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    CHAPTER 1   

 Introduction: The Baltic Sea Region—Scars, 
Seams and Stitches                     

     Andrey     Makarychev     and     Klaus     Segbers   

        A.   Makarychev    () •    K.   Segbers    
  Free University Berlin ,   Berlin ,  Germany
    

      This book is a result of a networked project designed and implemented by 
the Centre for East European Studies at the Free University in Berlin and 
the Johan Skytte Institute of Political Science at the University of Tartu. 
The research agenda that gave a start to this book in 2014 focused on a 
variety of bordering and de-bordering practices unfolding in the Baltic Sea 
Region (BSR), an area that is usually considered to be the most successful 
example of region-building in a wider Europe. In the literature, the BSR 
is often referred to as a model for other regions-in-the-making, located at 
the intersection of the EU and Russia, and a possible source of spill-over 
effects and sharing of best practices with other regions constituting the 
EU–Russia common neighbourhood. 

 The contributions to this volume stem from the general assumption 
that the BSR represents a socially constructed interface where not only 
the West and the East meet but also where Nordic Europe interlaces with 
continental Europe. The region develops under the strong infl uence of 
major international actors, the EU and NATO, who play crucial roles in 



shaping security practices and the institutional contours of the region. It 
is not incidental that quite a number of border-crossing initiatives (the 
Northern Dimension, the German–Polish–Russian “trialogue”, the Nord 
Stream and the Eastern Partnership) in one way or another have their 
“Baltic roots”. Apparently, the BSR possesses a meaningful experience 
of confl ict mediation, prevention and resolution, and its different actors 
utilize and take advantage of socialization mechanisms engrained in the 
Baltic Sea regional project. 

 The BSR is exposed to two signifi cant challenges that partly create 
opportunities. The fi rst huge challenge is the new global landscape emerg-
ing after the end of the East–West confl ict, particularly after 1989. The 
traditional international system based on nation states is being replaced 
by new constellations characterized by relatively new actors (for instance, 
transnational corporations, banking and fi nancial agencies and networks of 
non-governmental organizations), but also traditional administrative units 
which are now growing into a separate category of actors on their own, 
like global city regions. Policies are more than ever driven by mass media 
and social networks, which explains new, evolving policy styles, which are 
signifi cantly more short-lived and inconsistent than what was seen in pre-
vious periods. Global fl ows are gaining ever more relevance in the fi elds of 
capital, human mobility (migration), content (information and entertain-
ment) and resources, all of which are crossing borders with limited state 
capacities to control them. Gaps between the expectations of people and 
the capabilities of governments have become a serious policy issue, exac-
erbated by an increasing number of failing or failed states. In theory, such 
an environment could also stimulate activities in new, or newly emerging 
regional spaces, like the BSR. 

 The second big challenge is related to a number of partially overlap-
ping crises in Europe, of which the Baltic area is a part and thus cannot 
avoid exposure to negative fallout. These are the unresolved Euro-
banking crisis; massive and broadly uncontrolled immigration from the 
Middle East and Northern Africa; a recidivist and partly home-grown 
terrorism; an assertive and rule-averse Russia; the British exit (“Brexit”) 
from the EU, with potential consequences for Scotland and Catalonia; 
and a rising far-right populism in Europe and in the United States. These 
areas of crises are interlinked and partly mutually reinforcing. The estab-
lished European agencies for addressing these problems are mostly inef-
fi cient or even invisible. The younger generation of Europeans takes all 
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the positive features of integration for granted, not perceiving the impor-
tance of defending or re-establishing the European project. The EU will 
most probably survive these cataclysms, but in a different form, with a 
rather diverse portfolio of different integration fi elds and various degrees 
of integration. This will encourage new forms of cooperation, and here 
there may be a chance for a stronger Baltic cooperation network. On 
regional and local levels, cooperation may be enabled and it may lead to 
“easier” solutions than one might see on the national level. But, at the 
same time, as local ties do not always depend on friendly historical lega-
cies and potential economic and social patterns of competition, they may 
also be more sensitive to confl icts and to cultural narratives perhaps not 
as conducive to closer cooperation. 

 Based on different case studies, the chapters collected in this volume 
contribute to the conceptualization of the BSR as a peculiar borderland 
case; for example, it is a complex region formed and located at the inter-
section of different cultural, ethnic, religious and civilizational fl ows and 
poles. As such, it has an international visibility, and preconditions are cre-
ated for mobility of populations and for the fl ow/exchange of cultures. 
The borderland location is conducive to the different articulations of 
regional and national identities, often containing strong anti-imperial 
(and, in a wider sense, anti-hegemonic) potential. Many of the authors 
of this volume deem that political subjectivities of international actors are 
inseparable from the dynamics of Self–Other relations and, concomitantly, 
from their border-making and/or border-unmaking potential. Analysis of 
political borders is closely related to the political goals and instruments 
applied by each party, as opposed to the concepts of technical instru-
mentality, administrative management logic or legal compliance. Political 
borders, unlike geographic ones, are intended or unintended products of 
actors’ discourses and policies and are shaped by both broad issues (such 
as the state of bilateral or multilateral partnerships) and specifi c matters 
(for example, the dynamics of a visa regime or contentions over energy 
market regulations). 

 Since borders are the most important element of any nation’s political 
distinction, regional identity is neither (pre)given nor is it a fi xed policy 
platform, but rather a set of intersubjective characteristics. Thus, issues 
of political borders pop up each time in every discussion of international 
socialization, for instance, the dynamics of rapprochement and alienation 
between key actors and the correlation of confl ict and cooperation in a 

INTRODUCTION: THE BALTIC SEA REGION—SCARS, SEAMS AND STITCHES 3



relationship between them. Borders are key elements of identity-making, 
so any attempt to differentiate identities is a political move, grounded in 
symbolizing and valorizing dissimilarities, as opposed to erasing them. 

 However, the latest developments in the BSR suggest we should not 
overrate the capabilities of regional institutions to mitigate confl icts that 
normatively and politically divide neighbouring countries. It is very likely 
that the institutional forms of Baltic Sea regionalism will develop under 
a heavy infl uence of EU–Russia splits and disagreements over the core 
issues of pan-European signifi cance, and that many of the BSR countries 
will pursue their individual—rather than regionally coordinated—strate-
gies towards Russia. Consequently, the gamut of issues that affect the BSR 
will represent a peculiar combination of a networking type of regionalism 
(promoted by the EU) and great power management practices (favoured 
by Russia). As the most recent developments demonstrate, militarization 
of the region is one of the unfortunate yet possible scenarios spurred by 
developments in Ukraine. 

 The key controversy of Baltic regionalism can be explained by the 
very structure of the BSR-building project, which from the outset 
was conceived to attain two major political goals. One was to pro-
vide the basis for consolidating regional cooperation between partners 
who share a similar normative background, and who are eager to pool 
resources for the sake of building a coherent regional society. Key driv-
ers for change in this region-making process were the EU and Nordic 
countries, who were instrumental in successfully integrating the three 
Baltic states in European and Euro-Atlantic institutions and in spread-
ing EU-based normative and institutional standards across the region. 
The EU enlargement in 2004 could be seen as having successfully ful-
fi lled this goal.  

 The second goal for the BSR was to engage Russia through a num-
ber of institutional bridges, such as city-to-city partnerships, transborder 
Euro-regions, and the Northern Dimension programme. The chief idea 
was to create a cohesive space for the interaction of all regional actors 
and thus avoid East–West divides. Recent domestic and international 
developments in Russia have questioned the viability of this political 
goal. The Russian government has become more and more central-
ized, thus making it diffi cult to involve Russian local partners in cross-
border cooperation projects. The Russia-supported military insurgency 
in Ukraine has rung alarm bells in all European countries, making it 
nearly impossible for Russia not to be perceived as a security threat in 
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the BSR. For its part, the Russian government considers NATO’s reac-
tive policies endanger its security. This increases the security dilemma in 
the region and undermines possible cooperation frameworks between 
the EU and Russia. 

 While the fi rst political goal of the Baltic Sea Region has been suc-
cessful and the actors have moved to the next stage of cooperation, the 
second goal seems to be failing. Instead of promoting regional network-
ing and plugging in to existing interactive opportunities, Moscow dur-
ing its presidency in the Council of the Baltic Sea States (CBSS) simply 
transposed to the regional policy various issues from discussions at the 
EU–Russia level (such as visa facilitation talks) and tried to impose a 
political agenda (such as “fi ghting extremism”). In some areas, BSR pri-
orities are direct challenges to Russia’s interests, such as diversifi cation 
of energy sources, energy effi ciency programs and new energy-saving 
technologies. All this raises a question of how eager and capable Russia 
is to associate itself with the BSR economically, politically and in the 
security fi eld. 

 As the crisis in the Ukraine–Russia relations made clear, the institu-
tional structures of the Baltic regionalism face negative impacts from 
adjacent confl ict-ridden areas, which challenge the cohesion of the 
region and stimulate a new type of regional discourse. In the rhetoric 
is found the idea that the actors seek greater security and protection, 
and thus recycling old distinctions between political and security con-
siderations. Recognizing the double impossibility of a fully integrated 
Russia and one that is altogether excluded, this book seeks to single out 
different strategies that regional actors in the BSR apply in relations with 
each other and in their regional policies. For describing these strategies 
some authors use the metaphors of “locking and unlocking”, “construc-
tion and deconstruction”, “making and unmaking”, and “bordering and 
de-bordering”; the probability of each depends upon an unstable con-
stellation of political discourses produced by regional actors and their 
communication with each other (Makarychev and Yatsyk  2014 , 34–45). 
It is one purpose of this book to unveil the dynamics of inclusion and 
exclusion, engagement and disengagement, and to uncover its repercus-
sions for the BSR. 

 Against this backdrop, the concept of suture can be used as an academic 
metaphor that describes the intricacies of inside–outside interrelations 
and dynamics between different actors. In post-structuralist scholarship, 
“suture” implies “the mapping of external difference onto the inside” 
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(Nolan  2009 , 109), or “inscription of the exterior in the interior” (Nolan 
 2009 , 54). In the case of suture, external difference becomes internal. In 
academic literature there were only a few attempts to introduce the idea 
of the suture to the fi eld of border studies (Kazharski and Makarychev 
 2015 , 328–339). Mark Salter ( 2012 , 734) defi nes suture “as a process 
of knitting together the inside and the outside and the resultant scar”. 
Although he tends to see the suture mainly through the lens of sover-
eignty, in fact this is an interactive concept: “the border-crossing subject 
stiches him/herself into the narrative of belonging; so too does the sover-
eign state incorporate the subject as a border-crosser that can be accepted 
or rejected, defi ning what populations can move” (Salter  2012 , 740). In 
this sense the characterization of the suture as “the neglected limit of 
politics” (Salter  2012 , 740) implies its inherent propensity to defi ne the 
relations of inclusion and exclusion. 

 Suturing might have two dimensions—temporal and spatial. In a tem-
poral sense, the suture supposes the cementing of identity by means of 
recurrent references to historical experiences that serve to infuse old 
meanings into this identity. This is how nostalgic discourses work: they 
reconnect contemporary identity to its historical predecessors. Spatially, 
the concept of the suture can be applied to complex situations when no 
strict line of demarcation between competing or rival identities is possible, 
which gives a green light for applying this concept in the fi eld of regional 
studies. 

 Arguably, the most important characteristic of the suture is the subject’s 
ability to borrow meanings from outside in order to stabilize its own dis-
persed/dislocated identity up to the point of ideological closure, with all 
external elements being ousted, so that the semantic “fi eld is neatly ‘sown 
up’”. As a result, one single subject centralizes the fi eld and “appears to 
dominate and run the process” (Žižek  2012b , 155). Suture paradoxically 
produces an effect of self-enclosure with no need for an exterior. Therefore, 
the political fi eld appears “as a naturalized organic whole” (Žižek  2012b , 
157). In particular, Žižek ( 2012a ) explains: “[Suture] became part of the 
deconstructionist jargon, functioning as a vague notion rather than as a 
strict concept, as synonymous with ‘closure’: ‘suture’ signalled that the 
gap, the opening, of a structure was obliterated, enabling the structure to 
(mis)perceive itself as a self-enclosed totality of representation.… It desig-
nated the operation by means of which the fi eld of ideological experience 
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get ‘sutured’, its circle closed, and the de-centred structural necessity ren-
dered invisible.” (pp. 621–622). 

 Thus, the destination point in the suturing process is a foreclosure 
that is often attributed to all modern nation states with their proclivity to 
appropriate “the meanings of space…. [t]hey become located within par-
ticular regimes of meaning and action” (Rajaram and Grundy-Warr  2007 , 
XI), which might lead to the unfolding of totalizing practices with bor-
dering effects and “a consequent effacement of internal differences and 
multiplicity” (Monticelli  2008 , 194). The political problem starts when 
some “elements of the semiotic space which are not identifi able from the 
point of view of its self-description come to be expelled from ... this space 
as excessive …. What does not fi nd a place within the structural unity of 
the self-description is insignifi cant and irrelevant: it simply does not exist.” 
(Monticelli  2008 , 195). 

 The tendency towards an “autonomous closure”, inherent for any 
suturing experience, might lead to disconnections and miscommunica-
tions that, for instance, can take the form of “sclerotized dialogue, which 
indicates the lack of openness towards otherness” (Ponzio  2009 , 143). Yet 
since “alterity is located inside the subject … the subject cannot become 
a closed totality …. The other is necessary to the constitution of the ego 
and its world, but, at the same time, it is a constitutive impediment to 
the integrity and the defi nitive closure” (Ponzio  2009 , 142). Totalization, 
in whatever form it comes, is never complete and is always a trend, a 
tendency, which can be counter-balanced by political momentum com-
ing from the existence of “the position of a within—outside” (Monticelli 
 2008 , 198). “The work on the border, by rethinking the relationship 
between the inside and the outside … functions as an interruption of 
totalization” (Monticelli  2008 , 176–177). This is directly related to the 
concept of the boundary that, against the backdrop of what was said 
above, appears as an ambivalent theoretical tool that can be understood, 
on the one hand, as an instrument of potential closure, and, on the other 
hand, “as the space by/in which detotalizing dialogue might take place” 
(Monticelli  2008 , 205). A system functioning as a self-enclosed whole is 
impossible. Moreover, a given system can only pretend “to enclose reality 
in its entirety” (Monticelli  2008 , 191). 

 Therefore, suturing denotes a specifi c mix of de-bordering and re-bor-
dering under which a dispersed identity is stabilized by means of incor-
porating elements of a different semiotic order. Concomitantly, external 
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meanings are used as reference points for fi xing dislocated and unstable 
identities. In this sense the suture is different from the foreclosure in 
which “the movement of difference is effaced and removed to the outside, 
while boundaries are traced in order for the system to be a self-contained 
and coherent whole” (Monticelli  2008 , 177). Suture—as autocommuni-
cation—“implies appropriation of external cultural products by investing 
them with their own functions and meanings” (Schoenle and Shine  2006 , 
25), and “relies on fabricated or genuine memories shared by group mem-
bers” (Schoenle and Shine  2006 , 10). Likewise,

  “[It] constrains the terms of political debate, fails to provide an idiom for 
the discussion of actual political practice, creates or involves group identi-
ties that are largely fi ctive (in the sense that they lack a social reality behind 
them or that they are insulated from the course of world events and there-
fore remain stubbornly static) yet defi ne who is to be considered a political 
actor, and creates rigid boundaries between group ‘selves’ where one could 
imagine much more fl uid membership circulation”. (Schoenle and Shine 
 2006 , 12) 

   For studies in regionalism and borders the concept of the suture can be 
instrumental in explaining how the inside and the outside relate to each 
other and what effects may grow out of their interdependence. The suture 
characterizes dispersed, fragmented and existentially insecure identities, 
which borrow signifi cant meanings (concepts, ideas) from the outside to 
interiorize them and thus stabilize their identities. In a radical way, suture 
leads to foreclosure—to a state of self-suffi ciency and isolation from the 
outside. A good example of this has been how the EU and Russia have, 
mostly, effectively worked together in common regions of interest. A vari-
ety of Russia’s contemporary discourses on Europe, on the one hand, seek 
to bind Russia to Europe (though they are interpreted differently), and on 
the other hand, to delink Russia’s identity from the dominant European 
normative order and thus to disavow the indispensability of Europe not 
just as a mere interlocutor, but, more signifi cantly, as a source of dis-
cursive legitimacy for Russia’s European ambitions. Arguably, through 
defi ning its identity in overwhelmingly European terms and thus borrow-
ing European vocabulary Russia slides into the self-descriptive genre of 
political discourse that is largely connotative with auto-communication. 
Russia becomes an uncooperative neighbour, even using European politi-
cal language, which nicely illustrates the concept of the suture as applica-
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ble for political analysis. Russia’s hegemonic discourse under Putin, which 
is constitutively grounded in self-infl icted marginalization (Makarychev 
 2015 ), and a series of self-addressing and self-referential narratives are 
meant basically for a domestic audience; they have a relatively limited 
purchase outside of the Kremlin’s regime of signifi cation. Using anal-
ogy between political discourses and literary genres, one may characterize 
Russia’s hegemonic discourse as narcissistic and thus introspective, intro-
verted, self-conscious, self-refl ective, self-informing, auto-referential, and 
auto-representational. These characteristics are conducive to the discur-
sive “making of fi ctive worlds” of myths and propaganda as powerful 
forms of control. 

 This is exactly what can be used for comprehending the key controversy 
of the Baltic region-making project, initially bent on creating a coherent 
and prosperous regional society through gradual incorporation of coun-
tries of the former Soviet Union. Yet what worked with Estonia, Latvia 
and Lithuania did not work with Russia, whose precarious status as an 
inner Baltic actor and its “Othering” refl ects the duality of the suturing 
process. However, the suturing of external reality is always incomplete. 
It is this irreducible and inassimilable otherness of Russia that leaves “the 
decentred traces” inside the Baltic regional society-in-the-making. Thus, 
“external difference is always an internal one” (Žižek  2001 , 57), which 
demonstrates an inherent impossibility for the region “to fully become 
itself” (Žižek  2001 , 58). 

 Yet the evolution of Baltic regionalism can also be viewed as a story 
of suturing the region in the conception of Europe as a normative power 
that is destined to set standards for others, and fi rst of all for neighbours, 
through spreading norms that are believed to be universally acceptable 
and cosmopolitan. The EU, as many authors claim, tends to see others as 
extensions of the European self and prefers frontiers and transition zones 
to strictly defi ned borders. Within the framework of this approach a num-
ber of border-unlocking, or border-disabling, strategies can be discussed, 
including ideational/normative diffusion, policy learning, fostering emu-
lation and competition. However, a clear evidence of the limits of Europe’s 
normative power is the example of Russia. The expectations from the early 
1990s that the Russian Federation and its people could be closely associ-
ated with Europe’s rules and agencies did not survive reality tests after 
2011, at the latest. The offers for a “Partnership for Modernization”, par-
ticularly fuelled by German interests, failed dramatically, due to very dif-
ferent interpretations of “modernity”. 
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 As seen through this prism, the EU–Russia dimension plays a key role 
in most regional contexts. The EU has its policy strategy in the region. 
However, cooperating with Moscow was always a diffi cult task for Brussels 
both politically and technically. This is why in this book we discuss both 
the EU’s and Russia’s policies in the Baltic Sea Region as confl ictual yet 
interconnected. Therefore, the question of whether the EU’s region-
building efforts can engage Russia and what are the main obstacles to this 
is one of the pivotal questions for most of our authors. 

 It is mainly in the BSR that the EU has offered Russia partnership 
and mechanisms of international socialization in a regional set of insti-
tutions, with the Northern Dimension being a pioneer in this respect. 
Since the 1990s, Russia’s North West was optimistically perceived as a 
peculiar region of Russia, which due to its cultural, historical and geo-
economic characteristics is destined to integrate with Europe and set stan-
dards for all of Russia. With all its controversies, the Nord Stream project 
can serve as one of the few examples of economic compatibility between 
Russia and the major gas-consuming countries in Western Europe. In the 
same vein, with all its limitations, the Russian–Polish agreement on a visa-
free border-crossing regime is a good argument for further comprehen-
sive visa facilitation bargaining between Russia and the EU. The Russian 
Foreign Ministry recognized the possibilities of a facilitated visa regime in 
the Baltic Sea region, referring to the positive example of Russia’s agree-
ments with Norway, Poland and Lithuania. The Russian Foreign Ministry 
explicitly assumed that the Moscow–Warsaw–Berlin nexus is a forum for 
promoting regionally reached arrangements in the wider EU. 

 Yet paradoxically, these experiences were hardly conducive to a fruitful 
political dialogue. Russia proved unable to counter its negative othering 
through promoting its own long-term regional projects in the BSR, and 
it chose to compensate for the defi cit of strategy with a distancing from 
the EU and refusing to join the EU-centred normative order. Russia’s—
mostly rhetorical—claims for equality in the absence of long-term alterna-
tive strategies of region-building were conducive to the reproduction on 
a regional level of the communication disconnects between Moscow and 
Brussels. Security considerations played an important role as well. Russia 
is fully aware that from the 1990s Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania perceived 
Baltic Sea regionalism as a step to EU and NATO membership. In spite 
of the optimistic expectations for a thicker EU–Russia convergence on 
regional levels, the two parties steadily keep drifting apart from each other. 
Identity-wise, Russia’s association with the European idea, with all the 
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undeniable intersubjectivity of Russia–EU relations, turned out to be 
insuffi ciently strong. Moscow often claims that in the BSR, Russia faces 
serious problems in dealing with the EU. The Kremlin in fact accuses the 
EU of applying allegedly protectionist measures against Russian invest-
ment, impeding Gazprom’s business and derailing, for political reasons, 
joint projects like the launching of a unifi ed energy system to embrace 
Russia, Belarus, Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia. Russia sees EU enlarge-
ment, of which Baltic regionalism is a pivotal part, as a menace to Russian 
economic interests. Identity-wise, the Kremlin’s intransigence stems from 
the Baltic states’ unfriendliness to Russia and their deliberate intention 
to keep Russia as far away from the EU and NATO as possible. Moscow 
believes that the Baltic region-building narrative in the 1990s was based 
on a presumption of an inevitable identity clash of Baltic Europe with 
Russia as its “Big Other”. Russia also appears to be dissatisfi ed with some 
institutional arrangements in this region. In particular, it complains that 
the Union of Baltic Sea States (UBSS) functions as an offspring of the EU, 
instead of playing a more independent role. In the meantime, Russia’s 
expectations to use the UBSS as a platform for politically pressuring the 
Baltic countries to change their policies towards Russian-speaking minori-
ties largely failed. And, certainly, Russia’s references to the possibility of 
remilitarizing Kaliningrad as a possible response to US military plans in 
Eastern and Central Europe reveals the resilience of  realpolitik  logic in the 
Kremlin. 

 Instead of a gradual approximation between the EU and Russia, what 
is happening is an increasing de-coupling and de-coordination between 
those two actors. The ruling group in Moscow has a quite instrumental 
attitude toward inter- and transnational rules, and this policy is broadly 
popular in Russia. But at the same time, the future of Russia is far from 
certain. It has an enormous dependency on carbon-based energy sources 
leading to a symbiotic relationship between energy rent distribution and 
an authoritarian form of political governance. The dramatic drop of global 
oil prices and the shale gas revolution in the United States and elsewhere 
has affected Russia’s economy, as oil and gas prices have fallen. There are 
huge problems in Russia with infl ation, and there are social tensions in 
certain sectors of society. All of these problems are furthered by a long list 
of expensive programs, from armaments to social promises (the indexation 
of pensions), from the world football championship in 2018 to establish-
ing infrastructure to and in Crimea. The current wars in Eastern Ukraine 
and Syria are further contracting the Russian economy.  
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 In this book we undertake a multidisciplinary analysis of a plethora 
of conceptually interrelated issues binding the group of countries of the 
BSR.  We seek to combine diverse disciplinary perspectives on myriad 
issues pertaining to border-crossing practices in the BSR. Political sci-
ence and international relations elucidate key factors shaping state-to-
state relations in this part of Europe as seen from the perspective of 
border management and border-crossing. Judicial analysis seems indis-
pensable for understanding the existing legal frameworks for transborder 
fl ows, exchanges and contacts between people. Cultural and communi-
cation studies are crucial for properly comprehending the role of infor-
mation fl ows and different media in the construction of mutual (mis)
perceptions and, in the long run, identity-making, including cultural 
and communication barriers that affect social interactions in borderland 
regions. 

 The book is divided into three parts. The fi rst part focuses on the reap-
pearance of security issues as a direct effect of the crisis in Ukraine and 
Russia’s policy towards this country, and the reaction to it in the BSR. 
 Thomas Linsenmaier  offers an interpretative framework for understand-
ing recent developments in the BSR from the perspective of the English 
School of international relations. Seen through its lens, the BSR repre-
sents a particular subset of relations in the interplay between European 
and post-Soviet international societies. Baltic Sea regionalism, the con-
scious attempt at constructing institutions to provide for order along the 
Baltic rim, is heavily implicated by, and vulnerable to, dynamics occurring 
in the wider constellation. This is felt in the repercussions of the Ukraine 
crisis, which reverberates also in the BSR as cooperative frameworks are 
put under strain. The Baltic security constellation remains susceptible 
to changes at the deeper level of interstate practices. Russia’s reversion 
to “old ways” within the post-Soviet society, and its use of coercion to 
change borders along with the recurrence of the practice of spheres of 
infl uence, challenges the very basis upon which Baltic Sea regionalism had 
been designed. By means of negative spillover, the unsettling dynamics 
of the Ukraine crisis are not remaining locally confi ned, but unfold along 
the overlap of the two regional societies, such as in the Baltic area. This 
becomes visible not least in the polarization of the inter-regional constel-
lation in the BSR, signalling a shift in ways of “doing” security. Ostensibly, 
these changes indicate a (re)confi guration of interstate practices. At the 
same time, this does not (yet) amount to a “back to the future” scenario. 
Transformed patterns of practice (still) remain stable within European 
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society. Instead, we witness a reconfi guration of the larger inter-regional 
interplay, which bears repercussions also for the subset of relations form-
ing the BSR. 

  Elena Kropacheva  in her chapter claims that the Ukrainian crisis, hav-
ing become the most dramatic event in European security since the 
end of the Cold War, has led to the re-conceptualization of Russian–
Western relations and Russia’s role in Europe. She analyses the effects 
of the crisis on security processes in the BSR. This chapter starts with 
an overview of the state of affairs and patterns of cooperation, com-
petition and confl ict before the Ukrainian crisis. Thereby it examines 
different cooperation initiatives that increased the security and stabil-
ity in the region as well as those security arrangements that shaped its 
borderlines. It then studies the impact of the Ukrainian crisis on these 
security dynamics in the BSR in terms of changing patterns of coopera-
tion, competition and confl ict, threat perceptions and overall security 
arrangements. 

  Aki-Mauri Huhtinen’s  chapter touches upon the ongoing debate of 
the past twenty-fi ve years over the intricacies and evolution of informa-
tion, which has traditionally been seen as a neutral means of enabling 
not only political and economic integration, but also integration in the 
military domain. However, the nature of the discussion changed rapidly 
during 2014, with experts and decision-makers increasingly emphasizing 
the threats implicit in the information network and within communica-
tions. Ostensibly, the Baltic states are turning into a kind of post-Cold 
War relay station between the United States and Russia, especially when it 
comes to energy production and logistics. Baltic culture, economics and 
information are being weaponized, and the Baltic countries are forming 
a rhizome of different interests that are becoming increasingly diffi cult to 
conceptualize. 

 Against the backdrop of the ongoing securitization of the BSR agenda, 
the second part of the book explores different strategies of knitting together 
the regional milieu through various institutional arrangements and prac-
tices of governance.  Dovile Jakniunaite  and  Živilė Marija Vaicekauskaitė   
claim that the BSR is a relatively recent construct, which maintains its 
existence despite the lack of leadership or clear understanding of its role. 
One of the main drivers maintaining it was the desire to include Russia in 
European regional structures. However, security perceptions in the BSR 
have changed since the beginning of 2014. Now, any cooperation format 
with Russia seems improbable, and not only because of Moscow’s actions 
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in Ukraine but also because of its general unwillingness to make compro-
mises or concessions. Therefore, the question arises sooner or later: how it 
is possible to continue regional building when one of its hegemonic play-
ers is uncooperative? The chapter analyses the situation from three angles: 
threat perceptions (how differing views on security consolidate or divide 
the region); institutional design (the role of institutional constraints and 
the problem of leadership); and regional identity (in what sense the BSR 
“exists”). 

  Andrey Makarychev  and  Thomas Hoffmann  examine how the govern-
ments of Russia and Estonia tackle the whole gamut of issues pertaining 
to the Russian-speaking population of Estonia. They identify and unpack 
legal, political and security aspects of the existence and functioning of 
this community and deploy them in different contexts, in particular, those 
related to Estonia’s relations with the EU, EU–Russia confl icts and the 
refugee crisis in Europe. 

 In his chapter,  Kjetil Duvold  discusses the meaning of “left” and 
“right” in Estonia and Latvia. The two countries stand out in a regional 
context in the sense that no left-of-centre parties have managed to estab-
lish themselves as parties of government. Moreover, the left/right division 
can be seen as effectively fused with the ethnic divisions in the sense that 
the majority populations tend to vote for parties of the right wing and the 
minority populations opt for left-wing parties. This chapter raises a ques-
tion of whether this division coincides with self-placement on the left/
right scale, whether it also matches differences in policy preferences, and, 
fi nally, if it may have something to do with attitudes towards the Soviet 
past. 

