to reposition itself within the global hierarchy of politi-
cal legitimacy. Yet this strategy also reinforces the East-West
dichotomy, perpetuating the idea of Poland as “catching up”
with the West rather than articulating an autonomous, locally
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grounded vision of the Left. The Left’s struggle is not only politi-
cal but epistemic: it is a struggle over meaning — what “left,” “Eu-
rope,” and “progress” can signify in a society haunted by its past
and uncertain about its future. E

Aleksandra Reczuch is a PhD candidate
in Ethnology at the Baltic and Eastern European
graduate School, BEEGS, at S6dertérn University.
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The mural paintings “Friendship of the Nations” by Evald Okas in the great hall of Maarjamée Castle are covered with dual-functional glass.
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THE FRAGILITY

OF MEMORY

Case studies of rearranging

memoryscapes in Estonia

abstract

Views of the past are constantly being revised, with the impact of
different political and social occurrences generating new narra-

tives and ways of interpreting history. This essay focuses on three
cases of recent spatial reconfiguration in Estonia, all demonstrating
how contrasting memoryscapes are perceived, especially after the
full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Since then, the Soviet
memorials, symbols and murals in public space in Estonia have fallen
under intense scrutiny as remnants and symbols of the Soviet regime.
Russian aggression towards Ukraine seemed to reopen the wound

of the most recent trauma. At the same time, the legacies of more
remote oppressors, the Baltic Germans, has taken on a new meaning
as amore neutral and even positive heritage. With three examples

of spatial transformation, the essay examines the choices made on
treating the layers of Estonian history and raises questions about how
current decisions could shape our perception in the future.
KEYWORDS: Dissonant heritage, Soviet monuments, Baltic Germans.

by Triin Reidla and Anu Soojarv

ith full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022,
Soviet monuments were quickly pinpointed by a
negative spotlight in Estonia and other countries
in the former Soviet Union as well as its satellite
states. In Estonia, the major symbols representing Soviet rule
such as monuments of Lenin and other key figures had im-
mediately been removed from the public space after regaining
independence in 1991. Since then, as an independent democratic
state for three decades, the overall disposition towards the re-
maining Soviet war graves, monuments, and red stars seemed
to be quite relaxed. The most significant incident took place in
2007, when the Estonian Government decided to remove the
Soviet memorial “Monument to the Liberators of Tallinn”, also
known as “The Bronze Soldier,” from its original site in central
Tallinn and relocate it to the Tallinn Military Cemetery. The
monument in question caused tensions, which climaxed on the
former Soviet Victory Day, May 9, when crowds of Soviet war

Baltic Worlds vol.18 no.4 (2025) Theme: Still “catching up”? The ideas of “Europeanness” in East and Central Europe



The high-tech glass material covering the murals can be “turned off” and “turned on”, making it go from clear to opaque.

veterans made a pilgrimage to the memorial each year. Hence
the Government of Estonia decided to relocate the monument
overnight without notice, which set off an infamous riot in Tal-
linn known as “The Bronze Night”. However, the incident did
not launch any further Soviet monument removals in Estonia
and tensions started to subside again. Over the years there was
barely any focus of attention on Soviet monuments in public
space. The full-scale Russian invasion in Ukraine in 2022 turned
the Estonian memoryscape upside down again, evoking distress
based on undiscussed trauma to be taken out on Soviet monu-
ments. Monuments were demolished up to the point where an
official campaign was launched, encouraging people across the
country to find Soviet monuments and inform the Government
Office.!

ESTONIAN LITERARY SCHOLAR Jaan Undusk has presented a con-
cept of maiskondlik ajalooteooria which could translate as a
theory of territorial history. Undusk stated that national traits are
inevitably formed by the geopolitical situation.? The Soviet oc-
cupation in Estonia lasted for decades, traumatizing the popula-
tion and permanently influencing entire
generations. In order to understand our-
selves and position ourselves in Europe,
we have to give meaning to this oppressive
era and deal with the unresolved trauma.
One possible way to give meaning to the
era of Soviet occupation is to tell the story
through tangible heritage. Although the
affect-based polemics over Soviet monu-
ments gradually subsided, many monu-
ments with high artistic and cultural value
were removed, demolished or altered in
haste during a short period after 2022.
Perhaps one ofthe most significant
cases of removal was the relocation of a
monument on Hiiumaa island, dedicated
to the Soviet forces that participated in the
defense battles against German troops in

PHOTO: TONU TUNNEL

1941.3 The carved stone monument in question depicts a massive
head of a sorrowful soldier on a gigantic base. Over time, the stat-
ue had managed to develop new cultural layers; it was no longer
associated with the Soviet regime but represented traditions of
independent Estonia. Local pupils had a tradition of washing
the statue’s head every spring* and locals had a pet name for it —
Stone George.’ The monument seemed to have become the most
successful case of a Soviet monument being “domesticated” by
the local community. Yet it was removed nonetheless and was
relocated to the local military museum. One might think that the
local community of Hiiumaa island was behind this decision,
succumbing to the overall public affect. However, the removal
was initiated by the few local politicians who opted to demount
the statue without any wider discussions. This case eloquently
illustrates the fragile nature of Soviet heritage.