  Assja Vishnevskaya  starts her contribution to the volume arguing that 
after the dissolution of the Soviet Union many integration attempts 
mushroomed on the post-Soviet territory. The results were not necessar-
ily impressive. Most regional organizations remained paper tigers. Due 
to the variety of cultures and historical backgrounds of the newly inde-
pendent states, as well as geographical proximity and distance between 
them, one could have expected new stronger regions (in economic, politi-
cal and institutional respects) to emerge. However, it happened only in the 
Baltic region, which the author analyses in a comparative frame using the 
contrasting example of Central Asia. Economic relations between the fi ve 
Central Asian countries are loose, transborder mobility is low, their politi-
cal relations are spoiled by regular border confl icts, and even the need 
to cooperate within the framework of transborder water resources does 
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not facilitate cooperation. Unlike Central Asian countries, the three Baltic 
states have a shared common ground ever since the dissolution of the 
Soviet Union. They have jointly become members of the EU and NATO 
and share a common agenda within these organizations. The author 
explains the striking differences between the two geographic regions 
through institutions in the BSR and their stabilizing effect, and through 
the prism of critical geography, a discipline that ascertains that  perceptions  
of geopolitical reality are not less important than “hard” geopolitical facts 
like landscape or water resources. How did the mutual perceptions of the 
national elites after independence infl uence the region-building projects in 
the two cases? How different were threat perceptions? What symbols were 
used in the nation-building discourses? Finding answers to these questions 
can help one better understand the success and failure of region-making 
after the dissolution of the Soviet Union. 

 The third part of the book concentrates on how BSR countries engaged 
with societal practices of regional and national identity-making, with a 
variety of different public policies of cultural representation that opened 
up spaces for inclusion and border-unmaking.  Alexandra Yatsyk  in her 
chapter seeks to uncover how Estonia after the 1990s defi ned itself in 
fi lms, contemporary art and the Song and Dance Festival. By focusing 
on these spheres of national cultural production as containing different 
but meaningful narratives of Estonianness, she addresses the represen-
tations of ruptures and their possible sutures as particularly exemplifi ed 
by debates on Estonia’s Soviet past and on the Russophone population. 
Using the latter as conceptual “hot spots” of national identity discourse, 
she draws a line between hegemonic interpretations of these matters, and 
counter-hegemonic ones. 

  Elizaveta Gaufman  posits that despite the fact that the EU perceives 
itself as a “normative power” and strives to remove boundaries within, it 
inadvertently creates borders against the outside. After their accession to 
the EU and especially to NATO, the Baltic countries are predominantly 
viewed in Russia as being part of the Other and adherents of “Gayropa” 
values. Thus, the cultural othering of the Baltic countries is not only car-
ried out geopolitically but also in cultural terms, often employing the 
narratives of deviant values and alleged adherence to fascism. The latter 
narrative has become especially prominent after the Bronze Soldier con-
troversy in Estonia and has been extrapolated to the other Baltic states 
as well. Thus, the Baltic states are increasingly associated in Russia with 
“pestilential Western infl uence”. 
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  Angela Kachuyevski  draws upon the concept of identity boundaries to 
explore how border-locking dynamics might be transformed into border 
unlocking dynamics and how identity threats might be deconstructed. 
Her chapter begins with a brief discussion of the challenges of societal 
integration in Latvia before turning to outline the analytical framework. 
She draws upon the concept of societal security and securitization theory 
to capture how and why issues typically seen as belonging to the minority 
rights and human rights fi elds have been recast as existential threats to the 
Latvian state. The chapter then touches upon identity boundaries as an 
analytic tool to assess how the intersubjective process of boundary con-
struction is challenged by regional politics but opens up possible avenues 
for greater inclusion on a domestic level.     
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        INTRODUCTION 
 The Baltic Sea Region (BSR) has long been considered a model case of 
a cooperative subregion at the fringes of the European Union (EU) (see 
Tassinari  2005 ). Efforts to ameliorate dividing lines along the Baltic rim 
date back to the Cold War, when the Helsinki process set in motion a 
rapprochement between East and West. In the post-Cold War period, 
cooperation in the area further intensifi ed, resulting in a gradual “thick-
ening” of the institutional framework. Successively, myriad cooperative 
platforms were established, which together form the substrate of BSR 
regionalism. With consequent rounds of EU enlargement, the Baltic Sea 
has effectively become an “internal EU sea” (Gänzle  2011 , 1)—with one 
important exception, the Russian Federation. The presence of the latter is 
consequential as, by means of incorporating Russia, the BSR spans across 
the regional divide and incorporates an element of (EU-)Europe’s “out-
side”. In other words, the BSR is located at an overlap of two regional 
 international societies, the European regional international society and 



a post- Soviet regional international society (Gänzle  2011 , 12–16), with 
Russia being the sole interlocutor of the post-Soviet society in the BSR.  1   

 Hence, the political dynamics in the area need to be understood before 
consideration of the background of the cross-regional character of the 
BSR. The following discussion explicitly does this by investigating ways 
in which an external event, the unfolding of the Ukraine crisis, reverber-
ates in the Baltic Sea area. Under the impression of the Ukraine crisis, 
and Russia’s assertive role in particular, BSR regionalism has come under 
strain, accompanied by a readjustment of the security constellation in the 
area (see Etzold and Steinicke  2015 ). The negative security dynamics 
instilled by the Ukraine crisis have spilled over from the geographic the-
atre of their original occurrence and have come to affect the workings of 
the BSR. 

 Yet, rather than indicating a “back to the future” scenario (Mearsheimer 
 1990 ; Rynning  2015 ) in the BSR, both phenomena it is argued are deriva-
tive of a normative disconnect, and more precisely the  actualisation  of this 
disconnect in practice at the deep structural level. Rather than shifts in 
the balance of power or the mutual (in)compatibility of identities, it is the 
underlying confi guration of international practices—of “primary institu-
tions” in the conceptual vocabulary of the English School of international 
relations (IR)—that assumes analytical centre stage. Seen in this light, the 
repercussions of Russia’s conduct within the post-Soviet space do not (at 
least not yet) amount to structural change. Rather, Russia practising war, 
a practice that has been eliminated from the repertoire of practices  within  
the European society, made visible a more enduring normative rupture, 
the divide between the two regional societies at the deep structural level. 
Muted for much of the post-Cold War period, this rupture (re)gained 
political salience when, under the impression of the Ukraine confl ict, 
prevailing ambiguity over Russia’s normative outlook was resolved. The 
dynamics currently displayed in the area, arguably derivative of this endur-
ing “gap”, then put on display the failure of the institutional framework, 
despite having facilitated a degree of interstate cooperation, to generate 
desired socialisation effects. 

 Utilising the conceptual apparatus of the English School, this chapter 
contributes to understanding current developments in the BSR, by devis-
ing an interpretative framework within which the BSR can be fi ttingly 
approached—perhaps more fi ttingly than what the conceptual language of 
much mainstream IR allows for. What is required in order to apprehend 
the seemingly sudden shifts of dynamics in the BSR, I contend, is concep-
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tual (re)description—or a devising of a more appropriate vocabulary. In 
this way, the present effort ties in with the more empirically driven contri-
butions to this volume. 

 At the same time, by applying the English School framework to the 
BSR, the chapter contributes to current debates within the English School 
(see Buzan  2014 ) and its regional strand in particular (see Buzan  2014 , 
180–181). Approaching the BSR through the regional international 
society lens brings into view the  theoretical  consequences of taking seri-
ously the regional level in English School theorising. It illustrates how 
the dynamics within one regional international society —more specifi cally, 
“Russia’s ‘deniable’ intervention in Ukraine” (Allison  2014 )—reverber-
ate in the interplay between regional international societies—here the 
interplay between the post-Soviet and the European regional society. The 
discussion highlights how conditions at the deep structural level, in the 
case of the BSR structural heterogeneity deriving from its location at the 
intersection of two regional societies, inform phenomena occurring at the 
surface-level of international society, such as regionalism and, crucially, 
also security. On this basis, the (so far neglected) role of ambiguity is 
highlighted as a factor in the creation and maintenance of cooperative 
frameworks. In the same vein, the primacy of international society over 
security is (re)asserted, putting forth the argument “international society 
fi rst, security second”. 

 The international society perspective is opted for, since counter to real-
ism it provides for a social reading of international politics and thereby 
eschews the inescapability of a “back to the future” scenario on the 
European continent. At the same time, against IR constructivism, the 
English School perspective avoids the actor-centeredness of identity 
research and the danger of arbitrariness it entails.  2   With an emphasis on 
primary institutional analysis, English School theory, while sociological in 
spirit and relational in outlook, remains fi rmly structural. Rather than the 
play of identities itself, it focuses on the underlying deep structural condi-
tions that make possible certain identities in the fi rst place.  3   

 The remainder of the chapter fi rst introduces the English School’s 
conceptual apparatus, in particular, its take on the regional level, plac-
ing the concept of regional international society centre stage. Next, it 
consequently elaborates on the relationship between deep structural level 
(“primary institutions”) and surface level phenomena such as regionalism 
(defi ned in terms of “secondary institutions”) or international security. 
The conceptual framework is then deployed to locate the BSR at the inter-
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section of the European society on the one side and the post-Soviet society 
on the other. The fourth section turns towards regionalism and the secu-
rity constellation in the BSR, two surface-level phenomena that remain 
dependent upon (and indeed vulnerable to) developments at the deep 
structural level, such as the external shock triggered by the Ukraine crisis. 
The chapter closes with a refl ection on the implications of approaching 
the BSR through the English School regional lens and points to potential 
lessons the BSR holds for English School theorising.  

   THE ENGLISH SCHOOL AT THE REGIONAL LEVEL 
 Spurred by Buzan’s ( 2004 , 205–227) initial contribution, a vital strand 
of scholarship has developed within the English School that investigates 
the place and role of the regional level in English School theory (for an 
overview, see Buzan  2014 , 180–181). Paramount to this endeavour is the 
transfer of the concept of international society to the regional level, to 
defi ne the contours of  regional  international society. 

 Following Buzan, regional international societies here are understood 
as “sub-global manifestations of social structure” (Buzan  2004 , 206). 
A regional international society is distinctive, and can be distinguished, 
analytically, from its outside by means of structural, that is, primary- 
institutional, differentiation. Primary institutions in turn are understood 
as “durable and recognised patterns of shared practices rooted in values 
held commonly by the members of interstate societies” (Buzan  2004 , 
181). They are, in other words, the fundamental practices of international 
society, such as diplomacy, war, international law, the great powers, and 
the balance of power.  4   If international society can be thought of as a “web 
of sociality”, primary institutions can be pictured as the threads providing 
the web with pattern and texture. 

 In English School theorising, primary institutions are furthermore 
distinguished from secondary institutions (see Buzan  2004 , 167–176, 
181–182;  2014 , 16–17). Whereas primary institutions constitute the deep 
structure of international society, secondary institutions materialise as sur-
face level phenomena such as international regimes or organisations which, 
crucially, remain predicated on developments at the deep structural level. 
The “by design” construction of secondary institutions stands in contrast 
to the evolutionary character of primary institutions (Buzan  2004 , 167). 
BSR-specifi c examples of secondary institutions are the Council of Baltic 
Sea States (CBSS), the Helsinki Commission (HELCOM), Vision and 
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Strategies Around the Baltic Sea (VASAB), the EU Strategy for the Baltic 
Sea Region (EUSBSR), or the EU’s Northern Dimension, which in con-
junction form the secondary institutional substrate of BSR regionalism. 

 Regional differentiation then occurs on the basis of the presence of a pri-
mary institution that is unique to the region, or conversely the absence of 
an otherwise widely shared institution, or fi nally a regionally specifi c inter-
pretation of an institution; all provide for and serve as analytical markers of 
regional differentiation (see Schouenborg  2013 , 9; Buzan and Gonzalez- 
Pelaez  2009 , 232).  5   Yet, primary institutional differentiation alone does 
not by itself suffi ce to establish a boundary between a regional interna-
tional society and its “outside”. Primary institutional differentiation is not 
an objective category but a socially constructed category, requiring the 
School to develop a sensitivity for the contingency of meaning, of relations 
of sameness and difference. It follows that primary institutional differen-
tiation becomes salient in and through patterns of recognition that deter-
mine the inside/outside divide of any international society (Linsenmaier 
 2015 , 455; see also Ringmar  2014 ). Membership in international society, 
be it regional or global, is ultimately tied to recognition and therefore to 
ongoing processes of identity formation; the vexed question of Russia’s 
place in, or rather its positioning  towards , international society being illus-
trative in this regard (see Neumann  1996 ; Morozov  2015b ). 

 Regrettably, the drawing of regional boundaries and the inside/outside 
dynamics this instils so far has received little attention in the scholarship 
on regional international societies. It can be argued, however, that not 
unlike the state (see Walker  1993 ) the emergence of regional international 
societies occurs with the drawing of boundaries between inside/outside 
(regional) international society. The boundaries of (regional) international 
societies are not “given”, nor are they determined by some objectively dis-
cernible pattern of sameness and difference in primary institutional con-
fi gurations. Rather, the boundaries of (regional) international societies are 
constituted by denoting Self and Other and by means of performatively 
enacting the Self upon the Other (see Campbell  1992 ). 

 At the same time, the delineation of inside/outside international soci-
ety is not reducible to relations of identity either. The English School per-
spective remains distinct from, and is not subsumable under, the identity 
perspective. While, for example, Russia’s identity may well incorporate 
the notion of “Europe”, this identity is not—at least not fully—recog-
nised by the members of the European regional international society. As 
a  consequence, legitimate conduct in the relations between the European 
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society and Russia take the form of “practices of non-recognition” rather 
than “practices of recognition” (see Ringmar  2014 , 447–451). On the 
level of practice—that is, on the level of (confi gurations of) primary insti-
tutions and therefore  on the level of (regional) international society —Russia 
remains “outside” the European society. Capable of illuminating such a 
convolute positioning, the English School perspective succeeds in analyti-
cally carving out the intricacies of the inside/outside dynamics of interna-
tional society. 

 Importantly, the “outside” is not, and analytically should not be treated 
as, merely adjunct to the “inside”. The “outside” is  necessary , is  constitu-
tive  of the “inside” of international society (Ringmar  2014 ), regional and 
global alike. The relationship with the “outsiders” must be understood 
as  constitutive  for the European regional international society (Browning 
and Christou  2010 ; Morozov and Rumelili  2012 ), just as the notion 
of “Europe” is constitutive of—or rather, one facet of—Russia’s iden-
tity (Neumann  1999 ). Taking into account the relationship between a 
regional society and its “outside” is a matter not of analytical fancy but of 
 ontological necessity . 

 Unlike the state, however, the inside/outside dynamics triggered by 
regional international societies do not materialise in an equally sharp 
dichotomy. Regions do not, due to their ontological status as second-order 
societies, form a similarly hegemonic identity.  6   Rather than replicating 
the bordering practices of the state, regional societies empirically overlap 
along borderlands such as the BSR, making the latter a locus of boundary- 
drawing, of border-making and unmaking, between the European and 
the post-Soviet regional international society (see Makarychev and Yatsyk 
 2014 ). In this way, regional international societies remain closely entan-
gled with their “outside”, with other regional societies. The inescapability 
of the “Other within”, the impossibility of fully expelling the “outsider” 
given its constitutive necessity and its haunting the society at/from the 
fringes (see Laclau and Mouffe  1985 ), as exemplifi ed by the presence of 
Russia in the BSR, remains a continuous source of instability. Regional 
international societies, like  any  society, thus remain vulnerable to the 
unsettling effects of the Self’s contamination with the Other. 

 Acknowledging the role the “outside” plays for  any  international soci-
ety is perhaps the most signifi cant theoretical ramifi cation the School’s 
move to the regional level entails. Regional international society is not 
simply international society “writ small”. Applying the concept at the 
regional level requires taking into account the necessarily open character 
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of regional international societies, their existence amidst a multiplicity of 
regional societies, and crucially the “interplay between regional interna-
tional societies” (Linsenmaier  2015 ). Viewed through this lens, the cur-
rent dynamics in the BSR need to be understood before contemplation of 
the background of Russia’s presence in a geographic area otherwise fully 
enclosed within the European regional society. 

 Having fl eshed out the conceptual contours of international society 
at the regional level, the following section elucidates on this basis the 
occurrence of surface level phenomena such as regionalism and interna-
tional security. While defi ning the underlying conditions of possibility, the 
primary institutional confi guration does not, however, fully determine 
developments but infl uences them in more complex ways. Conceptually 
grasping these linkages requires, fi rst, clarifying the relationship between 
primary and secondary institutions (that is, accounting for regionalism) as 
a surface level phenomenon in international society. Second, the argument 
is then extended to the other surface level phenomenon here considered, 
namely international security. 

   Regionalism Within and Across Regional International Society 

 “Regionalism” here is understood as a set of institutional frameworks con-
sciously created to facilitate interstate cooperation within a geographically 
confi ned area. Materialising through international regimes or organisa-
tions, regionalism, in the conceptual vocabulary of the English School, 
represents a secondary institutional phenomenon. BSR regionalism hence 
can be considered a cluster of BSR-specifi c secondary institutions, that is, 
secondary institutions covering all or at least a signifi cant portion of the 
states located along the Baltic rim.  7   

 Under the condition of regional differentiation, regionalism can serve 
a dual purpose. First, regionalism may come as an attempt to merely 
facilitate interstate cooperation (regulative effects). Second, however, 
regionalism can also be deployed to instigate change, or more specifi cally 
international socialisation (constitutive effects). If constructed across a 
regional boundary, regionalism therefore may come as an attempt to ame-
liorate the divide and its separating effects. Differently put, it may come as 
a strategy of “border unmaking” (Makarychev and Yatsyk  2014 , 34), as in 
the Baltic Sea area, where BSR regionalism, besides facilitating interstate 
cooperation, is also an attempt to suture the divide between European 
and the post-Soviet society. Yet, the inclusion of an element of the “out-
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side”, institutionally enclosing Russia as the “Other within”, simultane-
ously makes the interplay susceptible to infl uences emanating from the 
wider constellation (for example, the Ukraine crisis). As elucidated below 
(Makarychev and Yatsyk  2014 , 17–21), these spillovers of negative secu-
rity dynamics can be accounted for by the ways in which regionalism as a 
secondary institutional phenomenon remains predicated on and vulner-
able to changes in the deep, primary institutional structure. 

 The relationship between primary and secondary institutions here is 
modelled following Spandler ( 2015 ). In Spandler’s model, primary and 
secondary institutions are understood as two “distinct constitutive lay-
ers of international society” (Spandler  2015 , 617) that interact with each 
other through “vertical linkages” and, mediated by practice, in this way 
bring about stability and change. 

 Top-down secondary institutions impinge on the deep structure, 
comprised of primary institutions, by informing practice. While mostly 
working to the effect of perpetuating stability (Spandler  2015 , 214–217), 
secondary institutions nonetheless can also function as a site of change, 
leading to the transformation of practice (Spandler  2015 , 617–621). For 
example, they may work as a site of socialisation, facilitating convergence 
of patterns of practice. It is the latter, the transformative facet of second-
ary institutions, which underpins many of the cooperative frameworks in 
the BSR, particularly those purposefully designed to span the boundary 
between an institutionally EU-centric European society and its changing 
“outside”, Russia more specifi cally. 

 Bottom-up secondary institutional frameworks are in turn conditioned 
by the deep structural level and “to a certain extent … must refl ect the 
meanings inherent in prevalent primary institutions” (Spandler  2015 , 
617). Secondary institutions must, in other words, be “in tune” with the 
underlying primary institutional structure. BSR regionalism in this sense 
can be regarded as predicated on, fi rst, the primary institutional confi gura-
tion at the level of deep structure and, second, congruence of membership 
at the deep level (that is, of regional international society) and at the sur-
face level (that is, of international regimes and organisations). 

 Change then occurs either incrementally through endogenous dynam-
ics or as the result of external shocks. The latter take shape as “[m]ajor 
wars, crisis, and fundamental power shifts,” or “changes at the global 
level of international society” (Spandler  2015 , 619). These externally 
induced shocks resonate within (regional) international society by creat-
ing  “discursive contexts in which contradictions become plainly apparent 
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and can be openly addressed” (Spandler  2015 , 618). For Spandler, having 
in mind the constellation  within  international society rather than between 
regional societies, this means bringing into the open horizontal contra-
dictions between primary institutions, or vertical contradictions between 
primary and secondary institutions  within one and the same confi guration . 
Yet, when viewed through the regional lens, the upsetting of patterns of 
practice does not necessarily follow from  change  occurring elsewhere in 
international society. Instead, an external shock may merely make vis-
ible an  already existing  normative rupture  between  regional societies. It 
may expose how nominally one and the same primary institution acquires 
different meaning in different regional contexts: its “polysemy” (Costa- 
Buranelli  2015 )  in practice . The effect of an external shock then is to make 
visible, and therefore politically salient, regional differentiation. 

 The upshot of this is that the way an external shock reverberates 
within a given structural context crucially depends on the prevailing pri-
mary institutional confi guration it impinges upon; notably, whether it is 
a homogeneous (intra-regional) or heterogeneous (cross-regional) struc-
tural context, that is, whether it is located  within  or  between  regional inter-
national societies. Impinging on a heterogeneous structural context such 
as the BSR, an external shock may merely work to the effect of resolving 
ambiguity that had previously glossed over differences in meaning. 

 Given that secondary institutions require a “fi tting” basis in the under-
lying primary institutional confi guration, the creation and maintenance 
of secondary institutions across regional boundaries is predicated on their 
pluralist capacity and their capacity to allow for a degree of ambiguity and 
to accommodate a certain “play” of meaning. As social practices, primary 
institutions do not have an essential meaning but are inscribed with mean-
ing in and through discourse. The polysemy of primary institutions across 
regional contexts requires secondary institutional frameworks spanning 
across regional boundaries to somehow accommodate this overfl ow of 
meaning. Ambiguity, understood as a condition allowing for the multiplic-
ity of meaning, thereby works as a facilitating factor. In fact, cross-regional 
secondary institutional frameworks can be put in place  because of  a certain 
degree of ambiguity,  not despite  it.  Within  (regional) international soci-
ety, secondary institutions may well refl ect temporarily fi xed (though not 
“inherent”) meanings inscribed to prevalent primary institutions.  Across  
regional international societies, however, such commonality of meaning 
cannot be presumed. This predicament is important, considering that 
most (indeed the vast majority) of secondary institutions span across mul-
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tiple structural contexts and hence remain vulnerable to developments (for 
example, changes or modifi cations in the meaning of primary institutions) 
occurring at the deep structural level. 

 The  actualisation  of practice and the accompanying fi xation of mean-
ing—the transformation of an “element” into a “moment” of discourse 
(Laclau and Mouffe  1985 , 105)—induced by an external shock effectively 
resolves ambiguity. Bringing differences of meaning into the open, an 
external shock lays bare the essential lack of what was previously believed 
to be the “common grounds” upon which secondary institutional frame-
works could be constructed, the essential lack of commonality at the level 
of primary institutions. Making visible, and therefore politically salient, 
regional differentiation, an external shock then reverberates in a cross- 
regional constellation by shattering the very basis for cross-regional 
secondary institutions, with the effect of putting these cooperative frame-
works under strain. 

 As will be argued, the Ukraine crisis confronted the BSR as such an 
external shock, triggering the spillover of negative security dynamics from 
the post-Soviet society into the BSR. While the coming under strain of 
BSR regionalism can be accounted for by the resolve of ambiguity at the 
primary institutional level and by regional differentiation subsequently 
becoming salient, the ensuing polarisation of the security constellation in 
the Baltic Sea area requires further clarifi cation of the ways in which secu-
rity in international society is conditioned by the underlying confi guration 
of primary institutions.  

   Security in (Regional) International Society 

 The analytical emphasis on confi gurations of primary institutions in account-
ing for BSR regionalism, in principle, also extends to the second facet of 
BSR dynamics here considered: dynamics of international security. From an
English School point of view, theorising the relationship between the deep 
structure of international society and surface-level phenomena in interna-
tional society, and I contend both security and regionalism to be instances 
of surface level phenomena, carries wider implications, exceeding ‘low’ poli-
tics and extending to the realm of ‘high’ politics of international security 
(see also Buzan   2015 ;   2014 , 181–185). 

 Patterns of amity and enmity, “the structure of international security” 
(Buzan and Wæver  2003 ), similarly to regionalism, materialise on the basis 
of confi gurations of primary institutions. “Security”, if understood not as 
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“given” but as a socially constructed category, indeed as patterns of securi-
tisations (Buzan et al.  1998 ), is shaped by and remains implicated by deep 
structural conditions. As suggested by Buzan ( 2015 , 132–134), primary 
institutions can be regarded as providing the “normative framing of securi-
tization”. Securitisations are, in other words, not entirely free-fl oating and 
they are not performed in a normative vacuum but instead are performed 
within a normative context in the absence of which securitising moves 
would be neither meaningful nor socially consequential. Securitisations, if 
they are to succeed, need to link up with existing structures of meaning; 
they need to draw on discursive resources available in international society. 
And it is precisely primary institutions that “set the normative framework 
that either facilitates or obstructs particular securitizations” (Buzan  2015 , 
132). Patterns of securitisation in the BSR therefore can be expected to 
diverge: the members of the European society perform securitisations 
upon the basis of the primary institutional confi guration of the European 
society and Russia performs its securitisations on the basis of the post- 
Soviet primary institutional confi guration. 

 Rather than being determined by the distribution of material capabili-
ties, security in international society, particularly denoting “the vulnerable 
in international society” (Clark  2013 ), that which is to become the “refer-
ent object” of securitisation (Buzan et al.  1998 , 36–40; Buzan  2014 , 185), 
and what counts as a threat in turn, are contingent categories. Similarly, the 
ways of countering the threat—legitimate practices of “doing” security (see 
Adler and Greve  2009 )—derive from the deep structural level of primary 
institutions. Whether security as one of the elementary goals of social life 
(Bull  1977 , 4) is pursued by means of great power management, alliances, 
balance of power, war or, indeed, alternative modes of security governance, 
such as the practice of security community (Adler and Barnett  1998 ; Adler 
 2008 ), depends on the prevailing confi guration of primary institutions in 
(regional) international society, and more specifi cally the presence of any 
particular practice functionally geared towards the attainment of security. 

 Approached in this way, international society or regional instances 
thereof is prior to the structure of international security; regional interna-
tional society is prior to regional security complexes (cf. Buzan and Wæver 
 2003 ).  8   The presence of two distinct regional societies in the Baltic Sea 
area (see below, pp. 12–16) defi nes the security constellation in the area. 
While the succinct unfolding of security dynamics along the inter-regional 
divide may well be viewed through the lens of regional security complexes, 
the evolution of the current security constellation in the BSR, as well as 
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along the larger overlap of the European and the post-Soviet regional 
society, needs to be understood with regard to prevailing conditions at 
the deep structural level, that is, on the basis of the primary institutional 
confi guration of (or rather the interplay  between ) the two regional inter-
national societies. 

 This reading of international security poses a challenge to conventional 
English School theorising. Understanding security in international soci-
ety as discursively constructed presupposes, ontologically, the availability 
of the discursive resources deployed in the performance of a securitising 
move. Yet, with the discursive resources being made available by primary 
institutional confi gurations, discourse (or differently put the deep struc-
ture of international society)  precedes  securitisation. If accepted, this claim 
is consequential as it questions the conventional account of the emergence 
of international society. Giving priority to primary institutions means that 
it is not mechanistic interaction driven by, perhaps most fundamentally, 
security concerns that eventually leads to the formation of an international 
society (cf. Buzan  1993 ); rather, it is sociality in a fundamental way that 
 precedes  and defi nes the conditions of possibility for these security dynam-
ics. In this sense, Buzan’s argument is put upside down: discourse, or dif-
ferently put, primary institutions come fi rst, security second. 

 While considerations of security in international society undoubtedly 
open up a wide fi eld, the main aim here was merely to establish the linkage 
between the deep structural level of international society and security as 
a surface level phenomenon in international society; indeed, to assert the 
primacy of the former over the latter. It follows that the evolving security 
constellation in the BSR, similarly to BSR regionalism, needs to be under-
stood before the background of the interplay between the European and 
the post-Soviet regional international societies. Both surface level phe-
nomena are implicated by the deep structural level, that is, by confi gura-
tions of primary institutions.  9   The latter therefore gains analytical primacy 
when considering current developments in the BSR.   

   LOCATING THE BSR AT THE INTERSECTION 
OF THE EUROPEAN AND THE POST-SOVIET SOCIETY 

 Having defi ned the conceptual framework, the following section puts for-
ward an English School reading of the political dynamics currently dis-
played in the BSR.  It begins by locating the BSR at the overlap of the 
European and the post-Soviet society, which means to distinguish the two 
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regional societies on the basis of their diverging confi gurations of primary 
confi gurations. While a comprehensive primary institutional analysis of the 
European and the post-Soviet society is beyond the scope of this chapter, 
it instead singles out for closer inspection those primary institutions that 
are most prevalent in the light of the present concerns with BSR regional-
ism (that is sovereignty, international law) and security dynamics (that is 
war) in the Baltic Sea area (for a discussion of the practice of borders, see 
Vishnevskaya, this volume). The aim of this section therefore is merely to 
substantiate the initial claim that there is differentiation in the confi gura-
tion of primary institutions, which then locates the BSR at the intersection 
of the two regional societies. 

   The European Regional International Society 

 Present day European regional international society, not least due to 
its highly solidarist character, is perhaps the least disputed instance of a 
regional international society. Within the European society the reinter-
pretation of a number of primary institutions (see Diez et al.  2011 ; Diez 
and Whitman  2002 ) has had such a profound transformative impact on 
the conduct of interstate relations that, as a consequence of this “domes-
tication”, the very character of European politics as international politics 
today can be questioned. 

 “Inside”—that is  among the members of —the European society, war has 
ceased to be a legitimate practice in the conduct of interstate relations. 
The primary institution of war, in other words, has been eliminated from 
the European confi guration of primary institutions and is no longer part 
of the repertoire of practices of the European society.  10   War has become 
“unthinkable” in the relations between “European” states. In terms of 
security practice, the European society can be regarded as an instance, 
perhaps the most developed one, of a security community (Wæver  1998 ; 
Adler and Barnett  1998 ).  11   Note however, that whereas war has been 
eliminated “inside” the European society, war as an institution persists in 
the conduct towards the extra-regional “outside”. Here, the inside/out-
side distinction becomes decisive. War, as a security practice in general (see 
Buzan  2014 , 182–184), is practiced differently “inside” than it is practiced 
towards the “outside” of international society (see also Pejcinovic  2013 ). 
Alongside the (non)practice of war, the balance of power has also been 
radically transformed within the European society. Rather than balancing 
material power, the members of the European society today—when inter-
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acting with other members of the European society—are enmeshed into 
the “power politics of identity” (Bially-Mattern  2001 ). Similarly, alliance 
politics in the European society and patterns of alignment are no longer 
driven by the distribution of material capabilities but by the “distribution” 
of identities (see Barnett  1996 ). While this presents but a crude insight 
into the security practices of the European society, the elimination of war 
as a fundamental practice of “doing” security is key. Besides war, other 
practices related to security have also been transformed, refl ecting the 
clustering of—and therefore the cascading of change in—primary institu-
tions. Having replaced the practice of war with another mode of “doing” 
security, the European society marks itself off as a “zone of peace” from 
the wider international contexts, including the post-Soviet society, by the 
absence of the institution of war. 

 Turning towards the structural basis for BSR regionalism, the EU 
can be initially taken as a secondary institutional proxy for extrapolating 
the primary institutional confi guration underpinning interstate coopera-
tive frameworks within the European society (Diez et al.  2011 ; Diez and 
Whitman  2002 ). Most centrally, within the European society, the primary 
institution of sovereignty has been fundamentally transformed, the prac-
tice of “modern” sovereignty giving way to the “pooling” of sovereignty 
as the “post-modern” variant of the practice (Diez et al.  2011 , 126–127; 
Ruggie  1993 ). Not least due to this reinterpretation of sovereignty in the 
context of European integration towards a “post-modern” understand-
ing, non-interference is also understood and practiced less restrictively. 
Within the European society, practices of “interference” are bound to 
considerations of legitimacy. Crucial in this respect is the voluntary, lawful 
character of any act of “interference” and, to put it bluntly, the exclu-
sion of the use of military force as a legitimate means deployed for this 
purpose. Accompanying the “domestication” of interstate relations within 
the European society has been a steady bolstering of its legal framework, 
manifest in the constitutionalization of the EU legal order.  12   Within the 
European society, the institution of international law has been  transformed 
into the  acquis communitaire , presupposing “the acceptance of suprana-
tional law by the member states” (crucially, supremacy and direct effect 
of European law) and being “explicitly solidarist in its content and inten-
tions” (Diez et al.  2011 , 128). 

 With the gradual expansion of the European society since the end of the 
Cold War, notably through rounds of northern and eastern EU enlarge-
ment, most of the Baltic Sea area has effectively become internalised to the 
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European society. As a consequence, international politics in the area, both 
in terms of interstate cooperation as well as in terms of security dynamics, 
is shaped to a large extent by the confi guration of primary institutions that 
make Europe “post-modern”. It is the presence of Russia, however, that 
prevents the dynamics in the BSR from being exhaustively captured in 
terms of—and importantly therefore also  on  the terms of—the European 
society; with Russia as the “Other within”, the BSR acquires the status of 
a borderland located between the European and the post-Soviet regional 
society.  

   Russia as the “Outsider Within”: “Outside” the European Society, 
“Inside” and Projecting the Post-Soviet Society to the BSR 

 The positioning of Russia within, or rather  towards , the European society 
is contentious, and historically it has been so, and as such it has sparked 
much debate. Historically, featuring at the fringes of the European soci-
ety (Neumann  1996 ,  2011 ; Watson  1984 ), Russia during much of the 
twentieth century moved to the core of a Soviet-led regional society (see 
Schouenborg  2012 , 141–145) until, with the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union and the breakup of the “Eastern bloc”, it once again found itself in, 
and increasingly retreated towards, a position of being semi-peripheral to 
the European society and indeed the Western-centric global international 
society (see Morozov  2015a ,  b ). Essential for the present discussion is 
that Russia never completed the transition to become a  full  member of 
the European society, to be “fully inside”. In the context of the European 
society, Russia therefore remains essentially an “outsider”; yet due to the 
manifold ways it impinges on the workings of the European society in the 
BSR, it is better understood as the “Other within”. 

 Russia’s positioning within international society is not exhausted, 
however, by its “exclusion and (self-)exclusion” from Europe (Prozorov 
 2007 ). Russia’s identity is not exhausted by its relations with Europe or 
“the West”. Whereas Russia may be relegated to a subaltern position in 
its relations with “the West”, at the same time it acts imperially within the 
post-Soviet space, a complexity which fi nds its apt labelling in Russia as a 
“subaltern empire” (Morozov  2013 ,  2015b ). It would be plainly reduc-
tionist, and analytically obstructive, to reduce Russia to either one or the 
other relationship. The immediate context, Russia’s embedding within 
the post-Soviet society, has to factor into consideration Russia’s interac-
tion with the European society. It is not an atomistic Russian Self that 
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enters into interaction with the “outside” (e.g., the European society), 
but Russia  as a member of the post-Soviet society . Seen through the lens 
of regional international society, “outside” of the European international 
society—and more precisely located to its “East”—is where the “inside” 
of another, the post-Soviet regional, society begins. Russia constitutes a 
member of this regional society; it indeed functions as the regional core 
and is also structurally conditioned by this context. The regional interna-
tional society perspective conceptually takes into account the post-Soviet 
space as a crucial element in Russia’s discursive context. 

 The very idea of a post-Soviet regional society may be objected to on 
the basis of the repeated failure of regionalist initiatives (see Wirminghaus 
 2012 ), the failure to solidarise the post-Soviet space. Or, one may chal-
lenge the societal element of a post-Soviet society, claiming the absence of 
a shared identity or even “common interests and common values” suffi -
cient to—as in Bull’s ( 1977 , 13) defi nition of international society—make 
the post-Soviet states “conceive themselves bound by a common set of 
rules in their relations with one another”. Yet, even if one were to agree 
with such a sceptic reading of the societal character of the post-Soviet 
space (which I do not), the claim of a post-Soviet society can nonetheless 
be maintained on the basis of a structural reading of international society, 
that is, by focusing fi rst and foremost on confi gurations of primary institu-
tions. As argued in the following, seen through this lens the post-Soviet 
space presents itself as a distinctive regional society and as such is analyti-
cally distinguishable from its “outside”. 

 Much of the scepticism towards considering the post-Soviet space as 
a regional society is due to the unusual nature of “binding forces” (see 
Buzan  2004 , 129–132) holding the regional confi guration in place. In 
contrast to other regional international societies, the post-Soviet society 
presents itself as a regional society “by default”, defi ned negatively by its 
members’ unwillingness, or their inability to “escape”, the post-Soviet 
condition and to join another society. In the absence of a strong sense of 
shared identity, or even common interests and values suffi cient to  provide 
the societal “glue”, the post-Soviet society instead relies on a mix of coer-
cion and calculation rather than belief. A pivotal role in providing these 
binding forces thereby falls to Russia. As the regional core, Russia, by 
practicing a sphere of infl uence (Hast  2014 ; Ferguson  2016 ), strongly 
shapes and to an extent imposes the structural conditions, the confi gura-
tion of primary institutions, within the post-Soviet society.  13   
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 In the post-Soviet society, the primary institution of war continues to 
be present. Among the states of the post-Soviet society the use of force 
remains a legitimate practice in the conduct of interstate relations, as viv-
idly demonstrated by the persistence of a number of protracted confl icts 
in the region, the Russo–Georgian war, or fi nally the military confl ict in 
eastern Ukraine. The presence of war as a primary institution in the post- 
Soviet society is crucial as it stands in stark contrast with the prevailing ways 
of “doing” security within the European society. The primary institutional 
confi gurations of the two regional societies thus fundamentally differ and 
can be distinguished along established patterns of security practice: the 
(non)practice of war in particular. The salience of the institution of war as 
a primary institution of the post-Soviet society is furthermore reinforced 
by the continued prevalence of traditional balance-of-power thinking, the 
latter becoming manifest in, for example, Russian fears of encirclement 
by the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), or in the stand-off 
between Armenia and Azerbaijan. Similarly, patterns of alignment in the 
post-Soviet space (that is, the Collective Security Treaty Organization or 
GUAM Organization for Democracy and Economic Development) sug-
gest an enduring concern with the distribution of material power among 
the members of the society. 

 Turning towards primary institutions prevalent for regionalism, the 
primary institution of sovereignty is interpreted in a pronouncedly “mod-
ern” fashion in the post-Soviet society. Derived from this understanding of 
sovereignty, the principle of non-interference formally as well as rhetori-
cally represents a cornerstone of relations among the states of the post- 
Soviet society. In spite of this, the label “modern” nevertheless may be too 
crude a categorisation to adequately capture the structural conditions in 
the post-Soviet space. The notion suggests a pluralist society, whereas the 
regional confi guration  in practice  is not as pluralist. The practice of sover-
eignty within the post-Soviet space is qualifi ed by the distinguished role of 
Russia. The latter, despite its advocacy of pluralist principles at the global 
level, does not similarly practice these principles regionally (Kaczmarska 
 2015 ). Instead, Russia unilaterally resorts to what Alderson and Hurrell 
( 2000 , 67) have called “coerced solidarism”, taking form as the recur-
rent meddling in the internal affairs of other members of the post-Soviet 
society, in what Russia considers to be its “near abroad”. Importantly, 
such interference in the post-Soviet space is neither lawful nor voluntary. 
Instead, it is practiced unilaterally—and unidirectionally—by Russia, either 
by means of open coercion, or more subtly through the strategic deploy-
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ment of soft power instruments (Tsygankov  2006 ). When it comes to the 
practice of international law, Russia’s “post-Soviet practice of international 
law” (Mälksoo  2015 , 153–184), rather than aligning with the Western 
interpretation of the practice, creates a simulacrum thereof (Mälksoo 
 2015 , 185), as most recently demonstrated in Russia’s legal “justifi cation” 
of its intervention in Ukraine (see Allison  2014 , 1258–1268). Crucially, 
as Mälksoo ( 2015 ) points out, such an instrumental approach to interna-
tional law in many ways draws on Russia’s Soviet legacy and therefore can 
aptly be labelled “post-Soviet”. Importantly, this practice of international 
law is not unique to Russia but, variations notwithstanding, is refl ected 
throughout the post-Soviet space. 

 While admittedly no more than a superfi cial overview of the structural 
fabric of both regional societies, this illustration nevertheless provides suf-
fi cient support to claim the prevalence of regional differentiation. The two 
regional societies, the European society and the post-Soviet society, can be 
analytically distinguished on the basis of their underlying primary institu-
tional confi gurations, notably by the presence or absence of the institu-
tion of war and diverging interpretations of a set of primary institutions 
underpinning the construction and maintenance of cooperative secondary 
institutional frameworks (that is, regionalism).   

   COOPERATIVE REGIONALISM AND CHANGING SECURITY 
DYNAMICS ALONG THE BALTIC RIM 

 Having set out the primary institutional differentiation between the 
European and the post-Soviet society, this section turns towards the BSR 
to elucidate how, given its location at the intersection of two regional soci-
eties, the Ukraine crisis reverberates in the Baltic Sea area. Long consid-
ered a model case of interstate cooperation (see Tassinari  2005 ) and with 
security concerns successively muted in the aftermath of the Cold War, the 
BSR now, under the impression of the Ukraine crisis, has come to be in 
danger of destabilisation (see Etzold and Steinicke  2015 ). 

 The BSR here is regarded as a particular subset of relations in the 
wider constellation of the interplay between the European society and 
the post-Soviet society (see Linsenmaier  2015 , 460–462), Russia in par-
ticular. Falling short of constituting a regional society itself, the political 
dynamics of the BSR nevertheless display a degree of distinctiveness, not 
least as a result of conscious efforts to foster interstate cooperation in the 
area, notably the creation of BSR-specifi c institutional frameworks (that 
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is, most centrally the CBSS, but also the EUSBSR, HELCOM, VASAB, 
or the EU’s Northern Dimension) and, to an extent, a result of attempts 
at cultivating a BSR identity. As a political project of region-building, yet 
cross-regional in the sense of inter-societal, BSR regionalism is purposively 
designed rather than organically evolved. In other words, it takes form as 
a conglomerate of secondary institutions. As such, BSR regionalism mate-
rialises at the surface level of international society. Crucially, it thereby 
combines the regulative (interstate cooperation) and the socialising (con-
stitutive) dimension of secondary institutions: the pluralist and the solida-
rising element of BSR regionalism, respectively. 

 With the expansion of the European society through successive rounds 
of EU enlargement, the Baltic Sea area, over time, has become almost 
entirely enclosed within the European society, leaving the “only major gap 
to be bridged … the one between the EU and Russia” (Morozov  2004 , 
317). Cooperation among the Baltic Sea states thus could, to a large 
extent, draw on the normative fabric provided by the primary institutional 
confi guration of the European society. The EU then subsequently became 
the secondary institutional locus for interstate cooperation in the area 
(e.g., Gänzle  2011 , 3, 5), at least among the members of the European 
society. Unsurprisingly, the increasingly EU-centric character of the BSR, 
culminating in the EU’s devising of the EUSBSR, was met with sustained 
critique by the only remaining “outsider”, Russia. 

 Russia’s dissatisfaction with the progressive structuring of the BSR 
in and on the terms of the European society is consequential as Russia 
remains a signifi cant factor in the unfolding of political dynamics in the 
BSR, preventing them from actually taking shape as politics “inside” the 
European society. The presence of Russia, which has never completed its 
“quest for international society” (Aalto  2007 ) and did not, by means of 
convergence of primary institutions, make the transition to eventually join 
the European society, upsets the workings of the European primary insti-
tutional confi guration in the Baltic Sea area. As an effective “outsider”, 
Russia prevents structural closure, and instead turns BSR dynamics into 
an instance of interplay between regional societies. As a consequence, the 
BSR remains predicated on the prevailing confi guration of primary institu-
tions at the deep structural level, that is, the salience of regional differen-
tiation cutting across the Baltic Sea area. 

 In this respect it is worth highlighting that BSR frameworks were from 
the outset consciously designed to span across the boundary between the 
European society and its—changing—“outside”, to ameliorate and indeed 
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to suture the inside/outside divide. At the same time, the cross-regional 
character of BSR regionalism poses a continuous challenge to the function-
ing and the effi ciency of the secondary institutional frameworks devised 
for this purpose. Secondary institutions spanning the BSR do not, and due 
to their cross-regional character  cannot , refl ect meanings “inherent” to 
underlying primary institutions. Under the condition of regional differen-
tiation, meanings remain multiple and primary institutions “polysemic”. 

 What made possible BSR regionalism during much of the post-Cold 
War period, in spite of the two constitutive layers of international soci-
ety being “out-of-tune”, was the prevalence of an air of ambiguity about 
the differences in meaning that would come to constitute the boundary 
between the European society and its “outside”. Regional differentiation 
at the ‘Eastern’ boundary of the European society was simply not actu-
alised in practice. As a consequence, it did not become politically salient. 
In this way, prevailing ambiguity over  actual  meanings of primary insti-
tutions (that is, their  meaning in practice ) inside/outside the European 
society put in place the very conditions of possibility for BSR regional-
ism. In absence of normative convergence, ambiguity provided a surro-
gate, it compensated for the essential lack of what was believed to be—or 
anticipated to  become —the “common grounds” upon which secondary 
institutions in the Baltic Sea area could be, and were, established. In this 
way, BSR regionalism is neither indicative of, nor did it bring about, pri-
mary institutional convergence. Primary institutional differentiation in the 
BSR—latently—endured. 

 Importantly, this means that the “misfi t” between the two constitu-
tive layers of international society already preceded the Ukraine crisis. 
This tension can be seen to account for the limited functionality of BSR 
secondary institutional frameworks, particularly with regard to desired 
socialisation effects. While BSR secondary institutions by means of their 
“pluralist capacity” were able to pragmatically accommodate the polysemy 
of primary institutions in the Baltic Sea area, that is, diverging practices 
and/or diverging interpretations of practices, ensuing interstate coop-
eration did not result in normative convergence. Russia’s uncomfortable 
positioning within the CBSS and the persisting “gap” then became read-
ily apparent in its 2013 presidency of the CBSS (see Makarychev and 
Sergunin  2013 ). Even those secondary institutional frameworks explicitly 
designed to manage the interplay, such as the EU’s Northern Dimension, 
fell short of generating the anticipated socialisation effects—when it came 
to Russia. 
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 Overall, the cross-regional dimension of BSR regionalism, in spite of 
the “mushrooming” of secondary institutions in the area, can therefore 
be characterised as “shallow”, that is confi ned to a degree of interstate 
cooperation, yet without generating signifi cant socialisation effects, even 
before the Ukraine crisis. Already constrained by the latently prevailing 
condition of regional differentiation, once the Ukraine crisis broke out 
BSR regionalism eventually severely came under strain, accompanied by 
the polarisation of the security constellation. 

 The Ukraine crisis then confronted the BSR as an external shock. It 
brought into the open and made politically salient the differentiation in 
primary institutional confi gurations. Russia’s annexation of Crimea and 
the consequent escalation of military confl ict in eastern Ukraine meant an 
actualisation in practice of the primary institutional confi guration of the 
post-Soviet society. Ambiguity with regard to Russia’s normative outlook 
was resolved as a consequence. The realisation of the normative discon-
nect is nicely captured in a remark by German Chancellor Angela Merkel, 
who, commenting on Russia’s actions in Ukraine, reportedly concluded 
“he [Putin] lives in another world” (Merkel 2014, cited in Hill  2015 , 
44); “within another structural context” or “primary institutional confi g-
uration”, one may say, using the conceptual vocabulary presented above. 
Suddenly, Russia’s intervention in defence of another vision of interna-
tional order (Morozov  2015a , 33) became plainly visible. With Russia’s 
actualisation of the post-Soviet confi guration of practices, notably the pri-
mary institutions of war, (non)intervention, as well as its “post-Soviet” 
practice of international law, ambiguity over prevailing understandings has 
been resolved. Making manifest what previously had remained latent, the 
Ukraine confl ict made politically salient the normative rupture between the 
European and the post-Soviet society. The identity relationship between 
the European society and Russia constructed on this basis consequently 
became more antagonistic, shifting the type of interplay towards a more 
confrontational constellation (see Linsenmaier  2015 , 460–462). It is this 
actualisation in practice of the regional boundary that subsequently made 
possible the performance of securitisations and, as a consequence, brought 
about the polarisation of the security constellation in the Baltic Sea area. 

 The cancellation of the 2014 Council of the Baltic Sea States Summit 
under the impression of Russia’s annexation of Crimea was perhaps the 
most startling sign of BSR regionalism coming under strain. It is notewor-
thy that no CBSS ministerial has taken place since. While the CBSS, along 
with the entire set of BSR institutions, formally persists, day-to-day coop-
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eration in the Baltic Sea area has been further complicated, not least due 
to EU–Russia sanctions, resulting in severe downgrading and downscaling 
of multilateral cooperation with Russia (Etzold and Steinicke  2015 , 2). 
This observation applies to BSR institutions more generally and indeed for 
the European security architecture at large.  14   In other words, under the 
impression of the Ukraine crisis even the regulative dimension, in addi-
tion to the already inoperative constitutive dimension, of BSR secondary 
institutions has become increasingly defunct. While it is not (yet) insti-
tutions that are being dismantled, the social fabric underpinning coop-
erative frameworks, notably trust, has already effectively been corroded 
(Morozov  2015a , 33). 

 Besides regionalism coming under strain, Russia’s actions in Ukraine 
have furthermore led to a polarisation of the security constellation in 
the BSR. While mutual securitizations in the Baltic Sea area had been 
muted in the wake of EU/NATO Eastern enlargement, even in the rela-
tionship between Russia and the Baltic states which in this sense consti-
tutes the “weakest link in the Baltic rim” (Morozov  2004 , 317), they 
became heightened once again under the impressions of the Ukraine 
crisis. Importantly, the securitisations currently performed in the area, 
often no more than the reactivation of old templates of securitisation 
(see Adler and Greve  2009 , 74), draw on the normative frames made 
available by the underlying confi gurations of primary institutions. Given 
regional differentiation, patterns of securitisation in the BSR therefore 
diverge along the regional boundary, giving rise to what Mölder ( 2011 ) 
has labelled a “cooperative security dilemma”. The danger of a militarisa-
tion of the BSR is a direct consequence, visible in the recurrent airspace 
violations by Russia, the military build-up in the Kaliningrad exclave, 
the holding of large-scale military exercises, or, in response thereof, the 
increased NATO presence in the area. Similarly, the gravitating of non-
NATO members Finland and Sweden towards the Western alliance (see 
Etzold and Steinicke  2015 , 3) can be seen in this light, occurring not, or 
not primarily, out of a concern for material balancing, but following the 
pattern of securitisation of the European society. While neither a BSR-
specifi c secondary institution nor one exclusive to the European society 
(see Webber  2011 ), the presence of NATO is nevertheless essential for 
the security dynamics in the Baltic Sea area. NATO as a secondary institu-
tion regulates security practice “inside” the European society, and serves 
as the vehicle through which most members of the European society 
practice their (military) security towards the “outside”. 
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 Finally, also the mutual imposition of sanctions by the members of the 
European society and Russia follows the pattern of diverging securitisa-
tions in the area—whereas both sides increasingly conceive each other as 
a threat—therefore leading to a polarisation of the security constellation 
in the BSR. The negative security dynamics instilled by the Ukraine crisis 
have spilled over from the geographic theatre of their original occurrence 
and have come to affect also the security constellation in the BSR.  

   CONCLUSION 
 Viewed through the regional international society lens, the BSR presents 
itself as a particular subset of relations in the wider interplay between 
the European regional society on the one side and Russia as a member 
of the post-Soviet regional society on the other. It is due to the pres-
ence of Russia that the BSR remains vulnerable to developments in the 
wider confi guration, that is, susceptible to infl uences—namely external 
shocks—originating elsewhere along the overlap (that is, the spillover) or 
indeed from within either of the two regional international societies. The 
Ukraine crisis reverberates in the BSR as an external shock, forcing into 
the open, and therefore making politically salient, the normative rupture 
which, although latently present, had been veiled by an air of ambiguity 
and therefore remained inconsequential for much of the post-Cold War 
period. Once meanings became fi xed, however, through their actualisa-
tion in practice, namely by Russia’s conduct within the post-Soviet society 
(that is, Russia practicing war), ambiguity was resolved and the normative 
rupture became consequential. So far, the secondary institutional frame-
work of the BSR remains in place, at least formally; exposure of regional 
differentiation, in other words, has not yet led to the unravelling of the 
BSR. At the same time, however, BSR regionalism has increasingly come 
under strain, accompanied by a polarisation of the security constellation in 
the area. The speed and ease with which these adjustments occurred once 
again indicates the presence, although latently, of the normative rupture 
already prior to the Ukraine crisis. Perhaps somewhat counterintuitively, 
the BSR then can be found characterised by continuity rather than change 
at the deep structural level. The BSR is, and was, built across the intersec-
tion of two regional societies; politics in the Baltic Sea area thus have to be 
understood on this basis. 

 Russia’s positioning, structurally as both an “outsider” to the European 
society (entanglement in terms of identity notwithstanding) yet “inside” 
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the post-Soviet society, is key to understanding current developments in 
the BSR. An analytical grasp of this positioning is made possible by the 
English School’s focus on confi gurations of primary institutions. At pres-
ent, Russia may not even any longer aspire to membership in the “thick” 
European society (see Sakwa  2011 ), at least not on the terms of this soci-
ety (that is, “false” Europe [Neumann  1996 ]). Instead, Russia may seek 
recognition  towards  the European society, that is, recognition  on its own  
(i.e., “great power”) terms. The BSR may therefore come to witness a 
renewed, or rather the resumption of a discontinued, “recognition game” 
(Ringmar  2002 ), whereby recognition does  not , however, imply eventual 
convergence but  recognition of status  (see Zarakol  2011 , 201–239). 

 Russia’s persistent positioning “not-fully-in”, as an “outsider” to the 
European society, furthermore highlights the limits of socialisation in(to) 
international society, of the constitutive effects of secondary institutions 
such as those spanning the BSR. In this way, it exposes the limits of inter-
national society purposively constructed, the making of a “contractual 
society” (Roshchin  2013 ) and the convergence-based expansion of inter-
national society (Buzan  2010 ). The English School must furthermore be 
careful not to conceive socialisation in(to) international society in overly 
linear terms but to recognise contingency and, importantly, the agency of 
the “outsider”, which—with a view on the BSR—primarily means taking 
into account Russia’s post-coloniality. 

 At the same time, exploring the workings of the BSR secondary insti-
tutional framework urges a further specifying of the relationship between 
the two institutional layers of international institutions, primary and sec-
ondary. The capacity of the BSR secondary institutional framework to 
facilitate a degree of pluralist interstate cooperation (regulative effects), 
in spite of a latently persisting normative rupture, stands in contrast with 
the failure of BSR regionalism to bring about convergence in the practice 
of primary institutions (constitutive effects). This suggests that the regula-
tive and the constitutive dimension of secondary institutions  can  appear 
in conjoint, but they do  not necessarily  do so. The School’s account of 
secondary institutions would moreover benefi t from further elaborating 
the role of ambiguity in the creation and maintenance of secondary insti-
tutions (that is, specifying what determines the extent to which the two 
constitutive layers of international society must be “in-tune”). Differently 
put, this means to explore the pluralist capacity of secondary institutions, 
their capacity to functionally allow for and pragmatically accommodate—
to a certain degree—the polysemy of primary institutions. 
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 Applying the English School regional lens to the BSR also demonstrates 
the analytical added value of the regional international society perspective. 
It espouses the “back to the future” scenario (Mearsheimer  1990 ; Rynning 
 2015 ) by emphasising diverging patterns of legitimate practice  within  and 
 between  regional international societies, and the essential contingency of 
the latter. By taking into account the structural effects of regional differ-
entiations, it moreover can account for the limited engagement in the BSR 
of some of the key members of the European society post-Ukraine. With 
the European society facing multiple crises internally, “keeping the core 
intact” (Wæver  1996 , 228–229), the security imperative fl owing from the 
very  raison de système  of the society, takes precedence over relations with 
the outside. The regional lens makes intelligible the prudence of such an 
approach, given that any major reconfi guration of the European society 
would not leave the interplay with the post-Soviet society (that is, at the 
Baltic intersection) unaffected. In short, the regional perspective matters. 
It matters by highlighting the different workings of security in a regionally 
fragmented international society; international society comes fi rst, security 
comes second. 

 When considering the ramifi cations of the Ukraine crisis for the BSR, 
taking seriously regional differentiation and with it diverging dispositions 
of practice fi nally suggests one  empirically  determine the boundaries of the 
realm within which Russia practices war (that is, including/excluding the 
Baltic states) as well as Russia’s conception of legitimate conduct towards 
the “outside”. Defi ning the parameters for order(ing) the BSR should be 
made a matter of  empirical  investigation based on appropriate conceptual 
language, not a matter decided on basis of theoretical templates.

                   NOTES 
     1.    Two clarifi cations are required: First, while the concept of “region” 

remains contested in IR, here the term refers to “regional interna-
tional society” as defi ned below. Second, the Baltic states are consid-
ered part of the European regional international society given their 
successful “entry” into the European society, as indicated by their 
EU membership. Albeit closely entangled and indeed largely over-
lapping in terms of membership, the EU as a secondary institutional 
phenomenon is not synonymous with the underlying European 
regional society.   
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   2.    By “actor-centeredness” I mean departing from the assumption of, 
at least partially, essential(ised) subjects and focusing on their  inter-
 action. The charge of arbitrariness relates to a tendency to single out 
a mostly dyadic relationship for analysis with little justifi cation of 
this particular set of identities and how they relate or separate them-
selves from other (non)related sets.   