Soviet symbols and monuments continue to be a prominent
theme in election campaigns, with politicians promising to re-
move the Soviet symbols as hurtful, offensive and alien remnants
of Soviet occupation and the oppressive regime. This has result-
ed in ongoing planning on removing, altering or covering up So-
viet monuments and symbols. In spring 2025
a Soviet red star was removed from above
the main entrance of the Nomme Municipal-
ity building in Tallinn.¢ The removal took
place on the initiative of local politicians
working in the building since they no longer
wished to enter the building with a red star
above it. In spring 2025, a Soviet coat of arms
was removed from the facade of the building
that currently serves as a Russian Cultural
Centre of Tallinn.”

Stone George in Kardla, Hiiuma. The monument
was placed near a traffic junction, greeting ev-
eryone entering the city from the island’s harbor.
PHOTO: WIKIMEDIA COMMONS
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Historical drawing of Estonian Knighthood building.

Refurbishing the former
Knighthood House

While Soviet legacies are being removed, Baltic German ones are
being recreated. While Soviet monuments fell under scrutiny

as symbols of an oppressive colonial regime, another Estonian
colonial era and its symbols also happened to be topical. In 2022
the renovation of the Estonian Knighthood House started.

The Estonian Knighthood building in Tallinn once served as
the seat of self-governance for the Baltic German nobility. Fol-
lowing Estonia’s declaration of independence in 1918, the build-
ing took on a new role as a state representative venue. From the
1920s until 1940, it housed the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the
Republic of Estonia. The visual language of the old regime’s inte-
riors was deemed unsuitable for a young republic when hosting
foreign guests or organizing events. As part of this recontextu-
alization, coats of arms and other symbols commemorating for-
mer rulers were removed from the Great Hall, and the interior
was redesigned.

Parallels can be drawn with similar buildings in neighboring
Baltic countries: For instance, the House of the Courland Knight-
hood in Riga, which now serves as the home of the Latvian Par-
liament. Knighthood buildings also can be found, for example,
in Finland and Sweden, where they remain meeting places for
the local nobility without any official governing function.

During the process of repurposing the Estonian Knighthood
building for new uses, it came to hold personal significance
for many Estonians. During the Soviet occupation, it served as
the State Library and Art Museum of the Estonian SSR. Since
the restoration of independence, the building has served as a
temporary space for various institutions. From 1992 until 2006
the building was used by the Estonian Art Museum. By 2014,
when its most recent occupant — the Estonian Academy of Arts—
moved in, it had become clear that years of neglect had left the
building in urgent need of renovation. Thus, a vision emerged
to restore it as a national representative building for hosting
eminent international guests and state events. Renovation and
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The renovated Estonian Knighthood building in 2025.

restoration works did not start until 2022, mainly due to financial
constraints.

The Government Office that commissioned the Statehood
House refurbishment project decided to restore the building
to reflect the formation of the Estonian Republic’s statehood
through the different establishments that operated in the
building over time. Several rooms were set up, dedicated to
Statehood, to Estonian art, the Estonian War of Independence,
the Estonica library, and to the 1930s office of foreign affairs.®
And perhaps the most outstanding, but definitely most con-
troversial — the Hall of the Diet. Until the 1920s, the Estonian
Diet was the highest authority in Estonia, consisting of Baltic
German noblemen. In the renovation project, the Government
Office opted to restore the Hall of Diet almost identically to its
appearance in the 19" century. The architectural layer from the
Estonian Republic was demolished and the 280 coats of arms of
the members of the former Knighthood were mounted on the
wall once again. Ironically, when the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
moved into the building in the 1920s, they had the Baltic Ger-
man coats of arms removed, and since then, the artefacts had
remained in the museum repository and never been exhibited
to this extent.

HISTORIAN LINDA KALJUNDI states that although the Government
Office explains the decision by referring to the importance of the
Estonian Diet as representing democracy and standing for the
native peasants, this was not exactly the case. “This differs sig-
nificantly from mainstream Estonian historiography, which has
generally found that the unchecked power of the Baltic German
nobility in local affairs could only be exercised by suppressing
the rights of Estonian peasants”, says Kaljundi.? It is also telling
that while the Hall of Diet was restored almost identically, a bust
of Peter the Great that stood alongside the coats of arms in the
Hall of Diet in the 19" century was excluded from the recreated
setup. This is not surprising, considering that the Government
Office has taken a stand on the legacies of imperial and Soviet
Russian rule. On the other hand, the hall layout still included

PHOTO: MARTIN SIPLANE
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Historical interior of the Hall of Diet.
in

the memorial plaques dedicated to Baltic Germans who fought
in the battle of Borodino on behalf of Tsarist Russia that had
adorned the walls of the Hall of Diet in the 19" century. Hence
this design choice seems contradictory and arbitrary. It does
not tell a full or visible story of the Baltic German authority in
Estonia.