   3.    In this sense, the present reading of the English School as social 
structural theory is more akin to, and draws on, perspectives empha-
sising the role of discourse rather than “middle-ground” construc-
tivism. Identity here is understood rather as a proxy for underlying 
confi gurations of primary institutions.   

   4.    Bull’s fi ve primary institutions should be understood as examples, not 
as a defi nitive or exhaustive list. There is an extensive debate about 
the nature and range of primary institutions currently going on within 
the English School (for an overview, see Buzan  2014 , 173–178).   

   5.    As Schouenborg ( 2013 , 9) notes, an institution that is not shared 
among all regional international societies can hardly be considered 
“global”, which is why I here refer to them as “widely shared” 
instead. (For the additional distinction between “regional” and 
“sub-global”, see Schouenborg  2013 , 9–10).   

   6.    Second-order societies are themselves comprised of collective enti-
ties such as states, as opposed to fi rst-order societies, which are com-
prised of human individuals.   

   7.    This excludes global level (for example, the United Nations or the 
World Trade Organization) as well wider European (that is the EU) 
or (pan-)European (e.g., NATO, the Council of Europe, or the 
Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe)  secondary 
institutions. While these BSR-exceeding secondary institutions no 
less inform international practice in the area, the distinctiveness of 
the political dynamics in the BSR stems from the mediating effects 
of BSR-specifi c institutions.   

   8.    The analytical plane of Regional Security Complex Theory therefore 
works  complementarily  to the regional international society perspec-
tive, but the latter acquires ontological primacy.   

   9.    At the same time, secondary institutions and international security 
implicate each other. Aligning the above-outlined English School 
perspective on secondary institutions and international security 
opens up avenues to probe into the prospects of order in world poli-
tics. Due to limitations of space, the combined workings of second-
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ary institutions and security cannot be elaborated here in more 
detail. Yet, the main contention is that together with their primary 
institutional base, the two surface level phenomena form a triangu-
lar relationship in which each of the constitutive parts mutually 
affect the workings of each other. Conjoint, this geometry defi nes a 
fi eld in which order in world politics can be conceived.   

   10.    The primary institution of war brings into view an epistemological 
problem: the mere absence of war empirically does not necessarily 
indicate the elimination of war as a practice. The practice of war is 
a disposition rather than a constant stream of actualisations of prac-
tice. The presence of the institution of war does not, as with Waltz 
( 1959 ), suggest a perennial state of war; it means that war  may  at 
any time occur.   

   11.    Although the European security community is embedded into a 
wider “Western” security community, the European society, by 
means of primary institutional differentiation (i.e., ontologically 
prior to the play of security dynamics) remains nevertheless distinc-
tive from “the West”.   

   12.    The relevance of the EU regulatory framework for the primary 
institutional confi guration of the European society does not pre-
suppose congruence between the EU as a secondary institutional 
framework and the underlying European regional society. The EU 
regulatory framework signifi cantly exceeds the EU’s borders.   

   13.    It is due to Russia’s preponderant role in the region that the pri-
mary institutional confi guration of the post-Soviet society here is 
derived mostly from extrapolating Russia’s practices. Given that 
Russia is the sole interlocutor of the post-Soviet space in the BSR, 
the focus on Russia’s practice is moreover most illuminating.   

   14.    Cooperation in HELCOM, focusing on environmental issues, as 
well as cooperation within the EU’s Northern Dimension are, 
according to Etzold and Steinicke ( 2015 , 2), still functional.          
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        RUSSIA’S INFORMATION SUN RISES IN THE WEST 
 This chapter discusses the transition of the Baltic Sea Region (BSR) from a 
hinge between Russia and the West to a rhizome—from a fi xed and linear 
point of connection between two geopolitical areas to a polydimensional 
network of nodal interactivity. To this end, the chapter takes as its pri-
mary focal points the rhizomatic  1   information channels and mechanisms 
that currently exist for both communication and confl ict in the region, 
as well as the way in which the East–West dialogue can be fostered in the 
Baltic context, and the importance of rhizomatic technologies for future 
interactions in the BSR. In tracing this development, the chapter posits 
that (1) an ideological misunderstanding has emerged between the West 
and Russia, infl amed by the Ukraine war and exacerbated by the wave of 
refugees into Europe; (2) the media, especially social media in the infor-
mation domain, play a signifi cant role in compounding this misunder-
standing, but also play a key role in keeping the information channels 
open,  especially in the security domain; (3) the BSR countries may still 



have a role in resolving the misunderstanding thanks to their traditional 
hinge-like connection to Russia, ranging from geopolitics to information 
politics; and (4) the misunderstanding that exists not only poses a risk 
to the rhizomatic information networks but may also point the way to a 
new kind of mobile virtual neighbouring. Indeed, rhizomatic informa-
tion hybridity and mobile virtual perspectives offer the possibility for more 
diffused and heterogeneous understandings than those that are confi ned 
within state boundaries (Browning and Joenniemi  2007 , 17). 

 The two key metaphors informing this chapter are those of the hinge 
and the rhizome. The hinge  2  —a mechanism that allows a door or gate to 
swing open or to close—is a metaphor for the historical binary coopera-
tion and cultural dialogue between the West and Russia that existed in 
the past. The rhizome, on the other hand, is analogous with non-linear, 
nomadic approaches, as exemplifi ed in the multiplicitous channels of com-
munication and information exchange that are facilitated in cyberspace 
and on the Internet.  3   

 Historically, there has been a long tradition of movement between 
the BSR and Russia, with citizens traversing the border, be it for tour-
ism, employment or familial reasons. This brings to mind the notion of 
“mobile neighbouring” as expounded by Veijola and Falin ( 2014 ), a term 
originally coined to describe the social coexistence experienced by tourists 
as they move from place to place, but whose meaning could be extended 
to using the Internet to “travel” across borders in a rhizomatic world. The 
virtual freedom of movement and sense of proximity or “dwelling-nearby” 
provided by the Internet and social media, albeit transient, transcends bar-
riers and facilitates global communication. At the same time, the Net is liv-
ing a life of its own and is becoming uncontrollably rhizomatic in nature, 
growing, proliferating and serving as a means of propagating information, 
misinformation and disinformation alike (see Chia  1999 ). Further, the 
BSR and Russia are themselves more rhizome than hinge, a network of 
relations within and between states, cultures, politics, the economy and 
security. For the rhizome concept can also be applied to the connections 
that occur between the most disparate and the most similar of objects, 
places and people: the strange chain of events that link people, states and 
societies (Guha  2011 , 137). 

 Traditionally, the BSR has also cooperated with Russia and the Soviet 
Union within political, economic, security and cultural realms and has 
served as a gateway between East and West. As the Russian government 
has once again become increasingly centralized, however, diffi culties have 
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arisen in involving local partners in cross-border cooperation projects. 
Further, the more the Kremlin tries to centralize and control its domes-
tic civil society, the more unstable and unpredictable it becomes in its 
actions at the level of international politics. But at the same time, the 
Kremlin has become effective at infl uencing European politics through a 
host of far-right parties. The parties, located in the UK, France, Germany, 
Greece, Bulgaria and Hungary, are becoming increasingly popular—and 
are staunchly against giving more power to the EU. Each of the parties 
has also fostered a closer relationship with Russia and has protested against 
the sanctions imposed upon Moscow following its annexation of Crimea 
in 2014 (Bender  2014 ). The Kremlin would like to see the EU become 
more deunifi ed because the EU’s common policy has become more chal-
lenging for Moscow in the face of its refugee policy and sanctions against 
Russia. The Kremlin disseminates the notion that decisions are made in 
Washington and that Berlin is merely following orders—orders which are 
then executed in all other EU states. That is why the Kremlin would pre-
fer to negotiate directly and separately with individual nation states in the 
EU (Russia Insider  2015 ). For these reasons among others, information 
exchange has become fraught and communication strained.  4   

 I argue that the BSR has a crucial role to play in mitigating the com-
munication chasm that has opened up between the West and Russia, while 
acknowledging that the context of the communication has changed as the 
Internet has brought about complex twists and turns in the geopolitical 
confi guration. For the purposes of this article, I refer only to the general 
information readiness of the Baltic states, Finland and Sweden when I 
speak about the BSR, and I see the West as a synthesis of European Union 
(EU) and NATO values. The crisis in Ukraine–Russia relations makes 
NATO’s presence in the BSR a key aspect when it comes to arriving at any 
mutual understanding between the West and Russia, keeping in mind that 
Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania are members of both the EU and NATO, 
while Finland and Sweden are members of the EU only (cf. Lucas  2015 ; 
McNamara et al.  2015 ).  

   THE CHANGING SOCIETAL LANDSCAPE 
 The BSR is based on a multilevel informational, political, military, eco-
nomic and cultural rhizome. In their discussion of “mobile neighbour-
ing”, Veijola and Falin ( 2014 ) argue that “accommodations”, borders, 
boxes and limits are not a good fi t for the social and material daily life in 
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the information age. Of course, there is still a valid statement to be made 
about geopolitics, especially in international relations, but at the same 
time the global world is increasingly gravitating towards a more mobile 
lifestyle. This is also the case in the BSR. BSR policy domains deeply inte-
grated within the EU can become rhizomatic in the sense of diminishing 
possibilities for centralized control and management. At the same time, 
the Kremlin is intent upon preserving the hinge model in its domestic and 
international relationships. The main challenge lies in fi nding a way to 
organize and reconcile the cultural, material and social mobility between 
people and states in the EU and Russia through these two operational 
modes. For example, at the time of this writing we are witnessing an exo-
dus of refugees from Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan to Central Europe and 
the Nordic countries, and a strong military operation waged by Russia 
against Syria. Both events will have repercussions and ramifi cations at all 
levels mentioned above. 

 Indeed, in the security sphere we are witnessing the end of the era of 
modern warfare and the coming of a new era of “hybrid wars”, where a 
whole gamut of tools—political, economic, military, informational, and 
perhaps even criminal—can be deployed. This “hybrid” environment gen-
erates a rhizomatic connection at different levels between Russia, the US 
and the EU, as demonstrated in the rather classical diplomatic-political 
Ukraine confl ict, but also the mutual resolve of the different sides to fi ght 
against the so-called Islamic State, or ISIL. 

 As far as Russia is concerned, BSR culture, economics and information 
are again being weaponized by the West, and the BSR countries are form-
ing a rhizome of different interests that are becoming increasingly diffi cult 
to conceptualize in the Kremlin. The rhizome as a concept is fast becom-
ing a key instrument in describing the information networking process of 
globalization, and in this sense can be regarded not as a technical term but 
as a sociological one. 

 In regionalism, the idea of the rhizome can be seen in the crisis of 
“old” (state-based) regionalism and the gradual appearance of “new 
regionalism” with multiple actorship, overlapping agenda and concomi-
tant resources. I try to articulate the “new” character of the BSR as a 
networked information space with no unitary or binary hinge, but with 
multiple institutional arrangements and a new security agenda that has 
emerged as a result of the Ukraine crisis. To this end, Russia must also 
react to the changing fabric of the international society, and adjust to mov-
able borders and neighbourhoods.  
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   RHIZOMATIC NEIGHBOURING 
 Good neighbourly relations are a key aspect of safety and security in inter-
national politics. Mutual visits, dialogue and cultural exchanges further 
common understanding. Ever since its advent, social media has been pre-
mised on the notion of cultivating virtual neighbourhoods of thought- 
and idea-sharing. During the summer of 2015, the deepening economic 
crisis in Europe, the war in Ukraine, and the infl ux of Syrian refugees into 
Europe were causes of controversy and contention in the social media 
discussion. Yet social media can galvanize public opinion just as easily as it 
can divide it, and the refugee crisis, while causing havoc at Europe’s bor-
ders also had the potential to foster international dialogue. A unifi ed EU 
migration policy may well be crucial in paving the way for successful dia-
logue with Russia. On the other hand, the disparity between the economic 
and immigration policies in different states played into the Kremlin’s pre-
ferred rhizomatic way of dealing with states separately, with the aim of 
deunifying the EU’s monolithic and administrative policy against Russia 
(cf. Popescu  2015 ; Richards  2011 ). 

 According to Veijola and Falin ( 2014 , 2), “Our being in this world 
happens through dwelling—even when travelling.” What this means is 
that living in the information age implies more than just “being accom-
modated”. People not only travel abroad and stay in different localities, 
they are also constantly dwelling in the global information village. The 
challenge lies in developing this instant information dwelling within the 
geopolitics of the information age. We take a hypothetical example: By the 
end of 2016 there will be approximately 100,000 refugees in Finland. As 
a result, there will doubtless be some riots and violent skirmishes between 
the “old” citizens and the “new” ones. When the new citizens try to settle 
in the unfamiliar environment far away from their own culture, Finnish 
habits and customs will be alien to them. But over time, the hidden depths 
of the Finnish “cultural iceberg” will become visible, giving rise to the pos-
sibility for new, positive dialogue between both parties as the refugees start 
integrating more deeply into Finnish society. At the same time, this will 
force Finnish citizens to revisit and re-evaluate their own internal beliefs, 
values and cultural assumptions and the way they are perceived by others. 

 Hence, what is needed is an analysis of the ethics of mobilized hospitali-
ties (Veijola and Falin  2014 , 3). For example, the BSR has a long multi-
cultural tradition spanning East and West. The physical border between 
Russia and the Baltic states has shifted many times during the countries’ 
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long histories. The so-called “mobilized dwelling” has constituted a natu-
ral and practical way to handle the changing economic and political situ-
ation all over Europe. The main challenge in this respect is posed by the 
Schengen borderline separating Russia from the European Union in the 
political-economic axis. Although the Kremlin sees this as a means of pre-
serving its distinct national identity, at the same time Russia would like 
to enjoy greater economic and political freedom of movement across EU 
territory. Talks on a visa-free regime between the EU and Russia were 
suspended on account of the Crimean crisis, which was a major setback 
for the Kremlin.  5   

 Social media can also enable mobile neighbouring through the constant 
threads and streams of information that are disseminated and exchanged 
by the “virtual strangers” that populate the likes of Facebook, Instagram, 
Periscope and Twitter. Facebook alone has approximately 10 million users 
in Russia at the moment, and VKontakte fi ve or six times that number 
(Lubov  2015 ). Yet social prejudices tend to stem from our physical and 
material reality and are sometimes manifested in the dissemination of hate 
and hostility on the Net. Many users are vehemently opposed to any kind 
of solidarity in the virtual world because of the threat of Otherness, not 
only in the sense of being unfamiliar with the technology but also because 
of various misconceptions and suspicions related to its use. In order to 
facilitate dialogue, we have to reappraise our understanding of the mean-
ing of privacy in the virtual domain and the way it is regulated, as well 
as the need for fl exibility and personalization of space (Veijola and Falin 
 2014 , 5). 

 For example, the Latvian Institute of International Affairs in coop-
eration with Riga Stradins University and the Artifi cial Intelligence 
Laboratory of the Institute of Mathematics and Informatics (University 
of Latvia) analyzed how the Internet was used to support political aims 
by state and non-state actors in the Ukraine confl ict. The study focused 
on the identifi cation of organized trolling in web-based media and mea-
suring its infl uence on public discourse in Latvia. The research provides 
the possibility to evaluate the risk potential of trolling, and it gives the 
Latvian authorities a tool to categorize different trolling methods utilized 
in hybrid warfare (see StratComCoe  2015 ). 

 The views of ordinary citizens in social media discussions can quickly 
polarize public opinion and result in confl ict due to the rhizomatic Internet 
model (cf. Mangold and Faulds  2009 ; Robertson et al.  2013 ). Negativity 
often breeds negativity. The freedom of speech inherent in social media 
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also allows people to express infl ammatory and sensitive points of view 
without any censorship. In other words, there are no gatekeepers (in the 
hinge sense) to decide which material can be published and which cannot. 
The lack of gatekeeping also enables stakeholders who have extreme opin-
ions and/or dubious aims to join social media discussions and intention-
ally provoke others (Paavola and Jalonen  2015 ).  6   

 The following section deals with aspects of mobile neighbouring that 
could either serve to resolve or reignite tensions in the rhizomatic dia-
logue in relation to each of the BSR countries covered by this analysis. 
Each country sees the geopolitical situation in a different way, and each 
country has a different kind of information environment at a different 
stage of development. Each country must also be contextualized against 
the Russian backdrop, both historically and from the perspective of ongo-
ing events, as outlined below.  

   THE CREAKY RUSSIAN HINGE 
 The Kremlin’s political goal is not expansion as such, but the preservation 
of sovereign autonomy in the face of the expansionist West (Morozov 
 2015 , 27). Four out of every fi ve Russian citizens are ethnic Russians, 
and this very ethnicity constitutes a massive political force. The remaining 
one-fi fth comprises over 150 different ethnic groups. Everyone in Russia 
has relatives or friends within their rhizomatic connections who are non- 
Russians, which poses a problem for the Kremlin: How can it tap into 
the power of Russianness without damaging relations with non-Russian 
minorities at the same time? One option is for Russia to paint itself as a 
victim of the Western arborescent model and Western policy by claiming 
that the West underestimates Russian culture and discriminates against 
Russian people. A second option is to emphasize cross-border solidarity 
and “fellow countryman politics”, or Pan-Slavism as it used to be known. 
A third possibility is for the Kremlin to emphasize the historical mission 
of Russians as the chosen people, thereby putting an end to Pan-Slavism. 
All of this raises the question of whether Russia is going to create a hinge 
structure of its own or wrap its rhizomatic tentacles around the Western 
trunk. Russia’s isolationist policies and the increasing alienation of civil 
society against the Kremlin are also refl ected in Russian interactions on 
the Internet, and there is a clear difference between the way citizens 
comport themselves in public and in private. The Internet, and particu-
larly VKontakte (Russia’s Facebook), have become key channels for self- 
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expression in Russia. In 2014, in an attempt to tighten the government’s 
already strong hold over the Internet, President Putin offi cially passed the 
so-called “Bloggers Law”, requiring any blogger with more than 3000 
readers to register with  Roskomnadzor , Russia’s media oversight agency.  7   

 Yet past examples also exist of the way in which the BSR and Russia 
were able to achieve a mutual understanding in developing the informa-
tion space and the political, economic and security borders inside and 
outside of Europe. A case in point was Kaliningrad’s status just after the 
collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 when it was mooted that the exclave 
might become an economic pioneer, a “New Hansa” or “test case” for the 
future of European governance and a “cradle for Russia’s internationalisa-
tion” (Browning and Joenniemi  2007 , 11–13). 

 Interestingly, so-called “paradiplomacy” plays an important role 
in Russian international relations today, especially in the Arctic area. 
Paradiplomacy refers to the way in which international relations are con-
ducted by subnational or regional actors on their own initiative with a view 
to promoting their own interests (Joenniemi and Sergunin  2016 , 56). The 
concept of paradiplomacy can be seen as analogous to rhizomatic com-
munication. Normally, subnational actors are expected to confi ne their 
activities to the local level, but regional actors are now cooperating across 
borders in an effort to tackle their daily challenges and problems. This 
paradiplomatic shift has become a less chaotic and more prioritized way 
of resolving issues, far away from central administrations and institutions. 

 Reverting to contemporary confl ict issues, the Ukraine crisis can be 
seen as highly symbolic of rhizomatic connections at work. Sakwa ( 2015 ) 
argues that two kinds of processes underlie the crisis and the current mutual 
Western and Russian propaganda campaigns. The fi rst pertains to the 
asymmetrical conclusion of the Cold War in that the West did not regard 
Russia as an equal partner, but subconsciously relegated the country to 
the level of a poor and underdeveloped state. NATO’s stealthy expansion 
into Eastern Europe was another manifestation of this asymmetrical inter-
national political dialogue. The NATO notion of eliminating geopolitical 
borders in the globalized world was not practiceable. The second process 
relates to the status of Ukraine as a nation state, and the  diffi culty in gov-
erning the multicultural dialogue within Ukraine and defusing the tension 
between different kinds of ethnic groups. 

 Overall, the Russian rhizomatic development can be seen as a reaction 
to several internal and external setbacks. The growing rhizome has resulted 
in the creation of enemy images, assertive patriotism, growing isolation-
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ism, tighter control and more aggressive use of information resources. 
This can be seen as rhizomatic because the more tightly controlled mea-
sures exerted by the Kremlin may become counterproductive in that civil 
society unrest and resistance may increase as a result. The rhizome is, by 
nature, multiplicitous and non-hierarchical, which means that two differ-
ent aims, one desirable and the other undesirable, may interact to form a 
hybrid synthesis. In the Kremlin’s notion of national unity, only the domi-
nant version of patriotism is accepted while others are easily branded as 
“fi fth column” or as being of “foreign agents”. This has effectively served 
to paralyze the political opposition and any form of cooperative social 
discussion, but at the same time this trend can also increase the latent 
mistrust of the Kremlin’s policy in the long term. Instead of developing 
formal political institutions, the Kremlin relies on unoffi cial networks of 
power that sustain and support the unclear rhizome networks but simul-
taneously limit its powers and restrict its capability to reform and develop 
new ideas (Laine et al.  2015 ). 

 Next, I move on to describe the contemporary information environ-
ment in the BSR with respect to each of the countries under discussion 
and their relations to Russia past and present. I identify three main phe-
nomena in each country, namely, information policy status or readiness 
in general, security trends, and historical relations with Russia. I attempt 
to view this “information ethnology” in each BSR country through a rhi-
zomatic lens refl ective of my theme.  

   ESTONIA: BRAVE NEW EPIONEER  8   
 Estonia as a part of the BSR is no longer in the shadow of the Soviet Union, 
but the past occasionally rears its head, as it did during the Bronze Soldier 
confl ict, which concerned a disagreement between ethnic Estonians and 
Russians living in Estonia over the relocation of the Bronze Soldier of 
Tallinn, and what the statue symbolized for Estonia’s Russian-speaking 
minority. The Estonian government decided to relocate the statue in the 
spring of 2007, after which the controversy escalated into a full-blown 
issue between Estonia and Russia. Russia purposefully dashed Estonia’s 
hopes for a societal infrastructure underpinned by the Internet by hitting 
back through government, media and banking websites. The Internet had 
just become a symbol of Estonian democracy and freedom of informa-
tion, yet Russia was intent upon exploiting it as a channel to challenge 
and threaten the Baltic state. The Cyber Security Strategy 2014–2017 is 
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currently the basic document for planning Estonia’s cyber security and 
a part of the country’s broader security strategy. It highlights important 
recent developments, assesses threats to Estonia’s cyber security and pres-
ents measures to manage those threats. 

 There is a lot of discussion in the BSR these days about the effects of 
Russian propaganda (such as seen in the Kremlin-backed Sputnik news 
agency) and countermeasures through which countries in the region 
could launch their own Russian-speaking media channels for their citi-
zens. In addition, during the spring of 2015 there was an increase in the 
US military presence in Estonia and Latvia, coupled with two unsettling 
underwater incidents in the Gulf of Finland that found their way into the 
international press. Added to this, the Finnish defence forces saw fi t to 
send letters to the country’s 900,000 reservists, informing them of the 
role they would play in the event of war. 

 Estonia has clearly turned its gaze towards the Nordic countries, 
Europeanism and the military security provided by NATO. The dissociation 
from the Soviet era is also characterized by Estonia’s remarkable digitaliza-
tion process, as exemplifi ed for instance in 2014 by the country’s introduc-
tion of e-citizenship, which demonstrates the government’s understanding 
of the importance of strategic communication in fostering international rela-
tions. Information in general and the Internet in particular symbolize a new 
kind of independent identity for Estonia. As a small and peripheral country, 
access to and integration into the global community via the Internet have 
reinforced Estonia’s sense of sovereign nation statehood and ties to the West. 

 Unlike the other Baltic states, Estonia is self-suffi cient in terms of elec-
tricity. Economic resources have been targeted more intensively at the 
development of the defence forces. As a result, in 2009 Estonia was able to 
fulfi l NATO’s requirement for 2 % of GDP to be allocated to the defence 
budget. After the economic stagnation in 2010, Estonia was the only 
Baltic country to fulfi l NATO’s defence budget requirements in 2014. 
The will to defend one’s homeland and the support of voluntary organiza-
tions in this endeavour is very high in Estonia and furthers the long-term 
development of the defence forces. 

 Understandably, Russia is sometimes baffl ed by the way a small country 
like Estonia can even survive, let alone thrive. Its supercilious superpower 
attitude obviously irritates a small independent country like Estonia, 
which wants to be seen as an advanced information technology pioneer, 
whereas Russia is of the opinion that geopolitical facts and fi gures are the 
only things that matter in international politics. Signifi cantly, Tallinn was 
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chosen as the location of the NATO Cooperative Cyber Defence Centre 
of Excellence, a fact which certainly didn’t escape the Kremlin’s attention. 

 During the past fi ve years, Estonia has not been a primary target of 
Russian interest and propaganda. However, Estonia’s assumption of 
the presidency of the Council of the EU in 2018 will be a key event in 
Estonia–Russia relations. It will likely cause controversy as was the case 
during the Latvian presidency. 

 In autumn of 2015, in response to Russian propaganda, Estonia opened 
a new Russian-speaking TV channel (ETV+). The channel is a “long-term 
project” aimed at bringing Estonians and ethnic Russians closer together, 
but it is too soon to say whether the project will have the desired effect. 
In actual fact, the question of Estonia’s lukewarm attitude towards refu-
gees entering the EU also mirrors the historical distrust towards Russia. 
This was exemplifi ed in ex-Foreign Minister of Estonia and ex-member 
of the European Parliament Kristiina Ojuland’s comments on her offi cial 
Facebook page, where she criticized the European Commission’s migrant 
quota plan and spoke out against admitting any refugees into the EU. 

 Further, in 2014, for the fi rst time since Estonian independence, a min-
ister with a Russian background, Jevgeni Ossinovski, became a member of 
the Estonian cabinet. According to him, statements issued by the Kremlin 
generally come as no surprise to Estonians and are simply seen as med-
dling in Estonia’s internal affairs and, as such, do little to advance the 
Russian-speaking minority’s case (there are almost 90,000 people without 
any nationality in Estonia). In effect, the Crimean annexation has raised 
the question of where the loyalty of Russian-speaking minorities in Estonia 
and Latvia actually resides (Laats  2015 ). 

 Arguably, the concept of loyalty is relative in Estonia. In view of the 
increasingly rhizomatic world and the interconnectedness offered by social 
media, individual citizens can be simultaneously connected to several dif-
ferent kinds of value systems. They can feel an affi nity with foreigners just 
as easily as they can turn suspicious and be alienated against them. One 
way out of this ambivalence is for politicians to show strong solidarity 
towards the refugee question, thereby alleviating the legacy of suspicion 
that has existed between Estonia and Russia for years.  

   LATVIA: BETWEEN NATO AND RUSSIA  9   
 In Latvia, the last few years have primarily been marred by the economic 
crisis, with the result that political and societal attention has been focused 
on solving the economic problems. This led to drastic defence budget cuts 
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amounting to almost 50 %. Latvian politicians are much less engaged in 
defence issues compared to the Estonian government. The reserve offi -
cers’ corps and Defence League ( Kaitseliit ) play a very important role 
in Estonia, and being a reserve offi cer commands high prestige among 
Estonian opinion leaders. Nothing of the sort is in evidence in Latvia 
and Lithuania. This may be the reason why 2 % of GDP was allocated to 
defence in Estonia, whereas about half that amount was allocated in both 
Latvia and Lithuania. 

 Latvians are becoming more polarized in their opinions due to the more 
pronounced rift between them and the Russian-speaking minority. Many 
Latvians spend time countering Russian propaganda in the social media 
networks. If the Latvian audience becomes more resistant to Russian pro-
paganda, the large Russian minority in Latvia may turn more pro-Russian 
in their thinking. A concrete indicator of the widening national rift is the 
high increase in the number of volunteers joining the Latvian National 
Guard ( Zemessardze ). The upshot of all this may be a rise in political ten-
sion in the near future. The main challenge for Latvian domestic politics is 
therefore the integration of the Russian-speaking minority with the ethnic 
Latvians. At the civil society level there are strong ties between families in 
Latvia where both groups are represented. 

 Latvia is also seeking deeper cooperation with NATO, the Nordic 
countries and Germany. An important political security step was the estab-
lishment of NATO’s Strategic Communications Centre of Excellence in 
Riga (see NSCO  2016 ). This sent a very clear signal to the Kremlin that 
Latvia, as a focus of NATO expansion, is also prepared to expand its own 
informational infl uence in order to support its national interests. This is 
not only the truth of the matter but also an offi cial policy in Latvia. 

 Like Finland, Latvia has been a major casualty of the EU’s economic 
sanctions against Russia. Farming has been particularly badly hit, and the 
number of Russian tourists travelling to Latvia has decreased due to the 
falling value of the rouble. The Russian minority may well sympathize with 
Russia, but they still don’t want to move there. Furthermore, it should 
be pointed out that the port of Riga is of great economic importance for 
Latvia and Russia alike, and the continuing sanctions may change the har-
bour’s role in the region. 

 All in all, Latvia’s infl uence in the EU is minimal. Latvia is still suffer-
ing from the effects of having absorbed a large number of migrants from 
the Soviet times, which has coloured its attitude towards receiving refu-
gees. Two of the three government coalition partners are concerned that 
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refusing to admit refugees could have negative implications for Latvia’s 
economy and security in the future (Muravska  2015 ).  

   LITHUANIA: SEARCHING FOR ITS PLACE  10   
 Lithuania is the most geopolitically vulnerable country in the BSR, not 
least because Belarus and Kaliningrad are militarily supported by Russia. 
For this reason, Lithuania has the most robust defence resources among 
the Baltic states. Lithuania also enjoys strong historical ties to Poland and 
has benefi tted from the economic growth in the country. Ties to Germany 
are also historically strong.  11   

 An interesting detail regarding Lithuania is the strong national defence 
impetus among its citizens (the country has less than half the number of 
Russian speakers compared to Estonia and Latvia). Hence, NATO argu-
ably has no reason to establish a Centre of Excellence in Vilnius the way it 
has done in Tallinn and Riga. In 2015, Lithuania took a decisive political 
step, seriously aggravating tensions with Russia in the process, by publish-
ing and distributing a manual preparing citizens in the event of an inva-
sion by Moscow (Tanquintic-Misa  2015 ). Lithuania sees its position as 
more national identity-related than the other Baltic states. As in Finland, 
security policy poses something of an “existential” question. In the event 
of attack, a non-violent civilian defence could turn the whole nation into a 
resistant society as it would serve to strengthen its cohesion, solidarity and 
self-organization—essential ingredients in the struggle against a polarizing 
hybrid war. As explained by Maciej Bartkowski, “Nationwide, nonviolent 
civilian defence turns the whole nation into a fi ghting society that is disci-
plined to wage a long-term, all-encompassing and targeted noncoopera-
tion effort with the aggressor, including its allies at home and abroad to 
disrupt their control and undermine their legitimacy in each area of social, 
political, economic and cultural life.” (Bartkowski  2015 ). 

 The administrative and technocratic policy of the EU is pushing both 
Lithuania and Finland to the margins of global politics. Both states no 
longer constitute a “special case” between the West and Russia, and 
the swinging door policy has been replaced by an unknown rhizome. 
Lithuania’s fi rst and foremost narrative is to integrate itself as a part of 
EU policy. According to Lithuanian philosopher and politician Nerija 
Putinaitė (Bogdanas  2014 ), the Lithuanian–European identity is of para-
mount importance given the country’s position in relation to Russia. She 
highlights that Lithuania has been intent on helping countries that seek 
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to free themselves from Russian oppression, and Lithuanians are poised to 
play a leading role in bringing these countries together. 

 As in the case of Finland, Lithuania’s historical geopolitical position 
between the West and Russia is no longer such an issue because of the 
administrative information channel between the EU and Russia. There 
is no further need for a traditional diplomatic hinge. This can also be 
seen in the fact that Lithuania has not yet formulated a strategic vision of 
its presence in the European Union. Meanwhile, the country’s strategic 
capabilities are constantly on the wane, as they are in Finland. But at the 
same time, positive freedom in the EU would enable Lithuania or Finland 
to maintain their political and cultural identity, and would grant them a 
weighty role in the region, especially in balancing the relationship between 
the West and Russia. But before that, both countries have to fi nd their 
“dwelling” in the international political rhizome (Paviolinis  2014 ). 

 Lithuania could become a node or bubble of regional rhizomatic net-
works in the future, but this would call for taking a leaf out of Estonia’s 
book and increasing investment in the information society infrastruc-
ture. When it joined the EU, Lithuania did not have enough experi-
ence to awaken the EU’s interest in the region. Furthermore, the EU 
itself seemed to be unsure about its policies towards the East. This led 
to misunderstandings. For instance, Lithuania expressed its support for 
the Orange Revolution in Ukraine before the EU announced its offi cial 
position (Kojala and Ivanauskas  2014 ). In order to survive in the rhizome, 
Lithuania has to convince both sides, the West and Russia, of its utility and 
importance (cf. Maliukevicǐus  2015 ).  

   SWEDEN: THE OPEN DOOR  12   
 Economically speaking, Sweden is the strongest player in the BSR, and it 
also engages in deep cooperation with the US despite only having a part-
nership relationship with NATO. The country is also unburdened by the 
fragile euro. Sweden’s strong economic position has also enabled a suc-
cessful refugee policy. Indeed, both Sweden and Finland have adopted a 
quite different refugee policy compared to the Baltic states. Paradoxically, 
the public discussion around the issue emphasizes both the economic ben-
efi ts of admitting refugees as well as the new threats they pose to the 
welfare state. Multiculturalism is a key value of Swedish society but there 
is also increasing talk about the social problems and the rise in the crime 
rate that go hand in hand with a generous asylum policy. Problems stem 
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from, among other things, the challenges posed to those with an Islamic 
background when it comes to accepting both Swedish and Finnish cul-
tural differences, such as sexual equality and the strong position of women 
in public life and society. 

 Moreover, in recent years, Sweden has taken steps to increase its defence 
resources. As a result, the Kremlin has cautioned Sweden about applying 
for full membership of NATO and the insecurity consequences that might 
arise in the Baltic Sea area as a result (Winnerstig  2014 ). 

 Sweden has not been involved in a war since Napoleonic times. During 
the Cold War, the country took a strong stance as a “neutral” country in 
defence of Western values and this attitude provided it with an opportu-
nity to develop its military industry and national defence force. When the 
Soviet Union collapsed, this spirit started to fade. But the war in Ukraine 
changed Sweden’s attitude towards national defence, and the Russian 
threat perspective resurfaced in the Swedish media (cf. Bertelman et al. 
 2015 ). 

 Indeed, both Swedish public opinion and the media strongly and 
openly underlined the new threat posed by Russia. The threat percep-
tion resonated with Swedish civil society no doubt because of the long 
Russo–Swedish war narrative, which has prompted Sweden and Russia 
to eye each other with deep mistrust for centuries. As opposed to the 
other BSR states, however, Sweden also has long rhizomatic connections 
to the West, and it has a hereditary monarchy. The Swedish superordinate 
national identity provides immigrants with the most favourable opportu-
nities to integrate into a democratic and multicultural society. Among the 
criteria for inclusion within Swedish society are a command of the Swedish 
language and demonstration of respect for the country’s political institu-
tions and of a feeling of belonging to the country. Added to this, Sweden 
is able to facilitate smooth integration procedures for immigrants thanks 
to highly developed policies coupled with the latest information technolo-
gies (Lödén  2008 ). What is more, Sweden has the longest identity of the 
BSR countries when we think about the sovereignty of the nation state, 
and it is used to participating in the rhizomatic world by exploiting its 
historical-political neutralities in international politics. Hence, the country 
is not only well placed to provide prime opportunities for cultural integra-
tion, it also possesses the best know-how among the BSR countries when 
it comes to achieving balance in the global information world.  
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   FINLAND: FROM FINLANDIZATION TO MEDIATION  13   
 Traditionally, Finland has been seen as a country that serves as a model 
of compromise and political consensus. But unlike Sweden, Finland has 
always harboured some doubts about its identity, and the legacy of the 
Winter War (1939–1940) against the Soviet Union has given rise to a 
strong existential narrative in the Finnish culture. Recent years, however, 
have witnessed increasingly diverse opinions over both domestic and for-
eign policy issues, and Finns have become less like-minded concerning 
relations with Russia. 

 Finland also has strong economic ties to Russia. For instance, after the 
Second World War Finnish industry was largely geared towards the repay-
ment of war reparations to Russia. Since the collapse of the Nokia mobile 
phone industry, Finland has not managed to break back into the global 
market to the same extent, and the economic sanctions against Russia hit 
the Finnish economy particularly hard. Finland, like Sweden and Norway, 
also has an ageing population, which increases the burden on the social 
security and pension system. When it comes to defence, universal male 
conscription remains the cornerstone of Finland’s defence capability, a 
requirement made all the more relevant considering the 1300-km border 
between Finland and Russia. The debate about full NATO membership 
is ongoing and was reinvigorated during the Ukraine crisis, although the 
majority of Finns are still in favour of continuing the traditional defence 
system. 

 Finland has traditionally endeavoured to maintain good relations with 
all countries. However, during the Cold War the Nordic country had 
a special relationship with the Soviet Union based on an Agreement of 
Friendship, Cooperation and Mutual Assistance. The neutrality status 
was slightly relaxed in the case of Moscow because Finland was in the 
Soviet Union’s sphere of infl uence. For its part, Finland’s position was 
signifi cantly mitigated as far as Western capitals were concerned because 
in their eyes Finland constituted a “special case” in the confl ict between 
East and West. The Baltic countries and Finland started to diverge on 
security policy issues at the start of the 2000s, however. Unlike its Baltic 
neighbours, Finland stayed out of NATO in 2002. Indeed, the Finnish 
leadership criticized the Baltic states and emphasized that there were no 
grounds for seeking membership. Further, the Nord Stream gas pipeline 
project, partly owned by Russian Gazprom, was opposed in the Baltic 
countries but praised in Finland as “a hinge between the EU and Russia”. 
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Moreover, in 2008 the war in Georgia was interpreted in Helsinki as an 
“isolated incident”, whereas in the Baltic states the war was seen as a threat. 
However, from the autumn of 2013 onwards the Ukrainian crisis rever-
berated throughout the whole BSR because even Finland and Sweden 
duly shared the threat perceptions of the Baltic countries. 

 The Ukraine confl ict also served to reignite the classic “Finlandization” 
issue. Finland under President Kekkonen was similar to Russia under Putin 
in that there was considered to be “one truth”, with domestic policy being 
driven by foreign policy. During the Cold War, Finland nurtured a special 
relationship with the Soviet Union even while harbouring a deep mistrust 
of the superpower on its doorstep. The situation is very different today 
with Finland no longer serving as a hinge between East and West, and 
the rhizomatic nature of its relations to other countries becoming increas-
ingly apparent. The notion of one coherent narrative about Finland has 
started to unravel and several questions with rhizomatic offshoots remain 
open with regard to Finland’s future. The fi rst concerns the political-eco-
nomic trend of utilizing the North Sea resources and the way in which 
the Finnish government will create relationships with Norway and Russia 
over the issue. The second relates to the security policy, namely the inte-
gration between Swedish and Finnish defence policy, the possibility of 
full NATO membership for both countries and the reactions on the part 
of the Kremlin. The third is connected with Finnish companies and how 
they will create new markets for products in the EU in the event that the 
Russian economy does not pick up and economic sanctions prevail. These 
northern dimensions, especially in the case of Finland, reinforce the argu-
ment for rhizomatic interconnections and implications.  

    CONCLUSIONS 
 The shift towards a predominantly middle class society, economic well- 
being and increased dependency on information technology that has taken 
place during the past twenty-fi ve years has allowed the younger genera-
tions in the West and northern Europe to focus upon self- actualization 
as opposed to striving to fulfi l basic needs. This is particularly evident in 
Sweden and Finland but also among the 20–40-year age group in the 
Baltic states. The middle class in St. Petersburg and Moscow are also loath 
to see a return to former times. At the same time, refugees from poorer 
countries are seeking to satisfy their basic physiological needs by fl eeing to 
Europe, adding to the economic burden of an already fi nancially strapped 
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Europe, while the ensuing multiculturalism threatens the support for the 
welfare state and diminishes the self-actualization opportunities of the 
middle classes. As Borg and Dietz ( 2016 ) argue, the EU’s threat percep-
tions and fears of Otherness are not the only enemy, but so are its own past 
and the legacy of the Cold War-era security culture. This is precisely the 
same issue confronting the BSR, namely how to ensure security in society 
while balancing sovereign nation statehood with interconnectedness to 
the networked global information world. 

 A new kind of phenomenon whereby the global and ongoing migra-
tion of people is intermingling with portrayals of and reactions to their 
plight in the mass and social media can be seen as symbolic of the rhi-
zomatic nature of reality. Sweden and Finland have played an active role 
in trying to alleviate the crisis with substantial intakes of refugees, whereas 
the Baltic states have understandably been more reserved, as they simply 
lack the resources to absorb tens of thousands of people and also have a 
different cultural composition compared to Sweden and Finland. A piv-
otal question is how the BSR can safeguard its solidarity and unity amid 
internal and external pressures while engaging in and preserving positive 
dialogue with Russia at the same time. The middle classes and the infor-
mation-hungry public throughout the BSR and Russia will play a key role 
in fostering this dialogue by cooperating, communicating and avoiding 
adherence to monoculturalism and a single set of values. Historical geopo-
litical understanding, local values and new information networks can, and 
should, co-exist in harmony. Mobile and virtual neighbouring will be a key 
instrument in supporting positive dialogue and security in the increasingly 
rhizomatic informational world. 

 Yet the rhizomatic world will not function and there will be no real 
possibility for constructive dialogue if the BSR continues to suspect that 
there is always some hidden agenda in the political rhetoric and discourse 
that are also an inevitable part of the rhizomatic world order. Rhizomatic 
networks can easily give rise to conspiracy theories that have no basis in 
fact, and which can become fertile ground for ethnic xenophobia and anti-
immigrant campaigns. The rationally linear and politically, managerially 
and economically controlled environment will not function in the rhizome 
networks. Ambiguity cannot be reduced by force and centralized decision-
making, and authoritarianism is incompatible with the rhizomatic envi-
ronment. Authoritarian regimes cannot exert control over the rhizomatic 
reality but they can choose how they react to it, either by empowering 
the nation state and furthering civil society’s interests or by provoking 

70 A.-M.HUHTINEN



resistance and engendering crises. The only way to foster a safe and secure 
environment in the BSR is by accepting rhizome-based social cohesion. 
This calls for a new breed of shared leadership, open and public discus-
sion, strong democratic administrative systems and institutions, as well 
as a more educated and mobile population throughout the BSR. When 
combined, the best practices and specifi c know-how embedded in each 
country form a unique rhizome. 

 NATO and the EU remain the two chief organizations for cooperation 
in the BSR region. They both have quite clearly delineated offi cial policies 
and tasks, but they can still operate in a rhizomatic way to support and 
empower the BSR countries. This calls for specifi c political, economic and 
security plans for each BSR country, as well as common, shared plans. At 
the same time—in the rhizomatic sense—all BSR states will have to take 
care of their particular relationships with Russia. A practical example of 
the development of a new kind of instrument is the so-called “Nordic-
Baltic–Poland” cooperation forum (NBP9), established to refl ect on and 
discuss the new security situation in relation to Russia (Eizenšmits  2015 ). 

 Cooperative endeavours notwithstanding, the BSR is a geopolitical, 
cultural and economic entity with long historical and rhizomatic roots 
that are extending into an unknown future. Estonia has charted its course 
by linking its national strategy to the cyber society and also by strengthen-
ing its ties to NATO. Latvia has focused on strategic communication and 
the question of establishing dialogue between the Russian minority and 
ethnic Latvians. In a similar vein, Estonia has focused on cyber security 
and the question of fostering dialogue between the Russian minority and 
ethnic Estonians. Lithuania, for its part, has chosen a more existential path 
due to its unique history. Historically, Lithuanians are the most distinct 
culture compared to Estonians or Latvians. Like Latvians, they speak an 
Indo-European language, but the historical links between Lithuania and 
Latvia are not as strong as those between Latvia and Estonia. But the 
rhizomatic information age can serve to harmonize these differences over 
time. All three Baltic states have not been very open to receiving refugees, 
their resistance stemming to a large extent from the argument advanced 
by Estonia and Latvia in particular that they already have a large number 
of “immigrants” in their midst who have remained since the collapse of 
the Soviet Union. 

 Sweden and Finland, in turn, are able to lean on their strong Nordic 
and welfare society heritage. Sweden has a fairly long tradition of assimilat-
ing refugees into society, while the war history of both countries has pro-
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duced a rhizome within which they may have to remain outside of NATO’s 
defence umbrella. Needless to say, Russia is loath to condone either coun-
try joining NATO. Finland, for its part, may consider it more prudent 
to stay out of the Western military alliance, not least due to its unique 
historical relationship to Russia (cf. Geopolitical Diary  2015 ). For almost 
100 years Finland was a semi-autonomous part of the Russian empire, 
and the mobile economic, social and cultural neighbouring between the 
Finnish region and the Russian Karelian region was mutually fruitful. This 
historical period has much to offer in terms of providing solutions to con-
temporary misunderstandings. 

 Russia, on the other hand, has diffi culties in accommodating mobile 
neighbouring because it has not broken away from its Soviet past. The 
Kremlin is wary of adapting to Western democratic ideals and the mar-
ket economy. The Kremlin misunderstands the West’s interpretation of 
globalization and is seeking to isolate itself through conservatism, patrio-
tism and militarism. These isolationist tendencies are also rhizomatic in 
nature, characterized by the Kremlin’s will to spread its infl uence both 
domestically and internationally, while trying at the same time to deny 
the hegemony of the EU, the US and NATO. Authoritarian regimes can-
not control rhizomatic networks, but they can exploit them to further 
their own aims. Anarchistic groups can also utilize rhizomatic connec-
tions for their own benefi t, but revolution in the classical sense, and the 
straightforward replacement of one government with another, may not 
function because the connections extend in so many different directions 
and dimensions. 

 The EU has failed to see that Russia is not only interested in global 
economic dialogue but also in the new rhizomatic geopolitical dialogue. 
Indeed, the rhizomatic-geopolitical nexus is an intriguing one, and it calls 
for more diverse communication techniques than those employed by nor-
mative and “hinge” diplomacy. Multiple actors at different levels are likely 
to be involved in negotiations. Not only one clear agreement or goal will 
be achieved but different aims at different levels will be in progress at the 
same time. Adaptation, continuous learning, self-trust and trust in others 
will be key. Arriving at a mutual understanding of the role of information 
will be crucial in modernizing the geopolitical environment. 

 So, how can we ensure that life within and outside these rhizomatic 
communities becomes more harmonious, and how can real dialogue be 
fostered? The solution lies in our analysing and understanding the prob-
lems past, present and future, in the building of networks and the breaking 
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away from the top-down tradition by manoeuvring to the centre of the 
network, thereby allowing it to act as the central hub (see Fussell  2015 ). 
It is impossible to control everything through the rigid hinge model of 
reality. Instead, an environment should be created where cross-border rhi-
zomatic relationships can fl ourish and those closest to the problem are 
empowered to move with speed and precision in an increasingly mobile 
and dynamic neighbourhood.

                  NOTES 
     1.    Developed by Deleuze and Guattari ( 1983 ), the term “rhizomatic” 

is used throughout this chapter to refer to the multiple, non- 
hierarchical entry and exit points that are characteristic of the way in 
which information is represented and interpreted today. The rhi-
zomatic phenomenon can also be compared to hybridization, as 
well as to the biological concept of mutualism, in which two differ-
ent species or issues interact together to form a multiplicity.   

   2.    I see the term “hinge” as being analogous with the concept of the 
suture (following the Lacanian and post-structuralist intellectual 
pedigree), in that it can be used as an academic metaphor to describe 
the intricacies of inside/outside interrelations and dynamics.   

   3.    Big Data has three dimensions: volume, velocity and variety. As all 
three dimensions grow exponentially, the process is most aptly visu-
alized or described in terms of a rhizome.   

   4.    According to Stratfor’s Decade Forecast:  2015–2025 , “Nationalism 
has already risen signifi cantly in Europe. Compounding this is the 
Ukrainian crisis and Eastern European countries’ focus on the per-
ceived threat from Russia. Eastern Europe’s concern about Russia 
creates yet another Europe—four in total, if we separate the United 
Kingdom and Scandinavia from the rest of Europe. Considered with 
the rise of Euroskeptic parties on the right and left, the growing 
delegitimation of mainstream parties and the surging popularity of 
separatist parties within European countries, the fragmentation and 
nationalism that we forecast in 2005, and before, is clearly 
evident.”   

   5.    In 2010, the EU and the Russian Federation started negotiations on 
a visa-free regime between their territories, although the EU is dubi-
ous about opening up the borders due to the high risk of an increase 
in human traffi cking and drug imports into Europe.   
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   6.    According to Luoma-aho ( 2015 ), stakeholder engagement has risen 
on the agenda of public relations recently mostly due to the intro-
duction of real-time media and new hybrid and rhizomatic forms of 
marketing, advertising and public relations. Engaging stakeholders 
is no mean feat in the information-rich environment, comparable to 
a pinball match; organizational messages can now be transmitted 
and received directly, such as those deliberately  disseminated by the 
state to online communities, but often bounce around randomly in 
the online environment. To this end, Luoma- aho distinguishes 
between three different types of stakeholder relationships: the posi-
tively engaged  faithholders , the negatively engaged  hateholders , and 
the  fakeholders , namely the inauthentic personas created by astro-
turfi ng and algorithms. Positive dialogue needs to support the fait-
holders, engage the hateholders and expose the fakeholders.   

   7.    The following example is illustrative of the Kremlin’s trolling activi-
ties: “Since spring 2014, thousands of fake LiveJournal blogs have 
been mass-posting content promoting a pro-Kremlin stance on 
world events, attacking Western leaders and praising Russian 
President Vladimir Putin. Using custom Python code, Lawrence 
Alexander was able to isolate and analyze these accounts. Delving 
deeper into the metadata of the supporting Twitter bot network 
could provide further clues as to their origin.” (Alexander  2015 ) An 
example of rhizomatic networks is Kaspersky Lab, a Moscow- based 
company currently ranking fi fth in revenue among security software 
makers worldwide. Founder and Chief Executive Offi cer Eugene 
Kaspersky was educated at a KGB-sponsored cryptography institute 
and went on to work for Russian military intelligence. The company 
now publishes reports on electronic espionage by the US, Israel, the 
UK and Russia (Matlack et al.  2015 ).   

   8.    The following excerpt encapsulates the current information envi-
ronment in Estonia: “In DESI 2015, Estonia has an overall score 
(  https://ec.europa.eu/digital-agenda/en/scoreboard/estonia  - _
ftn1    ) of 0.55 and ranks 7th out of the 28 EU Member States. 
Estonia is at the forefront in the supply and use of Digital Public 
Services, which are the second best in Europe. Estonia remains the 
leader in the availability of pre-fi lled online forms, and in the use of 
ePrescriptions by General Practitioners (100 %). Estonians are well-
skilled in the use of digital technologies (their digital skills levels are 
above those of the average EU user) and keen users of a variety of 
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internet activities. 22 % of Estonians shop cross border, a higher rate 
than the European average.” (Digital Agenda for Europe  2015 ; see 
also Tambur  2014 ) The Digital Economy and Society Index. 
  http://ec.europa.eu/digital-agenda/en/desi    .   

   9.    The following excerpt encapsulates the current information envi-
ronment in Latvia: “In DESI 2015, Latvia has an overall score of 
0.44 and ranks 18th out of the 28 EU Member States. High speed 
broadband connections are available to 90 % of homes and Latvia 
has seen increases in the take-up of fi xed broadband (63 % of house-
holds). More Latvians are going online (72 %) and 25 % of Internet 
users are using eGovernment actively, but both remain below the 
EU average (75 % and 33 %, respectively). Although Latvians do 
shop online, not many SMEs sell online. Integration of digital tech-
nology by Latvian businesses is the lowest in the EU.” (Digital 
Agenda for Europe  2015 )   

   10.    The following extract sums up the current information environment 
in Lithuania: “In DESI 2015, Lithuania has an overall score 
(  https://ec.europa.eu/digital-agenda/en/scoreboard/lithuania  - 
_ftn1    ) of 0.52 and ranks 11th out of the 28 EU Member States. 
Relative to last year, Lithuania has not succeeded in taking advan-
tage of the extensive availability of fast and affordable broadband 
networks. Fast broadband (>30 MBps) is available to 97 % of homes. 
While only 58 % of households take a broadband subscription, i.e. 
signifi cantly less than the 70 % EU average, as many as half of those 
(52 %) choose a fast broadband connection. 25 % of Lithuanians 
have never used the Internet, however the vast majority of those 
who do use the Internet do so for online banking (74 %) and video 
calls (79 %). 18 % of SMEs in Lithuania sell online and 11 % sell 
online cross-border.” (Digital Agenda for Europe  2015 )   

   11.    According to Stratfor’s Decade Forecast:  2015–2025 , “Poland will 
diversify its own trade relationships to emerge as the dominant 
power on the strategic Northern European Plain. Moreover, we 
expect Poland to be the leader of an anti-Russia coalition that would, 
signifi cantly, include Romania during the fi rst half of this decade. In 
the second half of the decade, this alliance will play a major role in 
reshaping the Russian borderlands and retrieving lost territories 
through informal and formal means. Eventually, as Moscow weak-
ens, this alliance will become the dominant infl uence not only in 
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Belarus and Ukraine, but also farther east. This will further enhance 
Poland’s and its allies’ economic and political position.”   

   12.    The following extract encapsulates the current information environ-
ment in Sweden: “In DESI 2015, Sweden has an overall score 
(  https://ec.europa.eu/digital-agenda/en/scoreboard/sweden  - _
ftn1    ) of 0.66 and ranks 2nd out of the 28 EU Member States. 
Sweden scores among the top fi ve in all DESI dimensions. Fixed 
broadband is available to 99 % of homes. This is remarkable given 
Sweden’s geographical confi guration. High speed broadband net-
works are available to 76 % of homes and 99 % of homes are covered 
by mobile 4G/LTE technology. 91 % of Swedes use the Internet. 
4.8 % of the workforce represents ICT specialists, almost twice as 
much as the EU average, but demand for ICT professionals in 
Sweden outstrips supply. Although 80 % of Internet users shop 
online, and 30 % of them buy online from other countries, only 7.7 
% of Sweden’s SMEs sell online across borders.” (Digital Agenda for 
Europe  2015 )   

   13.    The following extract encapsulates the current information environ-
ment in Finland: “In DESI 2015, Finland has an overall score 
(  https://ec.europa.eu/digital-agenda/en/scoreboard/fi nland  - _
ftn1    ) of 0.64 and ranks 3rd out of the 28 EU Member States. 
Finland is among the EU leaders in digital “human capital”. 90 % of 
the population are regular internet users and the Finnish workforce 
has one of the highest proportions of ICT specialists (  https://ec.
europa.eu/digital-agenda/en/scoreboard/fi nland  - _ftn2    ) in the 
EU (4.7 %). Relative to last year, more and more businesses are inte-
grating digital technologies in their processes. However, only 14 % 
of SMEs in Finland sell online, in line with the EU average, despite 
their citizens’ propensity for eCommerce.” (Digital Agenda for 
Europe  2015 )          
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        INTRODUCTION 
 The Ukraine crisis—the internal destabilization and political crisis in 
Ukraine in 2013, followed by Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 and 
the ongoing “hybrid war” (Racz  2015 ) in the East of Ukraine since then 
(more details on developments in Sakwa  2015 ; Kropatcheva  2016 )—has 
been the most dramatic recent crisis in Russian–Western relations. Its 
impact is especially strong in the Baltic Sea Region (BSR), which includes 
Denmark, Germany, Estonia, Finland, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Russia 
and Sweden.  1   

 There are many defi nitions of “region” (Breslin and Croft  2012 ; 
Moller  2012 , 56–86). In this chapter, the word implies geographical, 
geopolitical, economic and cultural closeness, but also a process of bind-
ing and, by forming a common identity, becoming a region (Moller 
 2012 , 56–86). 

 The main characteristic of the BSR is its complexity. It is diffi cult to 
defi ne its borders and different regional institutions, through their mem-



berships, defi ne what “Baltic” is differently. Diverse regions—for example 
Nordic, Baltic, Nordic–Baltic, Euro–Arctic, post-Soviet, Western and 
Russian—transcend the BSR and interact within it. 

 The complexity of the BSR can be also understood using the term 
“suture” (Zizek  2001 , 58), meaning that inside/outside borders merge 
and it is not clear who is inside and who outside. The “suture” of the 
region lies in Russia’s being both a BSR insider—belonging to it geo-
graphically, historically, culturally, economically and from the security per-
spective—but also an outsider, as the “Other” in terms of identity and even 
as a (potential) threat (more on Russia’s role in Makarychev and Sergunin 
 2013 ; Kramer  2013 ; Trenin  2011 ; Šleivyte  2010 ). In many ways, Russia 
has not fi t in because of its gradual domestic democratic regression and 
problematic foreign policy, and security apprehensions about it among its 
post-Soviet Baltic neighbours, as well as Russia’s own choice to stay apart 
as a regional great power. 

 Russia’s complex role in the BSR is also refl ected in its different atti-
tudes towards the Baltic states and vice versa. Russia has had problematic 
relations with the post-Soviet Baltic countries as well as with Sweden and 
Denmark but constructive relations with Finland and Germany (Trenin 
 2011 ). As a result, Russia—intentionally or unintentionally—has divided 
the region. Because of the ambivalent roles that Russia has played—
insider/outsider, integration/fragmentation—there have been both 
cooperation and confl ict in the BSR. 

 This chapter analyzes security dynamics—cooperation and confl ict—
within the BSR, by focusing on multilateral security-related institu-
tions.  It shows that, despite various attempts over more than twenty 
years to develop cooperative security and bind Russia, these attempts 
have largely failed. The chapter starts with an explanation of key terms. 
After this, an overview of cooperative and confl icting security dynamics 
is presented as is the development of regional institutions, describing 
Russia as an outsider. The concluding section discusses the impact of 
the Ukraine crisis on the security dynamics in the BSR in more general 
terms.  