The Baltic German nobility had cultural autonomy within
the Russian Empire which granted them the ability to rule in
the regions of Estonia and Latvia for centuries, dominating in
every field. Hence, the Baltic Germans had a significant role
in shaping Estonian cultural space and traits. Until the ethnic
revival known as the National Awakening,
which started in the mid-19™ century both
in Latvia and Estonia, natives were mostly
peasants, bondmen, known as the rural
people who depended on their Baltic Ger-
man landlords. Baltic Germans were hated
and feared by the natives, but they were
also admired and seen as something to
emulate. The desire to resemble the Baltic
Germans even led to the concept known
as kadakasakslus* that occurred in the 19
and 20" centuries — usually meaning poor
representatives of the native Estonians attempting to behave
and speak like Germans. Although this conduct was rather
mocked and derided by most Estonians, Baltic German traits
still remained desirable. The case study of the Diet Hall appears
to highlight the difficult questions raised by the role of the Bal-
tic Germans in contemporary memory and identity politics in
Estonia.

Whendifficult heritage becomes easy

Another vivid example concerning the interplay of difficult his-
torical heritages is the exhibition “Eternal Summer”* that the
Estonian History Museum opened in the late spring 2025, in the
main hall of the former Maarjamée castle where the Estonian
History Museum is based today. The 19" century Maarjaméie
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The restored Hall of Diet is almost identical to the interior of the Hall of Diet

the 19" century. PHOTO: MARTIN SIPLANE
castle originally belonged to a nobleman of Russian origin. In

the late era of Soviet occupation, the main hall of the castle was
adorned with a huge mural by an eminent Estonian painter,
Evald Okas (1915—2011). The mural, titled Friendship of the Na-
tions, embodies perhaps the most expressive Soviet aesthetics

in comparison to any other mural in Estonia designed after the
1960s, being therefore polemical from the very beginning and
continuing to be disputed over the decades. In 2017 the contro-
versial mural was dealt with by a clever solution for recontex-
tualizing both the painting and the space it is in. In association
with the Estonian Academy of Arts, the mural was covered with a
high-tech glass-like material allowing it to
be “turned on” or “turned off”. The mate-
rial covering the mural was transparent
but when it was necessary to make it dis-
appear, it was possible to make the cover
opaque, allowing the mural to blend into
the wall.

DESPITE THE EXISTING successful manner
of recontextualizing difficult heritage,
after the Russian aggression towards
Ukraine in 2022 the Soviet mural in
question became topical again. In 2025, the History Museum
decided to cover up the mural entirely by building additional
walls before it and turning the hall back into the 19 century
summer hall for the nobility as it had once been. “We wanted to
create something that has no intrigue whatsoever for a change,”
commented the museum’s head of research. The exhibition

in question will be temporary, according to the museum’s
website. However, the dissonant dimension — or, indeed, the
intrigue — of reviving Baltic German legacies remains largely
unaddressed. People coming to see the exhibition would find
peace and beauty in 19" century furniture, paintings, and cut-
lery but without confronting the knowledge that the nobility’s
leisure was enjoyed to a great extent at the expense of the native
Estonian peasants.
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In 2025, the History Museum decided to cover up the mural by Evald
Okas in the great hall of Maarjamae Castle entirely by building ad-
ditional walls before it and turning the hall back into the 19" century
summer hall of the nobility for the exhibition “Eternal Summer”.
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Conclusion

Estonian history can be considered a history of invasions. A
great deal of our tangible and intangible heritage has developed
over time, being influenced by the traits of different occupying
powers. The Soviet era is the latest such instance and hence, the
most recent trauma. Unfortunately, no one won — neither those
who were locked behind the Iron Curtain for decades nor those
that managed to get away and start over in the West. This era
shaped us more than we comprehend. Therefore, it is very hu-
man to resent and to remove the visible remnants of oppression
such as the Soviet war monuments. And it is equally understand-
able that spaces and visuals that no longer carry the weight of
pain and trauma seem safe and neutral. It is easier to try and
catch up with something we seem to have missed — represent-
ing ourselves with legacies and visuals that speak of nobility and
representation rather than the ones that carry values we neither
particularly understand, nor asked for. However, in order to
understand ourselves and position ourselves in Europe, we have
no other choice than to face the trauma. By acknowledging it,
we are able to learn and tell our story more widely. In this case,
remembering is the best way to move on. E

Triin Reidlais a PhD candidate and head of
the Architecture Conservation Studies module in BA
and MA curricula, at the Estonian Academy of Arts.

Anu Soojarv is a PhD candidate at the Department of Cultural
Heritage and Conservation, at the Estonian Academy of Arts.
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