   MULTILATERAL SECURITY-RELATED INSTITUTIONS 
 As Thomas Risse ( 2002 , 605) observed, “[T]here are at least as many defi -
nitions of (international) institutions as there are theoretical perspectives.” 
In this chapter, a broader understanding of institutions is adopted, such 
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as of formal governmental security-related frameworks. It deals with both 
regional institutions, which “emerged from the internal dynamics of the 
region” to solve common regional problems through collective actions 
and refl ect the strategies of the regional actors (Farrell  2005 , 2), but also 
those institutions with a wider regional and global reach, which involve 
regional actors and which meet in the BSR.  This is important as “the 
regional dimension of security cannot be separated from the global order” 
(Farrell  2005 , 15). 

 The BSR is exemplary for “overlap” of institutions (Flynn and Farrell 
 1999 ). A great number of institutions have been active here and their mem-
berships and tasks partly overlap. These were to contribute to cooperative 
security in the BSR, especially ensuring that regional institutions involving 
neighbors could be more effective (Tavares  2010 ). The concept of cooper-
ative security implies increasing mutual security and predictability through 
reciprocity, inclusiveness, dialogue, transparency, and trust-/confi dence-
building (Nolan  1994 ; Kühn  2015 ). Its aim is to generate interstate rela-
tions “in which disputes are expected to occur, but … within the limits of 
agreed-upon norms and established procedures” (Nolan  1994 , 5). 

 According to the constructivist/normative view, actors cooperate within 
institutions, because they are “socialized”: common norms constrain their 
behavior and, thereby, institutions contribute to cooperative security 
(Peters  2005 , 55). Most studies on Russia’s participation in security-related 
institutions have shown that there has been only an insignifi cant “socializa-
tion” effect on it, if there was one at all (Gheciu  2005 ; Schimmelfennig 
et al.  2006 ). Realists view institutions as instruments of states’ policies with 
a predominance of balance-of-power policies. This is why they cannot alter 
states’ behavior (Simmons and Martin  2002 , 194).Within the BSR there 
have been both institutions that tried to bind/“socialize” Russia so that 
it would become a responsible cooperative actor as well as those institu-
tions which replicated a realist balance-of- power logic and contributed to 
regional fragmentation.  2   In other words, “different and even competing 
sets of security practices” have co-existed within the BSR (Adler and Greve 
 2009 , 63). These institutions are studied in the following sections.  

   COOPERATIVE SECURITY DYNAMICS IN THE BSR 
 This section considers institutions in which Russia participated or with 
which it engaged and which offered opportunities for its inclusion 
and binding in the BSR.  It starts with an overview of specifi c regional 
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 institutions and then discusses institutions with a broader European and 
global outreach, which have infl uenced BSR security dynamics. 

   Regional Institutions 

 Russia has been interested in specifi c regional institutions in the BSR since 
the dissolution of the Soviet Union. According to Šleivyte ( 2010 , 129), in 
the 1990s Russia made proposals to create a regional model of interaction 
on security with the participation of Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Finland 
and Sweden. However, these proposals did not receive international sup-
port because Russia also tried, thereby, to block NATO enlargement in 
2004. 

 Instead, regional institutions emerged dealing with a broad range of 
issues, including culture, history, human rights, economy and the envi-
ronment, with security just one of the agenda topics. The main institution 
covering the entire BSR is the Council of Baltic Sea States (CBSS). It is 
a political forum, founded in 1992, which includes Denmark, Estonia, 
Finland, Germany, Iceland, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, Poland, Russia and 
Sweden as well as the European Commission (EC). One of the long-term 
priorities of the CBSS is to develop “the concept of BSR identity and a 
sense of belonging” to the BSR (see CBSS  2016 ). Some of the security- 
related topics dealt with in the CBSS are border control (Task Force on 
Organized Crime with cooperation with EUROPOL and INTERPOL), 
action against traffi cking and organized crime (Task Force Against 
Traffi cking), civil protection (coordination of rescue and emergency ser-
vices), nuclear and radiation safety (in the past, projects on moderniza-
tion of Soviet-built reactors in Russia and Lithuania, agreement on early 
warning of nuclear accidents, monitoring and training in this fi eld) and 
maritime safety (surveillance of air and sea traffi c) (CBSS  2015 ; Oldberg 
 2012 ). All these areas also involve some cooperation between military 
authorities (Oldberg  2012 , 51). 

 Because of the dominant role of the EU, which has been criticized 
by Russia (Makarychev and Sergunin  2013 , 2; Oldberg  2012 , 15), some 
projects are fi nanced by the EU and are run in close cooperation with 
the relevant EU institutions. Nonetheless, Russia has placed EU–Russia 
topics such as economic cooperation, visa facilitation and modernization, 
especially of the Kaliningrad area, on the CBSS agenda. In 2001–2002 
and 2012–2013, Russia assumed the presidency of the CBSS.  It tried 
thereby—vainly—“to present itself as … a responsible and attractive 
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regional actor”, which no longer posed any military security threat to its 
neighbors (Makarychev and Sergunin  2013 , 2). Over the years, Russia 
showed interest in cooperation on military issues, without success, how-
ever, because of the broad agenda of the CBSS and the EU’s interest in 
human security aspects (Oldberg  2012 , 2). In general, most of the time 
Russia acted constructively within the CBSS, contributing to joint deci-
sions and seeking consensus (Oldberg  2012 , 2). 

 Because of the Ukraine crisis and at the initiative of the EU as a protest 
against Russia’s policy, there have been no CBSS summits since 2014. 
Nonetheless, many activities of the CBSS have taken place as usual, with 
Russia’s participation. These include conferences on transnational security 
topics, meetings of experts, respective bodies/agencies and operational 
exercises (CBSS  2015 ). 

 One smaller and more specifi c example of regional institutions is the 
Baltic Marine Environment Protection Commission (HELCOM), estab-
lished in 1980 as the governing body of the Convention on the Protection 
of the Marine Environment of the Baltic Sea Area (1974) and known 
as the Helsinki Convention (participants are Denmark, Estonia, Finland, 
Germany, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Sweden, Russia and the EU). It 
addresses maritime safety and security, the safety of navigation, and oil spill 
response preparedness in the BSR. Russia considers it the main institution 
for cooperation on environmental security in the BSR (Oldberg  2012 , 
57). This cooperation has continued even after the Ukraine crisis. 

 In a nutshell, the examples of the CBSS and HELCOM show that 
Russia, despite “its claims to great power status”, was “able to cooperate 
on an equal basis with several small neighbours” and has been interested in 
developing these institutions “in their own right” and “as a link to Western 
Europe” (Oldberg  2012 , 3). Regional institutions with Russia’s participa-
tion are “de-politicized”, have loose structures and are “intentionally kept 
free” of hard security issues (Norkus  1998 , 157).  3   Their focus is on “soft” 
security, that is “upon common challenges calling for cooperation rather 
than dealing with security problems where cooperation seems diffi cult, 
irrelevant, or hampering” (Norkus  1998 , 157). “Soft” security implies 
that threats are coming from non-state actors (e.g., organized crime) and 
from non-military, transnational challenges (e.g., human, environmen-
tal and economic), while “hard” security has a realist underpinning of 
threats coming from the states and thus the focus is on traditional military 
aspects. Because of the dominant role of the EU in these regional fora, the 
EU states were more interested in these new—soft—aspects of security, 
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while Russia was more interested in hard security issues (Oldberg  2012 ). 
Thus, security is also a kind of “suture” that unites and divides the BSR. 

 Because of their focus on soft security, cooperation within the CBSS 
and HELCOM, though more limited and less high-level, continued after 
the Ukraine crisis, but this is also why these institutions are unable to 
impact Russian–Western relations in a more decisive and positive way. 
They do not address serious state-to-state problems and, because of their 
loose character, their “binding” power is weak.  

   Institutions of a Broader European and Global Outreach 

 The second group of security-related institutions with a broader European 
and global outreach are the OSCE, EU–Russia and NATO–Russia coop-
eration formats. The Organization for Security and Cooperation in 
Europe (OSCE) (formerly the Conference on Security and Cooperation 
in Europe [CSCE]) is the most inclusive institution, in which Russia and 
the Baltic countries are participating states. They have signed on to a set 
of OSCE normative democratic commitments, which should have made 
their cooperation easier. However, in practice, these commitments have 
often been violated by Russia (Kropatcheva  2015  ). A s in the CBSS, Russia 
is interested primarily in the political-military dimension of the OSCE. 

 The auspices of the OSCE have offered many opportunities for Russia 
and the Baltic states to cooperate within, for example, the framework of 
the Vienna Document and in different OSCE confi dence- and security- 
building measures (CSBMs). In the early 1990s, the CSCE facilitated 
the withdrawal of the Russian troops from Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania 
(Šleivyte  2010 , 125). The CSCE also helped in the confl icts between 
Russia and Latvia and Estonia over the rights of the Russian minorities 
by establishing fi eld presences in these two countries from 1993 to 2001, 
with the OSCE High Commissioner on National Minorities monitoring 
the situation (intensively until 2004). 

 Cooperation within the OSCE between Russia and other Baltic states 
has a broader OSCE regional outreach, with soft security issues being 
least problematic, and not confi ned to specifi c BSR matters. In the past, 
there were calls to create a Baltic security round table or specifi c Baltic 
CSBMs. However, these were not realized because Estonia, Latvia and 
Lithuania considered Russia a risk and so they sought greater European 
and US involvement (Norkus  1998 , 158). Nonetheless, smaller regional 
OSCE activities with a focus on the BSR, such as training or seminars, 
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 occasionally take place. The OSCE came to the foreground in confl ict 
mediation efforts in Ukraine. However, the disagreements within the 
OSCE on the situation in Ukraine have been too strong to enable a con-
structive dialogue among its participating states. In 2015, the OSCE 
Parliamentary Assembly appointed the fi rst Special Representative for the 
Baltic Sea area, and Germany—the OSCE Chairmanship in 2016—has 
implemented various activities to improve cooperation within the BSR, 
including in the area of soft security. 

 Because the borders of Russia and the EU meet in the BSR, this region 
is important in the context of EU–Russia cooperation. The EU–Russia 
security dialogue began in 2000 with the signing of the Joint Declaration 
on Strengthening Dialogue and Cooperation on Political and Security 
Matters in Europe (EC  2000 ). In 2002 the EU and Russia agreed to 
enhance cooperation on political and security matters (EC  2002 ) and in 
2003, on deepening cooperation in four “common spaces”, two of which 
are security-related: a space for freedom, safety and justice and an external 
security space (EC  2003 ). 

 Ideas about deepening cooperation on hard security issues between 
Russia and the EU have largely failed. As Golunov ( 2013 ) notes, coopera-
tion on soft security matters is taking place actively, but is often overlooked. 
Among these are activities between Russia and EUROPOL (since 2003), 
a partnership between the common EU border agency, FRONTEX, and 
the Russian Border Guard Service (since 2006) with joint operations (e.g., 
“Good Will 2009” and “Baltics 2011”), a memorandum of understand-
ing to facilitate information exchange and joint investigations between the 
European Monitoring Centre on Drugs and Drug Addiction and Russian 
 Gosnarkokontrol  and the EU–Russian Working Group on Customs Border 
issues (since 2007) (Golunov  2013 , 127). 

 Besides these broader EU–Russia cooperation formats, since 2009 the 
EU has dealt specifi cally with the BSR through its European Strategy for 
the Baltic Sea Region (EUSBSR  2016 ). Realizing that many issues in the 
BSR can be solved only with the participation of external partners, the 
Northern Dimension (ND  2016 ) initiative was launched in 1999 and was 
renewed in 2006. It is a common policy of the EU, Russia, Norway and 
Iceland intended to promote security and stability in the region. In the 
area of security, there are projects on disaster management and civil pro-
tection, the fi ght against illegal migration and transnational crime, facilita-
tion of people-to-people contacts and border management. In summary, 
the EU and Russia cooperate on soft security in the BSR within various 
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specifi c regional Baltic and broader European formats. Thereby, the EU 
is trying to protect itself from security threats coming from Russia, but 
also to bind Russia as a constructive actor in the region. For Russia this 
cooperation is important to show its declared multilateralism and also to 
achieve specifi c objectives, such as visa facilitation or modernization. Both 
partners need each other to fi ght common transnational challenges. 

 Since the Ukraine crisis, the EU and Russia have been imposing sanc-
tions and counter-sanctions on each other, and many BSR states have 
suffered the most from them due to close ties (Hyndle-Hussein  2015 , 
7). However, there has been no unity in the position of EU BSR states 
towards sanctions, with Poland and Finland, for example, taking a softer 
and more pragmatic stance (Dolidze  2015 ). Despite this aggravation, 
some cooperation formats between Russia and the EU in the BSR still 
function, such as, for example, activities on trans-border issues (Lavrov 
 2014a ). 

 Other important borders in the BSR are those between Russia and 
NATO. Dialogue and cooperation between them happened mainly within 
the NATO–Russia Council (NRC). There are only very few examples of 
joint NATO–Russia BSR-related projects: joint counterterrorism exer-
cises “Vigilant Skies”, which have taken place in Russian, Turkish and 
Polish airspaces since 2011 with the participation of these three countries 
(NATO  2013a ); and cooperation between scientists from NRC countries, 
such as in 2013, in detecting Baltic oil spills (NATO  2013b ). Practical 
cooperation between Russia and NATO states in the BSR is diffi cult, 
partly because of the wider scope of this relationship and partly because of 
problems between Russia and the post-Soviet Baltic states. 

 Since the Ukraine crisis, one no longer speaks about cooperation 
between Russia and NATO, but about communication. Since 1 April 
2014, NATO has suspended military cooperation with Russia within the 
framework of the NRC.  4   What has remained are meetings between the 
NATO Secretary General and the Russian Permanent Representative to 
NATO and the Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs as well as communica-
tion links between NATO’s Supreme Allied Commander in Europe, the 
Head of the NATO Military Committee and the Head of the Russian 
General Staff, which are active and available 24/7. These are necessary 
to avoid serious military incidents (Task Force on Cooperation in Greater 
Europe  2015 , 3). 

 Summing up, there have been diverse multilateral cooperation formats 
in the BSR, which have offered opportunities to bind the states of the 
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region together, especially involving Russia. Because of these cooperative 
practices, Sergey Lavrov ( 2012 ) called the BSR “one of the most prosper-
ing … regions of the world”, where cooperation opportunities, which 
emerged with the geopolitical changes, were used by the states of the 
region effectively. In 2013, he also declared: “We are consistently reducing 
the amount of armaments and ammunition deployed in the Kaliningrad 
Region.” (Lavrov  2013 ) Although offi cial statements have to be treated 
with caution, Russia has not adopted any special security strategies for 
the BSR (by contrast to some other regions) (Oldberg  2012 , 6), which 
refl ects the fact that Russia has considered the BSR as safe and secure. 
Those cooperation or communication formats that remained within the 
BSR after the Ukraine crisis are those that are mostly needed by both the 
West and Russia—either to continue necessary cooperation on soft secu-
rity or to prevent accidental military confl icts.   

   WORSENING CONFLICTING SECURITY DYNAMICS 
IN THE BSR 

 Relations in the BSR have been highly vulnerable, and mistrust quickly 
overshadowed slow positive dynamics. Due to the Ukraine crisis, negative 
dynamics have replaced any previous positive dynamics. This section looks 
at the development of confl icting security dynamics in the BSR. 

 Confl icting security dynamics partly developed from internal regional 
sources. Security problems in the BSR frequently arose from historical 
legacies, interwoven into contemporary problems. Such was the case of 
the Bronze Soldier situation in Estonia in 2007, an internal situation that 
quickly turned into a security problem. When Estonia sought to move the 
Soviet monument from central Tallinn to a military cemetery, an action 
that was strongly opposed by Moscow, pro-Moscow riots broke out in 
Tallinn and a cyberattack on Estonia followed, although it was not proven 
that Russia was behind the attack (Hyndle-Hussein  2015 , 1). As a result, 
the post-Soviet Baltic states have become increasingly fearful that Russia 
might use cyberattacks; instrumentalize Russian-speaking minorities, rais-
ing the issue of the use of the Russian language; or even stage a military 
occupation. The 2008 Russo–Georgian War and Russia’s annexation of 
the Crimea have only intensifi ed these fears (Winnerstig  2014 ). 

 Further confl icting security dynamics were partly brought into the 
region from outside, at the level of Russian–Western relations. For  example, 
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the BSR was one of the fi rst regions to feel this tension in 1999 during 
the Kosovo crisis, when Russia opposed the NATO military operation or 
during disagreements over the “color revolutions” in 2003–2004  in the 
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) space, which Russia saw as ille-
gitimate and instigated by the West (for details see: Šleivyte  2010 , 98, 147). 

 Because of their strong security apprehensions, from the early 1990s 
the post-Soviet Baltic states have aspired to receive Western security guar-
antees and protection from potential Russian threats, and in doing so 
competing with one another (Kramer  2013 , 5). NATO has been gradually 
strengthening its presence in the region. The NATO air policing mission, 
which started in 2004 with four F-16 NATO fi ghters being deployed in 
Lithuania to patrol Baltic airspace, was largely a symbolic NATO response 
to the requests by post-Soviet Baltic states. Nonetheless, even this small 
deployment irritated Russian policymakers (Šleivyte  2010 , 146). The US 
presence in the BSR, through its programs of support to the Baltic States 
and its plans (for example, to deploy an anti-ballistic missile system,  inter 
alia  in Poland), irritated Russia as well. After the Russo–Georgian War, 
NATO agreed (with the Eagle Guardian Plan) to reinforce the defense of 
Poland in the event of an unspecifi ed adversary threatening its security, 
In 2010 the plan was extended to Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, which 
generated Russian criticism (Kramer  2013 , 1, 6). 

 However, the greatest increase of NATO military presence in the BSR 
since the 1990s took place as a consequence of the Ukraine crisis: station-
ing special units in Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Poland, deploying addi-
tional fi ghter aircraft (from 4 to 16 fi ghters) to the Baltic States Policing 
Mission and Poland, increasing AWACS reconnaissance fl ights, establish-
ing a stronger naval presence in the Baltic Sea and conducting larger and 
more frequent military exercises (Frear et al.  2014 , 9). Individual NATO 
states, especially the US and the UK, have also increased their presence in 
the BSR (McNamara et al.  2015 ; Barnes  2016 ; Boyer  2016 ). 

 Post-Soviet Baltic states continue to ask for permanent NATO bases. 
In an interview on November 2015, NATO Secretary General Jen 
Stoltenberg averred that he no longer ruled this out (RFE/RL  2015a ). 
Poland has been calling for the annulment of the NATO–Russia act (Zalan 
 2015 ), in which NATO promised to refrain from “permanent stationing 
of substantial combat forces” (NATO  1997 ). In February 2016, NATO 
decided to deploy a small number of forces to Eastern Europe, with num-
bers remaining at an overall constant level while having a structure of 
rotating units; it would be able to deter a potential Russian aggression 
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but refrain from violation of the NATO-Russia act (Barnes  2016 ). More 
details were decided at the NATO Summit in July 2016: beginning in 
early 2017 NATO will deploy four combat battalions of about 1,000 
troops each to Poland, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania on a rotational basis. 
Canada, Germany, the United Kingdom, and the United States will be the 
lead nations for the battalions (NATO  2016 ).  

 In addition, in neutral Sweden and Finland debates about the prospect 
for NATO membership have begun, with the supporters of membership 
growing. Both Sweden and Finland have begun to engage in NATO activi-
ties more enthusiastically (Nilsson  2015 ). Many of the Baltic states have 
increased military and defense spending and stationed military forces in 
the region (for example, by Sweden in Gotland [Musch-Borowsk  2015 ]). 
More Baltic states want to join NATO’s missile defense shield and, in March 
2015, Russia’s ambassador to Denmark even threatened to outfi t Russian 
warships with nuclear weapons if Denmark joined this program (Withnall 
 2015 ). Western policymakers have been discussing how to counteract a 
potential Russian “hybrid war” in the BSR (Racz  2015 ; Barnes  2016 ). 

 Russia perceived this gradual activation of NATO engagement in the 
BSR and its intensifi cation after the Ukraine crisis as proof that any alli-
ance created during the epoch of the Cold War is unable to change its 
genetic code (Lavrov  2014b ). Russia’s Ambassador to NATO, Alexander 
Grushko, criticized the “practically constant military naval presence of 
NATO” in the Baltic Sea (RFE/RL  2015b ). Even though Russian forces 
in Central Eastern Europe (CEE) already outnumbered NATO’s military 
units there, and in the BSR “it has a 10:1 edge in troops and maintains air 
dominance” (Wess  2016 ), in response to NATO’s policy Russia has also 
been increasing its military presence there, which is seen in more frequent 
and signifi cantly larger air and naval maneuvers, increased intelligence 
activities, militarization of the Kaliningrad area by deploying Iskander 
missiles (DW.com  2013 ) and strengthening the Baltic Sea Fleet (BSF) 
with a counter-NATO component (Jane’s Intelligence Review  2015 ). The 
Russian BSF, with its main base in Kaliningrad, had conventional superior-
ity in the BSR with 60 warships, 35,000 soldiers and sailors and 13,000 
coastal defense troops (Reboka and Ozolina  2015 ). Until the Ukraine 
crisis, the signifi cance of the BSF was rather symbolic as the fl eet was not 
very active and its strategic ships were deployed more outside the region, 
according to Mikhail Barabanov (see DefenseNews.com  2015 ). After the 
Ukraine crisis, the role of the BSF grew. As Gorenburg ( 2015 ) argues, 
since precision-guided missiles may be launched from relatively small ships, 
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the Russian BSF “may pose a serious threat to regional security even if it 
does not succeed in building a wide array of large combat ships”. There 
are also plans to strengthen the Russian military presence in the BSR by 
placing new army divisions there (see Rubaltic.ru  2016 ). Russia may also 
use government-organized cyber warfare in the region, as this is one of its 
strategic strengths in facing the NATO states (Gorenburg  2015 ). 

 Because of these opposing military activities by NATO and Russia, 
there have been many minor incidents and narrowly avoided serious col-
lisions between their military forces, many of which happened in the BSR 
(Kearns et al.  2015 ; Frear et al.  2014 ). 

 In summary, the BSR is being re-militarized, and in the future it could 
even be re-nuclearized, since Iskander missiles can carry nuclear warheads. 
Then, NATO will face the question of the role nuclear weapons might 
play in protecting the Baltic allies against Russia (Glatz and Zapfe  2015 ). 
Thus, security dilemmas, mistrust and balance-of-power games have 
become predominant in the BSR.  

   BSR INSTITUTIONS WITH RUSSIA BEING AN OUTSIDER 
 Gradually a multitude of security-related institutions have emerged in the 
BSR without Russia’s participation or involvement. Most of them are also 
loosely structured discussion fora with few operational exercises and with 
the focus on soft security, some emerged “from internal dynamics”, while 
others did so with the support of the US. 

 For example, the US was involved in consultations with Nordic and 
Baltic States on matters of security within the framework of the Enhanced 
Partnership in Northern Europe (e-PINE) initiative (U.S.  Department 
of State  2016 ) and provided assistance to Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania 
through the US Northern European Initiative (NEI) (U.S. Department of 
State  2009 ). There were also specifi c initiatives to help develop operabil-
ity among the forces of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, such as the Baltic 
Battalion (BALTBAT), Baltic Naval Squadron (BALTRON) and Baltic Air 
Surveillance Network (BALTNET) (Jaervenpaa  2014 ). These were intended 
to support the three Baltic states and to send a political message to Russia. 

 Among the broader regional initiatives there is, for example, the Nordic–
Baltic Eight (NB8)—a regional Nordic–Baltic consultation forum that 
includes Finland, Norway, Iceland, Denmark, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania 
and Sweden (see NB8 Wise Men Report  2010 ). One of the NB8 coopera-
tion formats is the Enhanced Partnership in Northern Europe, initiated 
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by the US in 2003 with the aim of supporting the BSR and EU’s Eastern 
Partnership countries (see NB8  2016 ). 

 Since 2009, Sweden, Finland, Denmark, Norway and Iceland have 
held consultations with the aim of consolidating security strategies and 
conducting joint military exercises within NORDEFCO (Nordic Defence 
Cooperation) (Jaervenpaa  2014 ; Opitz  2015 ). As a consequence of the 
Ukraine crisis, Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania were allowed to participate in 
NORDEFCO’s activities, especially in those that focus on Russia in terms 
of a military threat (training and exercises) and as a latent uncertainty 
factor (prevention of Russian cyber attacks and the co-option of minori-
ties) (Opitz  2015 , 3). NORDEFCO has been discussing the creation of a 
joint missile defense system for the wider BSR against the Russian threat 
(Harress  2015 ). 

 NORDEFCO exemplifi es the strengthening of multilateral ties among 
the Western states within the BSR region after the Ukraine crisis, which 
also happened within the EU/NATO formats and bilaterally (e.g., a deal 
on military cooperation between Poland and Sweden) (Nilsson  2015 ). It 
also  shows the intensifi cation of practical activities in the BSR with Russia 
being an outsider.  

    CONCLUSIONS 
 The BSR was and is an important region from a security perspective 
because it is marked by integration and fragmentation, and inclusive and 
exclusive security institutions. Due to historic legacies and the current 
politics, the presence of Russia and the West, this is a sensitive region: 
Russian–Western disagreements have had their impact on the BSR. Today, 
the Baltic states are involved in the Ukraine confl ict, though in different 
roles: Russia is a direct participant, Germany is one of the most active 
mediators, and other Baltic EU states are involved through sanctions and 
anti-sanctions as well as through their Ukraine policies. 

 The specifi c cooperation initiatives and positive dynamics that existed in 
the BSR before the Ukraine crisis were important in the process of region-
making and inclusion of Russia. Despite many problems, the states of the 
BSR were exemplary for their lively mutual exchange. Inclusive coopera-
tion frameworks have helped to create a more positive climate in the BSR 
and to step away from Cold War legacies. Nonetheless, with their loose 
structures and focus on less problematic “soft” security, they were too weak 
to help prevent the gradual strengthening of confl icting dynamics in the 
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region. These dynamics were strongly characterized by “harder” security 
issues of the broader and more confl ictive EU–Russia and NATO–Russia 
relations, which were given priority by all actors. Cooperation took place 
on smaller, practical issues, but this small-steps or step-by-step approach 
did not bring about the desired result of coming closer to solutions on 
bigger, more diffi cult issues. 

 BSR cooperation formats needed to be developed more actively and 
proactively to bind Russia as a positive security actor and bring it closer 
from a normative perspective. If more ties had existed between Russia and 
the BSR—including through special NATO–Russia initiatives on BSR, 
special CSBMs or OSCE working groups on BSR—Russia would have 
been more integrated into the region, becoming less an outsider and more 
an insider. However, many opportunities were missed. Furthermore, the 
existing institutions involving Russia were used only marginally. Despite 
Russia’s presence in the BSR and despite an overlap of institutions, it has 
clearly maintained its ambivalent role. 

 The BSR also showcases how slowly cooperation formats and prac-
tices developed and how quickly it was possible to undo the achievements 
resulting from cooperation and to spread security dilemmas and confl icts. 
Although before the Ukraine crisis, Russia and the West designed joint 
projects in the BSR through various joint institutions on, for example, 
ways to modernize the Kaliningrad area, today it is remilitarized by Russia 
in its deterrence strategies, directed at the West. 

 Furthermore, the BSR shows that multilateralism is under challenge 
(Newman et  al.  2006 ) and that most institutions under “the rubric of 
cooperative security” fi nd themselves in a state of decay (Kühn  2015 , 6). 
The logic of balance of power was stronger than the normative logic of 
building a region (Adler and Greve  2009 ). Institutions had only “minimal 
infl uence on state behaviour” (Mearsheimer  1995 ). 

 Both Russia and the West see the increase of confl icting military activi-
ties as “necessary corrections of their previous military posture” and each 
side justifi es its actions “by the negative changes in their security environ-
ment”, leading to the “action-reaction cycle … that will be diffi cult to 
stop” (Task Force on Cooperation in Greater Europe  2015 , 2). Today, 
policymakers and experts think not about how to make things better in 
Western–Russian relations but how to “avoid war in Europe” (Task Force 
on Cooperation in Greater Europe  2015 ). As a consequence, the BSR 
moved from being one of the most promising regions for Western–Russian 
cooperation to one of the most dangerous areas, where there is a great risk 
of a NATO–Russia confrontation (even if it is accidental). Disputes are 
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no longer settled within the limits of agreed-upon norms and established 
procedures. The military importance of the BSR is growing in Russian and 
Western defense strategies and military planning. 

 Russia’s role in the BSR has changed: from one of confrontation during 
the Cold War and in the early 1990s to positive engagement with some 
intermittent confl icts to being a major threat. The Baltic states still dis-
agree on the question of what to do with Russia: should they try to engage 
with it through dialogue (as with Germany and Finland) or treat it as a 
latent threat, taking a more hawkish approach (as post-Soviet Baltic states, 
Denmark and Sweden have done) (Raik et al.  2015 , 5). Nonetheless, the 
BSR region is in the process of being formed as a more cohesive entity—
largely because of externalizing Russia as a threat to regional security. If in 
the past Russia was both “the uniting and separating force in the construc-
tion of a security framework” for the BSR (Norkus  1998 , 158), today it 
has become more the “uniting force”, playing a less ambivalent role. 

 While cooperation on transnational security challenges in the BSR has 
remained and Russia and the West need each other to combat these problems, 
transnational challenges have a less important soft security touch. The nega-
tive fractures within the BSR go too deep, involving not only current security 
problems but also history and identity. Even if, hypothetically, Russia and the 
West come closer owing to more global and more high-level problems, such 
as combating the Islamic State or searching for confl ict resolution in Syria, 
and if the situation in Ukraine stabilizes (even though Russia will not be giv-
ing the Crimea back), Baltic neighborly relations have been seriously dam-
aged, so much so that it will take serious efforts to mend fences in the BSR.

         NOTES 
     1.    The author would like to thank Lisa Pregitzer for research support as 

well as Andrey Makarychev and colleagues from the Centre for OSCE 
Research for their helpful comments on an earlier draft. Special thanks 
go to Elizabeth Hormann for making the language more eloquent.   

   2.    Not all existing security-related institutions can be discussed owing to 
the limits of the study. Energy security is not dealt with here, either.   

   3.    Ambassador Renatas Norkus is a Lithuanian diplomat.   
   4.    In December 2015, foreign ministers of NATO states asked Jens 

Stoltenberg to assess the opportunities for the restart of regular consul-
tations within the NRC in order to re-establish predictability in NATO–
Russia relations (see Die Welt  2015 ). In 2016, the fi rst meetings of the 
NRC took place.          
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    CHAPTER 5   

        D.   Jakniu ̄naite ̇       () •    Ž.     M.   Vaicekauskaitė       
  Vilnius University ,   Vilnius ,  Lithuania    

 Baltic Sea Region-Building: 
An Impossibility, or an Inability to Finish?                     

     Dovile ̇       Jakniūnaite ̇         and     Živile ̇       Marija     Vaicekauskaitė      

      The end of the Cold War and collapse of the Soviet Union was followed 
by the re-establishment of each Baltic states’ independence, and so the 
Baltic Sea Region (BSR) entered a new stage of development marked by 
efforts to replace dividing lines with a new pattern of cooperation.  1   Thus, 
the BSR is a recent project in region-building among several that mush-
roomed in the area—such as the Barents Euro–Arctic Region (BEAR) and 
the Northern Dimension Initiative (NDI)—that aimed to erase distinc-
tions made during the Cold War era. 

 Europe’s security environment has changed considerably over the past 
twenty-fi ve years. Likewise, cooperation in the BSR experienced complex 
economic and political transitions as it underwent several stages of devel-
opment. The BSR did not become the new region its creators envisioned: 
a region where common problems are solved together by the parties and 
bottom-up transnationalism fl ourishes. Instead, the BSR states are divided 
by differing security perceptions and foreign policy goals. Yet, the original 
hopes for the BSR linger, despite a lack of leadership. Without clear direc-
tion, the region’s development may need to wait for better times. 

 In 2014 and 2015, discrepancies among security perceptions of the 
BSR shore states intensifi ed. Because of Russia’s adverse actions in the 



neighbourhood, it became obvious that any cooperative endeavours with 
Russia were inconceivable for the majority of the region’s actors. Yet, 
Russia is diffi cult for actors in the region to ignore, both because Russia 
constitutes part of the BSR’s offi cial borders and because Russia is an 
important player in the region. 

 Therefore, we ask: How is further development of the BSR possible 
when one of its signifi cant players is both troublesome and perceived as 
not worth cooperating with? What kind of regional initiatives are plau-
sible when substantial power asymmetries exist? In this chapter, we explore 
the conditions stalling the Baltic Sea regionalization process—both the-
oretically and empirically—and discover useful analytical tools for con-
ceptualizing this process. This chapter aims to demonstrate that though 
a region-building perspective explains the failure of regionalism, it still 
limits an understanding of developments in the BSR at the end of 2015, 
when the region was consumed with the lack of trust among several of its 
members. Also, this chapter will present the suture concept as a useful tool 
for reconceptualizing the BSR. 

 Our arguments regarding region-building diffi culties in the BSR are 
presented in fi ve steps. First, we analyze how ideas about regional security 
cooperation have evolved in the BSR since the early 1990s, both theoreti-
cally (in the fi rst section) and empirically (in the second section). Next, we 
reveal two tensions impacting the BSR’s regionalization process: Russia’s 
attitude towards the BSR (the third section) and Lithuania’s security 
discourse in 2014 and 2015, which was focused on Russia and Russia’s 
role in the region (the fourth section). Finally, in the concluding section 
we demonstrate problems that arise when a region-building approach is 
applied to the BSR and explain how the idea of a “region with sutures” 
could be developed. 

   THINKING THEORETICALLY ABOUT THE BSR 
 The BSR was the poster child for the so-called new regionalism—the 
regionalization processes (both interstate and intrastate) in global politics 
that intensifi ed after the Cold War ended. It was believed that the collapse 
of the Cold War era’s East–West divisions would bring new regional forms 
of cooperation, that could cooperate to better solve a variety of common 
(and transnational) challenges and that these increases in cooperation 
would emerge when some states socialized into one way of life or another. 
This process went hand in hand with renewed academic debates over the 
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best way to conceptualize and analyze the region. These debates also 
contributed to discussions of a  new regionalism . This literature defi ned a 
region, as well as a successful region, examined regions’ developments and 
challenges, paid attention to new patterns in regionalization processes and 
looked for new ways to analyze this phenomenon. 

 Almost all the literature defi nes “regionalism” as a collection of poli-
cies and projects designed to form regions, which may lead to institution- 
building (De Lombaerde and Söderbaum  2013 , xxix). Hameiri ( 2013 , 
318) also emphasized the formal and state-led nature of region-making 
as states pursue shared goals together. Regionalization is “the (empirical) 
process that leads to patterns of cooperation, integration, complementar-
ity and convergence within a particular cross-national geographical space” 
(Hettne and Söderbaum  2000 ). Often, “new” regions were praised for 
their bottom-up approaches, which usually meant that cooperative ini-
tiatives were coming transnationally from non-state actors, or—and this 
happens more often—non-state actors were included in regional projects. 

 While discussing the origins and development of the region, a new 
approach was designed: the region-building approach. It competed with 
and even overshadowed the traditional continuum of regional analy-
sis that, at one point, spanned from an “inside-out” to an “outside-in” 
perspective (Neumann  1994 , 53–57). One question was at the crux of 
this discussion: Do internal or do external factors have greater infl uence 
on regionalization processes. The constructivist-rooted region-building 
approach regards regions as socially constructed phenomena, the exis-
tences of which are based on shared meanings and practices. 

 Such a region-building approach is not only related to the contingen-
cies of the regions but also to the need to emphasize regions’ changing 
natures due to shared ideas, similar identities and common practices that 
could promote new forms of cooperation. A region is never a fi nished 
entity but rather consists of a variety of institutions and processes and 
is perpetually “becoming” (Paasi  2009 , 133). Paasi, concerned mostly 
with substate regions, described a consistent pattern of region-building 
processes: “At fi rst a set of (at times contested) political, economic, or 
cultural discourses are created concerning the possibility of a region. Such 
ideas are then introduced into plans and maps and ultimately regions may 
become materialised so that they have an effect on the actions of citizens 
and on broader social practices.” (Paasi  2009 , 134) Even though regions 
start from ideas and discourse, when one thinks about the region-making 
process, the materiality of a region should never be overlooked: “We nor-
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mally see regions only on maps but know their existence via the territorial 
practices of governance and media.” (Paasi  2009 , 134) 

  New regionalism  most often implies collective identity construc-
tion projects, conceived to establish some commonly perceived territo-
rial space; it must encompass some kind of  we  thinking, some kind of 
imaginary community. Additionally, though a large part of regionaliza-
tion takes place in the economic realm as part of an economic integra-
tion process, the new interstate regionalism is also related to security—not 
in the traditional, alliance-building sense, but in terms of increasing and 
strengthening common security. Hence, we can talk of the  securitization 
of regionalism  (Buzan et al.  1997 ) in the early 1990s because of the politi-
cal agendas that emphasized soft security cooperation. 

 The region-building approach also implies that regions are politically 
contested. According to Neumann, much of the earlier thinking about 
regions has neglected this “politics of defi ning and redefi ning the region” 
(Neumann  1994 ). The creation of a region “is an inherently political act, 
and it must therefore be refl ectively acknowledged and undertaken as 
such” (Neumann  1994 , 58). Often there are several competing interpreta-
tions, which clash, coexist side by side or replace each other. The political 
nature of region building enhances the more usual approach and treats 
regions as social entities and puts more emphasis on the agency of the 
decision makers (political elites, in Neumann’s terms). 

 Thus, while analyzing regions as social and political phenomena, 
researchers must consider the agency of decision, the limits and capabili-
ties of structural and relational factors, and—even more important—they 
must never take power out of analyses of regional dynamics. Though the 
creation of a region is sometimes implicitly defi ned as a process happen-
ing among equal actors, this is rarely the case; analysts should always keep 
power disparities, and therefore power analyses, in mind. 

 From this perspective, the Baltic Sea Region is more than a refl ection of 
geographic, economic or cultural conditions. It was formed by particular 
historic processes and by decisions that affected the balance of regional 
powers and created new security-cooperation patterns. The BSR was a 
typical example of region-building with institutions’ (such as the most 
central, the Council of the Baltic Sea States [CBSS]) own cooperation 
projects and security discourses. 

 Which propositions made it possible for the Baltic Sea area to be defi ned 
as a security region, and what do these propositions imply? Our next task 
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is to analyze this region-building process in the security-cooperation realm 
and demonstrate its uneventful and troublesome development.  

   A BUMPY DEVELOPMENT PROCESS 
 In the early 1990s, region-building in Europe, like many other processes 
at that time, was part of a larger transition: it was one way of adapting 
to the radically changed international security environment. The regional 
thinking of the time was based on the idea that cooperation should not be 
aimed at fi ghting the outside threat, but at coping with common internal 
and transnational threats, which could be better addressed through coop-
erative action. 

 The thinking about new regions was developing parallel to new 
approaches to security. An understanding of security had expanded 
beyond the military dimension, the core of pre-1990 security agendas. 
This new concept of security encompassed social, economic and environ-
mental issues, and it was seen as a refl ection of post-Cold War realities 
(see Buzan et al.  1997 ). In the policy environment of the time, this wider 
security scope was defi ned in terms of  soft security  (social, economic and 
environmental) and  hard security  (that is, military). The new terminology 
emerged with a new emphasis on risks related to economic growth, energy 
and civil security, and environmental issues (Knudsen  1999 , 178). 

 This new understanding of security concerns was based on the assump-
tion that soft security threats were regionally or globally transnational and 
that a single state could not deal with them alone. Therefore, interstate 
cooperation was attractive and even more necessary than it had previously 
been; and cooperation between non-governmental or non-state actors was 
desirable as well. Having a soft security agenda was seen as an effective 
way to overcoming state-centred thinking in order to promote security by 
establishing a collective, regional identity based on common conceptions 
of threats. 

 This phenomenon could also be seen in the BSR, where it was believed 
that a focus on soft security matters would provide an impetus for involv-
ing all the BSR countries in regional cooperation. Dealing with hard secu-
rity threats by further fostering regional cooperation was not a primary 
objective. Hard security issues were left to international organizations 
such as NATO and OSCE (Etzold  2012 , 3). 

 The BSR is not based solely on security cooperation. In 2016, for 
example, the CBSS works on a variety of projects, including civil protec-
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tion, supporting at-risk children and tax cooperation among other issues 
(see Council of the Baltic Sea States  2016a ). In this chapter, however, we 
focus specifi cally on cooperation related to security, which we regard as 
the primary stimulant of regionalism in the BSR. Yet, different approaches 
to security within the region, as it will be demonstrated, underpin the 
BSR’s shaky future. Any region-building project is usually based either on 
an agreed upon security agenda, or on the (implicit) agreement that the 
region’s actors do not need a common security agenda (as when region- 
building is based on economic integration). This section demonstrates 
why neither of these preconditions exists in the BSR. 

 Since the beginning of 1990s, four major events changed the European 
security architecture: the end of the Cold War, the dual enlargement of 
NATO and the EU in 2004, the 2008 Russo–Georgian War and the 
Ukraine crisis of 2014 and 2015. These four events are also key factors 
that infl uenced security cooperation in the BSR and shaped the formation 
of the BSR as a regional entity.  2   Just after the end of the Cold War, the fi rst 
regionalizing impetus to institutionalize cooperation occurred in 1992 
with the establishment of the CBSS to boost regional intergovernmental 
cooperation between the shore states of the Baltic Sea (Council of the 
Baltic Sea States  2016b ). This group of BSR countries was comprised of 
allied and neutral Nordic countries and Germany, the newly independent 
EU- and NATO-keen Baltic states and Poland, and Russia—“the great 
unknown” (Tassirani and Williams  2003 , 29) at that time. The establish-
ment of the CBSS gave rise to and provided the fi rst ideas for the BSR’s 
regionalization process. 

 One of the goals of the CBSS was to bring NATO and the EU countries 
together with the “outsiders” of that time—Poland, the Baltic states and 
Russia—in order to erase dividing lines drawn during the Cold War era 
(Browning  2005 , 91). The alliance-based thinking of the Cold War was 
giving way to new regional identities, multilateral cooperation and efforts 
to build “a forum for the exchange of ideas concerning regional issues of 
common interest” (Council of the Baltic Sea States  2016b ). The CBSS 
was a type of a socialization process in that it gathered the Baltic shore 
countries to discuss regional issues and build commonalities. Forming a 
regional identity was also part of this region-building project. 

 Another important part of the BSR’s regionalization, supported espe-
cially by the Western and Nordic partners, was the wish to engage Russia 
in a regional cooperation framework based on soft security and so-called 
low political issues (Browning and Joenniemi  2004 ). Behind Russia’s 
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inclusion in the BSR was the idea that as the region moved away from 
hard security issues, it also moved from traditional territorial nation-state 
concerns towards common projects, like nuclear safety, transborder crime, 
democracy and human rights, trade barriers and environmental protection 
(Council of the Baltic Sea States  2016a ). Russia’s inclusion in the BSR 
was a conscious gesture, intended to limit the thinking about Russia as  the 
other  (see Neumann  1999 , Chap. 3) and to bring Russia closer to  the West  
in order to make it more similar to the other BSR states, to make it more 
predictable and more civilized. 

 Efforts to promote cooperation on environmental issues are a good 
example of how the region’s security agenda was pushed to emphasize soft 
security cooperation (Beazley  2007 , 136) and of the region’s inclusion 
of Russia. Nordic countries, especially Sweden and Finland, emphasized 
their goal of creating an environmentally sustainable region by explicitly 
prioritizing environmental concerns (Lehti  2009 , 23). Environmental 
concerns were among the main objectives of the regional cooperation 
agenda among the Baltic Sea shore countries and were also mentioned in 
the EU’s strategy for the BSR and in the Northern Dimension Initiative 
(“What Is the EUSBSR”  2016 ). The Northern Dimension Environmental 
Partnership (“Northern Dimension Environmental Partnership”  2016 ), 
which formed in 2001 with the aim of tackling environmental issues in 
Russia, is a good illustration of attempts to develop inclusive regional 
cooperation. The initial aim of this initiative was to promote dialogue and 
concrete cooperation with Russia by building new institutional ties with 
Russia’s regional partners. In addition, the NDI and the CBSS—both of 
which were based on “cooperation by inclusion”—were treating Russia as 
an equal partner. 

 Looking from the other side of the sea, the Baltic states did not dis-
miss hard security issues; the presence of Russian military forces on their 
ground made them much more cautious than their counterparts in the 
North about Russia’s active involvement in regional activities. Following 
the EU’s enlargement in 2004, the Baltic Sea Region was transformed 
into a European inland sea and regional cooperation shifted towards the 
European level (Lehti  2009 , 23). This brought some uncertainty into 
the region’s dialogues because the future relevancy of the old regional 
 institution framework, as was the case when the CBSS formally involved 
all the BSR shore states, was unclear. As Lethi indicated, after the dual 
enlargement in 2004, cooperation in the BSR experienced a crisis of 
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purpose and motivation because the CBSS was no longer seen to be an 
important instrument for pursuing common interests (Lehti  2009 , 23). 

 Russia has also been concerned about the future role of the CBSS, 
which served as Russia’s legal framework for cooperation with Western 
countries and treated Russia as an equal and full-fl edged member. Indeed, 
as it was outlined, Russia worried about the CBSS becoming an instrument 
of the EU, which could dilute the BSR’s existing all-inclusive cooperation 
format (Oldberg  2012 , 14). The EU’s strategy for the Baltic Sea Region, 
adopted just after the Russo–Georgian War in 2008, did not include Russia 
as a partner on equal terms (European Commission  2009 ). Although the 
strategy outlined the necessity of close cooperation with Russia in tackling 
joint regional challenges (mainly through the NDI and the CBSS), it was 
essentially an internal strategy, targeted primarily at promoting coopera-
tion and coordination among the BSR’s EU member states. 

 When Poland and the three Baltic countries joined the NATO alli-
ance in 1999 and 2004, respectively, the question of redefi ning relations 
with Russia was raised. Russia was not affi liated with any union or alliance 
and reluctantly accepted the NATO enlargement with cautious concerns 
about the possibility of even further NATO expansion. This reluctance 
soon transformed into open hostility when Russia offi cially identifi ed 
NATO as a national security threat (Tassinari  2005 , 392). After NATO’s 
two enlargements, Russia’s involvement in regional cooperation became 
more problematic and questions about dividing lines started to resurface. 
NATO and EU expansions to the Baltic Sea Region drew a dividing line 
between the BSR’s NATO and EU members and Russia, whose status as 
both an offi cial insider and a constant outsider has not disappeared since. 

 In the confl ict between Russia and Georgia in 2008—which some 
authors have named “a post-Soviet litmus test” of further cooperation 
with Russia–Russia’s actions demonstrated that it regarded the former 
Soviet territory as a space still within its sphere of infl uence (Gotkowska 
 2014 ; Kunz  2015 , 8). This state of affairs constituted another profound 
phase in the BSR’s security cooperation. The war between Georgia and 
Russia rekindled traditional security concerns, which threatened the 
BSR’s stability and integrity. Russia’s demonstrated readiness to invade 
foreign territories also diminished the Baltic Sea states’ confi dence in 
the BSR.  For example, in Lithuania’s mainstream security discourse, 
agitations over Russia’s potential actions with its neighbours resurfaced 
(Jakniu ̄naitė  2015 ). As a consequence, the rest of the Baltic Sea states 
intensifi ed their bilateral and multilateral cooperation on hard security 
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issues. Nordic defence cooperation was reinvigorated after 2009 with 
the launch of Nordic Defence Cooperation (NORDEFCO), which more 
actively involved its Baltic counterparts in initiating a new Nordic–Baltic 
military cooperation dimension (Kaljurand et  al.  2012 , 61). Although 
Nordic–Baltic defence cooperation was not dedicated to building insti-
tutional affi liations in terms of alliances, it constituted a clear and hard 
division between the Nordic–Baltic countries and Russia. 

 Even more signifi cant changes in thinking about security cooperation 
have taken place since the crisis in Ukraine that started in early 2014 and 
was followed by the Russian annexation of Crimea. Russia’s behaviour 
towards Ukraine revived debates about traditional security challenges 
and cast doubts about Russia’s participation in regional Baltic Sea initia-
tives. Many BSR countries have offi cially condemned Russia’s actions in 
Ukraine by declaring Russia a threat to their own national and regional 
security (State Security Department of the Republic of Lithuania  2015 ; 
Blair  2015 ). A shared perception of a Russian threat further strength-
ened Nordic–Baltic defence cooperation, and after 2014 the Baltic coun-
tries were invited to participate in almost all of NORDEFCO’s projects 
(Kaljurand et al.  2012 , 62). 

 The recent upheavals in Ukraine have not only challenged the region’s 
security environment, but they have also impacted the normative and 
institutional practices that BSR countries had been developing since the 
early 1990s. Russia’s actions in Ukraine and in the BSR neighbourhood 
are politically and normatively dividing the region. Now the key question 
driving the debate on regional security cooperation is: To what extent 
can the BSR’s existing cooperative efforts be further developed when a 
regional power threatens the BSR’s stability and sustainability? 

 A quick analysis of the BSR’s security cooperation over a quarter of a 
century demonstrates that a deeper level of regionalization has not been 
achieved in the Baltic Sea territory. The efforts of the last twenty-fi ve years 
did not lead to “cooperation, integration, complementarity, and conver-
gence” (Hettne and Söderbaum  2000 ). The regionalization process in the 
BSR stalled and observers noted policy complacency, a lack of leadership 
and a lack of a vision regarding the next phase of the regionalism and what 
the project in this phase should entail. 

 The inception of the region was grounded in the different ideas about 
the goals of regionalism and already contradictory approaches to coop-
eration. It can be assumed—as some integrationist theorists note, and as 
constructivists paying closer attention to the socialization process empha-
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size—that common projects and activities could erase contradictions or 
help a region redefi ne its initial goals as those that help states meet com-
mon objectives, which would also move a region towards a more coherent 
regional identity. In the case of the BSR, however, this did not occur. 

 The problem with the BSR’s cooperation was not only that its com-
mon projects and activities stalled. The bigger problem was that different 
BSR states held different understandings of their regions, varying concep-
tions of the levels and types of security cooperation they were to engage 
in together, and incompatible perceptions of each other. And, due to its 
specifi c position and attitude towards the BSR, the crucial player here, as 
the previous analysis demonstrates, is Russia.  

   RUSSIA: UNWILLING AND DETACHED 
 As the analysis of the security cooperation in the BSR—or more exactly, of 
hindrances to security cooperation—demonstrates, Russia is a signifi cant 
player in the BSR’s region-building process; however, Russia does not 
contribute to developing a common BSR-building process. Four crucial 
aspects should be taken into consideration in order to understand Russia’s 
role in the BSR. 

 First, the BSR since its inception, and throughout its twenty years of 
existence, is unimaginable without Russia. It was conceived mainly as a 
way to include Russia in a European project that sought partly to “tame” 
Russia, partly to “civilize” Russia and partly to “befriend” Russia. These 
goals for Russia’s inclusion rest on beliefs in the power of socialization and 
in the positive effects of “doing the things together”. Without Russia, the 
BSR becomes just a Nordic–Baltic cooperation in the broader European 
cooperation framework, mostly in the EU context.  3   With Russia, though, 
the BSR is something different: a region with slightly different borders, 
where an outsider can also be an insider and where tangible cooperation 
with Russia takes place. Eliminating Russia from the BSR would entail an 
overhaul of the core idea behind the BSR’s formation, which would prob-
ably change regional cooperation to that of any other subregion of the EU 
with particular interests and specifi c projects. 

 The second aspect of thinking about Russia involves Russia’s great 
power ambitions and the resulting impact on regional cooperation proj-
ects. Russia’s foreign policymakers perceive Russia as an important global 
player, with signifi cant infl uence on world politics, especially where its 
interests are concerned. For example, in one of the Vladimir Putin’s inter-
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views readers fi nd the remark that “Russia does not ask for great power 
status. It is a great power” (Interv’yu Prezidenta Rossii  2000 ), a sentiment 
that also appears in other statements (Lavrov  2007 ). This thinking pre-
sumes that Russia should talk to and negotiate primarily with other great 
powers. Therefore, Russian foreign policy reveals a preference for bilateral 
cooperation with other great powers. Russia uses multilateral frameworks 
symbolically (in BRICS, for example), when Russia plays a dominant 
role—as it does in the Collective Security Treaty Organization and in 
the Commonwealth of Independent States—when it can use an institu-
tional setting for its own goals (as Russia often does with the OSCE), and 
when it is working within a framework of Russia’s own rules (such as the 
Eurasian Union). The BSR’s framework, with its focus on cooperative 
consensus-building strategies, is not a framework that Russia can easily 
abuse or use to achieve its own goals. Besides, Russia’s great power iden-
tity implies that its attention is spread globally, a perspective that reduces 
the BSR to a “local” issue rather than an arena for the power games Russia 
openly prefers. 

 Third, in its domestic sphere, Russia constructs its identity as a state 
in opposition to the West. And, domestically, the West is construed as a 
threat to Russia’s very survival, to Russia’s values and to Russian tradi-
tions. This clear  us vs. them  mentality based on bordering practices has 
been produced and supported in Russia’s mainstream mass media for more 
than ten years (see, for example, Hanson et al.  2012 ). In this context, it is 
hard to develop any overlapping projects that would involve cooperative 
Russian and Western political practices. 

 Finally, we have the issue of the Baltic States and Poland, the most 
anti-Russian states in the EU and NATO.  These states distrust Russia. 
Moreover, their integrationist projects were based on and justifi ed through 
a consensus over the necessity to move as far as possible from Russia’s 
infl uence. Currently, there is no meaningful communication between 
Russia and these states, and any projects implemented in the Baltic Sea 
area are undertaken with a great deal of suspicion (the critical reactions 
of Poland and the Baltic states to the development of NordStream is a 
good example; see Ziegler  2013 , 13). Russia did not conceal its attempt 
to infl uence the southern part of the BSR, for example, when it proposed 
its security guarantees—proposals that other states either did not support 
or dismissed entirely. When the Baltic states got closer to NATO member-
ship, Russia increased its pressure and voiced even more discontent about 
the NATO enlargement. This also had a negative effect on BSR coopera-
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tion. Together, these aspects explain why regional cooperative projects are 
not an active part of Russia’s security and foreign policy thinking and why 
Russia’s level of involvement in BSR matters was consistently passive and 
usually reactive. NordStream, the biggest project implemented by Russia 
in the Baltic Sea Region, was developed bilaterally with Germany. 

 From the beginning, Russia was a reluctant actor in the Baltic Sea region-
alization process. The BSR was perceived by Russia as a European project, 
which was sometimes even perceived as Western “neo- imperialism” aimed 
at Russia, especially in the early years when Russia was intent on regaining 
a stronger position in global politics (see also Browning and Joenniemi 
 2004 , 238). Knudsen notices that “on the diplomatic level, Russian policy 
towards the Baltic Sea region became gradually more explicit [only] after 
February 1997” when Russia started formulating its offi cial position on 
relations with the Baltic states and began to talk about economic coopera-
tion and confi dence-building (Knudsen  1998 , 13). 

 Russia supposedly accepted the EU and NATO enlargements of 2004. 
Some were even bold enough to state, “security no longer informs Russia’s 
image of the region”, adding that “there is nothing to replace security as 
the basis for region-building” (Morozov  2004 , 326), as fi ghting environ-
mental threats was not reason enough. It must be admitted that many were 
lured into thinking about a more open and European Russia during Putin’s 
fi rst term, and they did so with the help of Putin himself (for a review of 
Putin’s early years of foreign policy, see Lo  2003 ). Indeed, the fi rst state-
ment—that security no longer preoccupied region-building—did not prove 
to be true; but the second statement—that there was no basis for security, 
or for any cooperation—persisted and still seemed valid at the end of 2015. 

 Even though Russian presidency in the CBSS in 2013 did not provide 
suffi cient momentum to force Russia to think more consistently about the 
BSR, it obliged Russia to produce offi cial goals and plans for the Council. 
However, as Sergunin and Makarychev observed, Russia did not seem to 
be willing to develop any new concepts, and its program consisted of a 
“paradoxical mixture” of general declarations and technocratic approaches 
(Makarychev and Sergunin  2013 , 5). The agenda seemed to be more 
of a rip-off of the EU–Russia cooperation agenda; most of the agenda 
items were not clearly connected to BSR matters. “Diffuse incompletion” 
(Knudsen  1998 , 37) still appropriately describes Russia’s attitude towards 
the BSR’s activities. 

 Thus, Russia’s foreign and security policies towards the BSR were based 
more on confrontation than on cooperation. In addition to Russia’s gen-
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eral attitude towards Baltic Sea regionalism, the attitudes and actions of 
the three Baltic states also matter: Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania are often 
perceived as the periphery of Russia that harbours harsh attitudes towards 
it. Although they do not play a decisive role in Russia’s global foreign 
policy, some still feel the Baltic states are fi rmly in Russia’s backyard and 
should stay under Russia’s control (Jakniūnaitė  2009 ). Thus, we can state 
that Russia clearly does not need the BSR project to further its foreign and 
security policies. When Russia has an “important” issue to solve, Russia 
prefers bilateral contacts and communication, which are both the most 
effective options and the default options for Russia. 

 Due to Russia’s policy indifference and because of its scepticism 
towards multilateral projects that are not its own creation, Russia is not 
only the largest state in the BSR, but the highest hurdle to jump in order 
to advance regionalization. Region-building, which often assumes that 
regionalism is driven by common bottom-up social and political practices, 
rarely directly accounts for power dynamics among the region’s states; 
region-building also tends to disregard the need to ground a regional 
identity in friendships and partnerships. The importance of the last point 
is demonstrated in the next section.  

   LITHUANIA AND THE EXTERNAL–INTERNAL THREAT 
IN THE BSR 

 For the Baltic states—and one can assume, for Poland, too—Russia’s dis-
tance from and indifference towards the BSR is not a loss. In fact, the 
Baltic states and Poland would fi nd the opposite scenario—enthusiastic 
cooperation of Russia in the BSR—much more threatening. This Polish 
and Baltic wariness of Russia’s BSR participation can be explained through 
an analysis of Lithuania’s offi cial security discourses in 2014 and 2015, 
which reveal that although (theoretically) the BSR cannot exist without 
Russia, it is impossible for some states to live in the BSR with Russia. 

 Becoming an active and integral part of the BSR meant two things to 
the Baltic states.  4   First, the BSR hastened the Baltic states’ integration 
into two key Western structures: the EU and NATO. The BSR was “a 
training ground of the transition process, via which they could prove their 
‘acceptableness’ and ‘Europeanness’ to the rest of the Western Europe and 
NATO” (Browning and Joenniemi  2004 , 237). However, the Baltic states 
were initially cautious about their participation in the Baltic Sea area, as 
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they perceived these projects would be diversions from their main goal or 
even worse, an excuse to leave them “in the grey zone between East and 
West” (Browning and Joenniemi  2004 , 237). Therefore, the Baltic states 
and Poland were less proactive in building regional security cooperation. 
Hans Mouritzen noted that the Baltic states and Poland de-emphasized 
the importance of cooperation in the security fi eld because they feared 
that closer cooperation could diminish efforts to integrate them into 
Western security frameworks (Mouritzen  2009 , 4). But this perception 
soon changed and the building of the Baltic Sea Region provided not only 
a testing ground but also offered the possibility of “practicing” sover-
eignty and the opportunity to receive practical recognition. 

 Second, the Baltic states saw the BSR as an opportunity to distance 
themselves from Russia. Many authors discussed the attitudes of the Baltic 
states towards Russia and wondered how these attitudes motivated the 
Baltic states’ foreign policies and national identity politics (Berg and Ehin 
 2009 ; Miniotaitė  2003 ). The Baltic countries’ engagement and coopera-
tion with their Western and Nordic partners was mainly aimed at avoiding 
Russia’s infl uence and at enhancing security by gaining protection guaran-
tees (Browning  2005 , 90). Consequently, the extension of Euro–Atlantic 
structures to the Baltic Sea area led the BSR’s security cooperation to a 
new phase of development. However, the BSR was a strange space, where 
in order to secure distance from Russia (through support and guarantees), 
states had to get closer to Russia. Participation in the BSR required states 
to demonstrate their preparedness to play by Western and Nordic rules, 
which involved adopting a cooperative, consensus-building attitude and 
putting aside the fears and mistrust engendered in the past. Of course, this 
implied maintaining polite and understanding behaviour towards Russia, 
a fellow BSR member. 

 However, the Ukrainian events unequivocally demonstrated, again, 
the impossibility of imagining cooperative projects with Russia anywhere. 
Lithuania’s vision of Russia and of Russia’s role in the Baltic Sea Region 
is strongly linked with its own historical experiences, particularly with the 
periods of Russian occupation, and with regional security dynamics. Sharing 
an immediate neighbourhood with Russia has consistently and strongly 
affected Lithuania’s security discourses. Since Lithuania re- established its 
independence, the country’s security discourses have been dominated by 
its reliance on Western countries as a security guarantee and by its separa-
tion from the East—with a focus on Lithuania’s separation from Russia. 
Miniotaitė noticed that “the Baltic countries were creating the narrative 
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of belonging to the West, where the East had to play the role of threaten-
ing ‘others’” (Miniotaitė  2003 , 214). In Lithuania, positive identifi cations 
with Europe were related to the country’s separation from Russia. Thus, 
though Lithuania has always dealt cautiously with Russia, its careful atti-
tude is even more wary given the 2014 resurgence of tensions between 
Russia and Ukraine, especially after the annexation of Crimea (for a general 
overview of the relations during the last decade see Jakniūnaitė  2015 ). 

 Since 2014, Lithuania’s security discourse has been dominated by the 
need for a clearer division between Lithuania and Russia that emphasizes 
the adverse nature of the latter and the regional security threat Russia 
poses in both the Baltic Sea and Eastern Europe. In the 2014 annual 
threat assessment published by Lithuania’s State Security Department, 
Russia was named as the primary threat to the security of Lithuania and 
the other Baltic states. The report defi ned Russia as a provocative and 
unreliable neighbour that threatened the political stability and territorial 
integrity of its neighbouring countries (State Security Department of the 
Republic of Lithuania  2015 ). 

 In terms of the BSR’s cooperation, Russia was excluded as an equal 
partner because of Russia’s dominating hegemonic ambitions (BNS 
 2015 ). Lithuanian offi cials stated that dialogue with Russia was not pos-
sible due to Russia’s “unpredictability” and “demonstrated aggression” 
(BNS  2015 ) against other sovereign countries. Lithuania’s permanent 
representative to the UN, Ambassador Raimonda Murmokaitė, opened a 
2014 speech to the UN Security Council meeting with the following: “An 
undeclared war is being waged by Russia against Ukraine. By now, barely 
making the world’s headlines, because it is slow and creeping—a few more 
meters of captured land, a few more explosions, a few more Russian tanks, 
a few more dead at a time” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of 
Lithuania  2014 ). Lithuania’s president has even called Russia “a terrorist 
state”, thus underlining Russia’s non-compliance with Western norms and 
values, constitutive elements of the current international order (Weymouth 
 2014 ). In Lithuania’s offi cial rhetoric, Russia is mainly treated with fear 
and distrust—“We cannot trust Russia” (Podpruginas  2014 )—not only 
in military terms, but also in relation to energy security and regional eco-
nomic development. Lithuania does not see Russia as a reliable partner 
for hard or soft security-related matters—“No mutual cooperation with 
Russia is possible in the short term” (Gudavicǐus  2015 ). 

 Thus, in Lithuania, regional thinking and region-building do not 
involve mutually cooperative engagement with Russia. While discussing 
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BSR cooperation in terms of either hard or soft security issues, the 
Lithuanian political elite refer mostly to Nordic–Baltic (NB) cooperation. 
In Lithuanian discourse, the NB8 (a format which includes three Baltic 
states and fi ve Nordic states) is often seen as a successful regional coopera-
tion platform (for example, “Baltic Sea Region—Example of Successful 
Cooperation in the EU”  2013 ). Germany and Poland are mentioned more 
as bilateral partners, whereas Russia is perceived as uncooperative. 

 The BSR in Lithuanian security discourse is more often perceived as a 
political rather than as a geographical entity. This can be demonstrated by 
the fact that particular attention is given to the role of the US in security 
discussions. The US is considered to be of a great importance in preserv-
ing stability and security both in the BSR and in Central and Eastern 
European countries. The US features dominantly in Lithuanian discourse 
as a primary security provider. As a strategic partner, Lithuanian discourse 
defi nes the US leadership as “vital” to the BSR’s security, “such transat-
lantic unity is the only response to the increasingly growing aggression” 
(East  2015 ). Security in the BSR is described as a common interest shared 
by NB countries and the US. In other words, with respect to hard security 
issues, the BSR is seen not only as a platform bound by its shore states, 
but also as an essential element of the entire transatlantic security system, 
which points to the broader context of the BSR project. 

 To sum up, Lithuanian security discourse refl ects the radical ten-
sions in the BSR in general and in the BSR’s southern fl ank in particu-
lar. Lithuania’s goal is to create a limited space of security that promotes 
friendships and alliances among insiders, but also contains and deters the 
 other , the outsiders. Lithuanian discourse indicates that Lithuania does 
not anticipate Russia will commence to think differently than it currently 
does, and thus, Lithuania has no expectations for Russia to change. Given 
this logic, the BSR is defi ned without Russia and placed in a European 
and Euro–Atlantic context to protect the Baltic states from threats  coming 
from Russia. Thus, the BSR is implicitly understood in Lithuania as a 
bounded space without Russia.  

   A REGION WITH SUTURES? 
 This chapter explored the possibilities and challenges of the Baltic Sea 
state’s regionalism when the BSR’s largest and most powerful member, 
Russia, failed to exhibit cooperative or even friendly behaviour—some 
BSR states feel insecure because of their perceptions of Russia. In 1998, 
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Knudsen asked, “How does one create a new regional security-community 
where none existed before?” (Knudsen  1998 , 7) In the early 1990s, radi-
cal constructivist ideas about the power of shared meanings were supple-
mented by practical efforts to realize new projects. Then, it was audacious, 
but not outrageous, to ask: “Is it possible to construct a region as it were 
 ex nihilo ?” and to answer affi rmatively with “It is always possible to fi nd 
some link, some pre-history, which can be used to justify the inclusion 
of a certain actor in a certain region” (Neumann  1994 , 73). It certainly 
seemed so, and probably still is assumed that the main actors agree on 
these reasons and justifi cation, at least to a certain extent. Yet even given 
the optimism of the new regionalism, no one was naive enough to deem 
it an easy endeavour. 

 During the last twenty-fi ve years, the BSR’s security cooperation has 
undergone several changes, driven by both hard and soft security issues. 
An emphasis on soft security was more visible in cooperation within 
regional institutional frameworks, such as the CBSS or ND. Cooperation 
on soft security issues kept Russia partially engaged in regional affairs. 
The BSR’s most challenging issue, however, has been that of facilitating 
Russia’s relations with its regional partners to develop an inclusive coop-
eration framework despite Russia’s contradictory foreign policy, a factor 
that divided the region. 

 Even if the BSR had a specifi c goal, responsible and active leadership, 
and the enthusiasm of the majority of its members, it would still be dif-
fi cult to perceive the BSR as a successful regional project. Regionalization 
is challenged by sizeable power and status disparities among states, and 
regionalization is further hindered when the political reality is incapable 
of overcoming signifi cant differences in security perceptions. The BSR 
is made up of countries possessing not only different identities but also 
different foreign and security policies—and these differences are often 
emphasized more than is the need to overcome existing divisions of inter-
est facing the region. 

 As we demonstrated in this chapter, while Russia does not visibly disap-
prove of the BSR, for Russia the BSR hardly exists. Russia seems to regard 
the BSR as just another European institutional framework that may even-
tually serve Russia, but certainly is not useful to Russia now. As a result, 
the BSR is increasingly virtual to all of its members. Togetherness requires 
action and similar thinking. With neither action nor similar thinking unit-
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ing the region’s states, the BSR’s future will become even less plausible 
and less believable. 

 The suture metaphor works perfectly in this case. Russia in the BSR was 
an insider yet also a constant outsider—both by its own volition and by the 
perceptions and projections of other insiders. Russia’s ambiguous status 
leaves the BSR open and incomplete. Furthermore, Russia’s dual insider/
outsider positioning offers the BSR neither creative outcomes nor a means 
of overcoming modernist, enclosing bordering practices. Instead, Russia’s 
participation in the situation, through this suturing effect, threatens to 
either erase the subject itself, the Baltic Sea region, or force the BSR to 
become ghostlike as it simply pretends to be alive. 

 From the other side, the concept of suturing allows distance from the 
region-building paradigm that implies region-building as based on a defi -
nite blueprint. Instead we might think of the BSR as a sutured region, as 
a space that is impossible to close (or  fore close), despite the prospect of 
focusing regional cooperation on hard security. The BSR was built on a 
post-Cold War paradigm—one that still serves as the basis for its existence, 
at least on the CBSS level. Treating Russia as a part of the BSR’s founding 
infrastructure, even if the current context changes, leaves the BSR with 
only a few chances to implement the original Baltic regionalism design.  

       NOTES 
     1.    The research for the article was conducted during the Marie Curie 

International Research Staff Exchange Scheme Fellowship within 
the 7th European Community Framework Programme.   

   2.    We do not imply that these events where the only events that chal-
lenged European security, but only that these were the most impor-
tant events to developments in the BSR.   

   3.    In this chapter we do not analyze the role and activities of Poland 
and Germany. For our purposes, it is enough to analyze the  opposing 
positions of two players in order to demonstrate the problems of the 
region-building approach in the BSR.   

   4.    Though only the Lithuanian example is analyzed in this chapter, 
these conclusions can be generalized to all three Baltic states. There 
are some subtle differences in their approaches towards Russia’s role 
in general, however, here these differences do not play a signifi cant 
analytical role. A similar position is taken by Berg and Ehin ( 2009 ).          
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        INTRODUCTION 
 “Socialism” became largely discredited all over Central and Eastern Europe 
with the collapse of communism, but perhaps more so in the Baltic coun-
tries. The three Baltic countries have in common a half- century long his-
tory as Soviet republics, but they differ from the rest of the Soviet Union in 
important respects. Not only because they experienced independence and 
democratic institutions in the Interwar period but also because they have 
somehow managed to cut themselves loose from the post-Soviet region, 
largely dominated by Russia, and aligned themselves with Europe and the 
West. However, their common Soviet legacy also sets them apart from 
what we usually call “Central and Eastern Europe”. In particular, they 
were not in charge of state borders and, thus, could not control the pat-
terns of migration within the USSR. As a result, Estonia and Latvia expe-
rienced dramatic population changes over the decades. By 1989, one in 
three Estonians were from a non-Estonian Soviet republic, usually Russia, 
without much knowledge about Estonia and the Estonian language. In 



Latvia, almost half the population was of non-Latvian background at the 
onset of independence. As the two Soviet republics were loosening the 
ties with Moscow towards the end of the  perestroika  period, they were 
obliged to navigate a very delicate demographic situation. In the spirit of 
the time, many Russian speakers were positive about independence, or at 
least greater autonomy within the USSR, while others fi ercely opposed 
the idea. The majority remained, however, rather passive. The popular 
fronts—the Estonian  Rahvarinn e and the Latvian  Tautas fronte —kept an 
inclusive approach towards the minorities, notably in terms of citizenship, 
but were challenged by more radical nationalists who started a process 
of registering all pre-Soviet citizens and their descendants and wanted 
to restrict the body of citizens to these groups. Meanwhile, the former 
communist parties all but vanished.  1   When the two countries eventu-
ally introduced their citizenship laws, the Soviet threat was gone, Russia 
weakened and the radicals had won the argument: practically all Soviet-era 
immigrants were automatically excluded and it would take many years 
before the bulk of them became citizens. Many Balts feared that a force-
ful Russian population, vested with strong political representation, could 
disassemble the newly independent states and unravel several key priorities 
(such as security and defence arrangements and European alignments). 
The overriding notion was that the minority population would have to be 
co-opted into the citizenry on a gradual basis (Pettai and Hallik  2002 ). 
But even with a weak minority presence within the party systems, the 
ethno-linguistic cleavage was in fact fi rmly established from the outset and 
became more dominant as the minority electorate grew stronger and more 
vocal. This process is still taking place. 

 The Russian speakers  2   have clearly been underrepresented in Estonian 
and Latvian politics since the early 1990s. One obvious reason for this 
state of affairs lies in the fact that most of them were not citizens of 
the respective countries and, hence, were barred from participating in 
national elections and, in the case of Latvia, also local elections. The 
shares of non- citizens are much smaller today, but still signifi cant. There 
are, however, additional reasons why the minorities are politically under-
represented. In the case of Estonia, hardly any specifi c minority parties 
have managed to establish themselves within the political mainstream. 
In early elections, the Russian speaking electorate was very small and, 
consequently, had little impact. It has grown considerably since the early 
1990s, of course, but in subsequent elections, Russian speaking voters 
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have actually tended to opt for a party that is not exclusively vying for 
minority interests. The Latvian party system, on the other hand, offers 
alternatives that are more explicitly focused on Russian speaking inter-
ests, but strictly speaking do not fall within standard defi nitions of eth-
nic, ethno-lingual or regionalist parties.  3   The claim that Estonian politics 
does not have signifi cant minority parties while Latvian politics does is 
not entirely self-evident. Although some scholars (Nakai  2014 ; Lauristin 
and Vihalemm  2009 ) have argued that the two countries differ in this 
respect, due to a stronger focus on minority politics and higher degree 
of “ethnic outbidding” in Latvia than in Estonia, one could neverthe-
less argue that the difference is merely a matter of degree, not kind. 
Rather strikingly, however, the parties of choice for Russian speaking 
voters in both countries are located on the left of the political spec-
trum, while most ethnic Estonians and Latvians opt for parties on the 
right. This particular pattern is the chief focus of attention in this chap-
ter. Hence, I will try to detangle the meaning of “left” and “right” in 
Estonian and Latvian politics in relation to the ethnic divide. The two 
countries stand out in a regional context in the sense that hardly any 
left-of-centre parties have managed to establish themselves as parties of 
government. Moreover, it appears that left/right is effectively fused with 
ethnic divisions; the majority populations tend to vote for parties on the 
right and the minority populations opt for leftist parties. I will fi rst exam-
ine whether this division overlaps with self-placement on the left/right 
scale; second, to what extent this division can be extended to differences 
in policy preferences; and, third, whether left/right and ethnicity ulti-
mately are refl ected in attitudes towards liberal democracy, the Soviet 
past and the European Union. 

 The chapter breaks down in the following sections: fi rst, a brief review 
of the literature on social cleavages and the importance of the left/right 
division for structuring the party political landscape will be made, fol-
lowed by a discussion on its relevance in post-communist states; a short 
introduction to the party systems of Estonia and Latvia follows, before 
left/right self-placement and policy preferences are discussed; fi nally, the 
importance of the Soviet legacy will be taken up and put in the context 
of politics of interests versus identities. Descriptive data taken from the 
 Baltic Barometer , a recent survey of the Baltic states, which includes face-
to- face interviews with 1500 respondents in each country, will provide the 
empirical backdrop of the investigation.  4    
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   THE LEFT/RIGHT DIVISION 
 The political competition in virtually every European democracy is struc-
tured around a semantic left/right division (Bobbio  1996 ; Dalton et  al. 
 2011 ; Jahn  2011 ). It ultimately provides a mental and ideological map 
for the voters and parties alike in order to locate themselves and others. 
To put it differently, it is an informational shortcut for the voters to ori-
entate themselves among party alternatives as well as a source of political 
identifi cation. Likewise, political actors use the division to consolidate their 
positions, to offer more or less coherent policy “packages” and to create 
distance from their political opponents. At times, the left/right division is 
heavily emphasized in order to delegitimize and demonize political oppo-
nents. Conversely, it might on other occasions be downplayed: either the 
left or the right might be discredited and in sudden need of bouncing back 
and renewing itself by appealing to the “centre”, “the third way” and so on. 

 Although, the notion of left/right differs in substance and intensity 
across space and time and, accordingly, is structured differently, there is 
also a common ground, which to a certain degree unifi es the left and the 
right, respectively. For instance, “equality” seems to sum up the left in ide-
ological terms. An overriding focus on equality will involve a number of 
policy preferences, such as an active role of the state and the public sector, 
progressive taxation, market regulations and so on. But while the moder-
ate left will have rather modest aims in terms of redistribution and the role 
of the state, the far- left will take a far more hostile attitude towards market 
solutions. The right is harder to pin down, as it may include both free- 
marketeers and traditionalists. In other words, it includes both liberals and 
conservatives—historical adversaries in several countries that are marked 
by strong confl icts between secularism and religion and indeed the main 
opponents in some countries even today. While liberals are preoccupied 
with individualism and personal freedom, conservatives have taken a much 
more holistic approach to society, emphasizing hierarchy, social order, 
tradition, patriotism, discipline, religion, morality and so on. However, 
contemporary conservatives tend to side with liberals in favouring a small 
state, market solutions and individual responsibility.  

   LEFT AND RIGHT AFTER COMMUNISM 
 Left/right is the most frequently cited dimension of confl ict in Western 
Europe. It has its structural roots in tensions between the working class 
and the middle and upper classes in newly industrialized Western Europe 
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in the late 1800s and early 1900s. Class confl ict was translated into an 
attitudinal divide generating a deep societal rift and corresponding voting 
patterns. The result was arguably a fully-fl edged cleavage; involving social, 
attitudinal as well as behavioural differences. The class structure in con-
temporary Western Europe is too blurred to sustain a fully -fl edged class- 
based cleavage, but left/right nevertheless lives on in the minds of most 
Western Europeans as a structural and/or issue divide revolving around 
attitudes to government interventionism, taxation and the welfare state. 
The class structure is no less blurred in Eastern Europe; and in the fi nal 
analysis left and right often boils down to a cultural divide, linked to the 
former communist regimes. 

 Most post-communist democracies are modelled on the same template 
as European fi rst-wave democracies, but there is good empirical evidence 
for claiming that the political competition is structured around differ-
ent issues in countries that have experienced decades of communist rule. 
Even after a quarter-century, the legacy of communism has survived as an 
enduring political divide in Central and Eastern Europe (Berglund et al. 
 2013 ). Largely corresponding with a self-proclaimed left and right divi-
sion, attitudes towards the communist past do not necessarily translate 
into a classic socio-economic divide—with a state-centred, redistributive 
left and a libertarian, market-oriented right. In fact, the economic pri-
orities of the left and right have, in much of the post-communist world, 
seemed confusing—or confused. For instance, national-minded conserva-
tives have sometimes appeared to be more protectionist and egalitarian 
than former communists. Conversely, former  apparatchiki , who currently 
might call themselves social democrats, have sometimes followed tougher 
privatization packages or been fi scally more disciplined. What appears to 
be the most correct observation, however, is that practically all govern-
ment in the “successful” parts of post-communist Europe have, at least 
until the accession to the European Union, digested most of the advice 
from the IMF and the World Bank—warts and all: after all, economic 
self-discipline was mandatory for a state to become “EU compatible” (cf. 
Dimitrova and Pridham  2004 ). 

 A relevant question is, perhaps, whether the post-communist left and 
right actually represent distinct socio-economic interests. Zielinski ( 2002 , 
185) has pointed out that labour/capital divisions are likely to emerge well 
after party system consolidation in post-communist societies. It means that 
parties might identify themselves with the “left” or—even more likely—
the “right” without having a sociological basis for it. The argument rests 
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on the fact that (1) the former communist regimes put an end to private 
property, and that (2) free elections and new parties emerged prior to 
the development of new social inequalities and socio-economic divisions. 
Compared with party development in Western Europe there is, hence, 
an almost inverse relationship between party development and socio- 
economic divisions (Duvold and Jurkynas  2004 ). 

 What does “left” means in post-communist countries? Considering the 
rapidly progressing inequalities that have been in the making since the 
early 1990s, there are good reasons to expect socio-economic divisions 
to be pivotal in post-communist party systems. The last two decades have 
entailed enormous societal changes, not least brought about by market 
reforms. Income differences have increased dramatically—to a level where 
some countries in the region have reached some of the highest levels of 
inequality in the EU; this represents quite a bit of change for societies that 
used to have comparatively little differentiation. Even after joining the EU 
and experiencing relatively fast economic development, social disparities 
have retained their salience. Some of the economies reached double-digit 
growth in the 2000s before they were severely hit by the global recession 
in late 2008, which exacerbated social divisions even further. 

 The “left” has a particular resonance in the context of post- communism, 
if only because the communist regimes for decades “monopolized” social-
ism and deprived citizens of choosing between reformist and “revolution-
ary” socialism. Whereas socialism and social democracy in long-standing 
democracies are associated with social change and demand for greater 
economic equality, socialism was inevitably identifi ed with the  status quo  
under communism. After the collapse of the communist regimes, social-
ism has been identifi ed with  reactionism  (Markowski  1997 ; Lewis  2000 ). 
Moreover, former communist parties have been associated with members 
of the old  nomenklatura ; often among the main benefi ciaries of the large- 
scale privatisation of public assets in the 1990s. It is therefore relevant to 
ask to what extent the left has actually represented the interests of the 
unprivileged and worse-off segments of society (which obviously is not 
to suggest that their interests have been taken care of by any other parties 
either). 

 A similar conceptual confusion has been apparent when it comes to the 
meaning of the “right”. “Conservatism” undoubtedly has a slightly differ-
ent ring in post-communist societies: to what extent can declared conser-
vatives in post-communist countries be traditional when they so urgently 
want to steer society away from the legacy of communism? Family val-
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ues, Christian ethics, modesty might be associated with conservative val-
ues. But in societies that have undergone radical transformation over the 
recent decades, the meaning of “traditional” or “customary” can be rather 
perplexing. Certainly, there are those who might be called “communist 
traditionalists”, who struggle to accept that the communist economic sys-
tem was unsustainable and, accordingly, regret its passing. Available sur-
vey data overwhelmingly indicate that signifi cant shares of East Europeans 
believe that Soviet-style communism was a superior political and economic 
system to the political and economic system that succeeded it (see for 
instance Okulicz-Kozaryn  2014 ) Arguably, these people represent the 
true conservative political forces in these societies. But there are other 
types of traditionalists—sometimes, but not necessarily, antithetical to the 
Soviet nostalgists: those who take a moralist approach to personal life-
style and family values. Many of them are represented by the Church and 
smaller religious groups, as well as hardcore nationalists. Some of them 
seem almost hostile to modernity and liberal democracy, yearning for a 
“pure” nation as of three generations ago. Some mainstream conserva-
tive parties may take a more pragmatic view on the contemporary world, 
but the former brand of conservatism seems to have grown stronger in 
recent years—with a heavy emphasis on issues like family, abortion and gay 
rights. In the long run, it may open for a clearer division between liberals 
and authoritarians, a process that seems well under way in some countries 
in the region, notably Poland and Hungary. In these two cases, the post- 
communist left has virtually imploded, which has tilted party competition 
signifi cantly: currently, the main adversaries are, on the one hand, parties 
representing a nationalist and socially conservative ideology and, on the 
other, parties representing liberalist values. 

   The Left/Right Divide in Estonia and Latvia 

 In Estonia and Latvia, there was never a clear left/right division in the fi rst 
place. Virtually  5   all the parties that emerged in the early 1990s had their 
roots either in the popular fronts, the nationalist Congress movements 
or the pro-Moscow Interfronts. Unlike in Lithuania, the old communist 
parties produced no direct successor parties. Moreover, while the popu-
lar front of Lithuania ( Saj̨ūdis ) gave birth to the standard-bearer of the 
right ( Tėvynės saj̨unga ), the popular fronts of Estonia and Latvia produced 
centrist and even left-wing alternatives. Instead, it was the more radical 
Congress movements that initially gave rise to parties on the right. The 
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Interfront movements quickly became irrelevant in Estonia but produced 
some hardline pro-Russia parties in Latvia. 

 Prior to the elections in 2015, there were four parties in the Estonian 
parliament ( Riigikogu ). The largest, the liberal conservative Reform Party, 
has been a mainstay in Estonia since 1994. Pro Patria/Res Publica is the 
result of a merger between a national conservative party (Pro Patria) and a 
more liberal conservative (but also vaguely populist) party (Res Publica). 
The Social Democratic Party claims to be exactly what the name indicates 
and aligns with the larger European family of social democratic parties, 
but has, in fact, roots in a centrist party formation (the Moderate Party). 
The party enjoyed a boost in 2004 when former foreign minister and later 
president Toomas Ilves was their top candidate in the European Parliament 
election. The Centre Party ( Keskerakond ) describes itself as social liberal 
but is clearly to the left of the other parties in the  Riigikogu  (including 
the Social Democrats). Like the Social Democrats, the party has roots in 
the Popular Front and has successfully managed to broaden its appeal to 
include minority voters, thus holding back the challenge from pure minor-
ity parties. It has been the second largest party of Estonia for much of 
the time since independence and has joined government coalitions three 
times (albeit as a junior partner) and dominated several local councils. 
The strength of the party among the Russian speakers might indeed have 
contributed to the party’s reputation as something of an outcast in the 
Estonian political establishment. However, there are other, somewhat 
related, reasons why the party is held in contempt: notably the authoritar-
ian leadership style of its leader, Edgar Savisaar; several high-profi le cor-
ruption scandals in the Tallinn city council, where they have held power 
for several years; and alleged fi nancial support from Russia (Milne  2015 ; 
Baltic Business News  2015 ; Pettai and Mölder  2013 ; Stratfor Global 
Intelligence  2010 ). However, it cannot be described as a party exclusively 
catering to minority interests. 

 Five parties were represented in the Latvian parliament ( Saeima ) prior 
to the 2014 election. Unity and the Reform Party are typical centre-right 
parties. The former is a coalition of several vaguely liberal-conservative 
parties, representing the political mainstream, while the latter could best 
be described as a challenger, vying for the same voters. It came to life not 
so much out of policy differences as the thorny issue of corruption and 
the crippling infl uence oligarchs.  6   However, the party forged an alliance 
with Unity ahead of the 2014 general elections and was entirely inte-
grated with the latter by 2015. The Farmers’ Union and the Green Party 
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have formed a centre-right alliance since 2002, backed by one of Latvia’s 
most infl uential oligarchs—the very issue that gave birth to the Reform 
Party. Further to the right, the National Alliance is clearly a nationalist 
party. Indeed, nationalist rhetoric has for a long time had more enduring 
appeal in Latvia than in Estonia. While Estonia’s Pro Patria Union, the 
standard-bearer of nationalism in the early 1990s, became a fairly moder-
ate conservative party in the European mould, a comparable Latvian party, 
For Fatherland and Freedom/LNNK, retained its nationalist credentials 
before merging into the National Alliance (Duvold  2010 ; Bennich- 
Björkman and Johansson  2012 ). The alliance includes the far-right All 
For Latvia!. Finally, the Harmony Centre, known as the Social Democratic 
Party “Harmony” since 2014, is on the one hand a leftist party, but to a 
large extent also an ethnic minority party. Compared with the Centre Party 
in Estonia, the Harmony Centre is not only further to the left, but also 
to a greater extent catering specifi cally to the Russian-speaking elector-
ate—even though it also receives support from some Latvian speakers who 
reject the prevalent position taken by the other parties regarding citizen-
ship, language and education. The Harmony Centre has its roots mainly in 
the Popular Front (via the National Harmony Party) but has also included 
successor parties to the Interfront (such as the Socialist Party until 2014). 
Additionally, there have been other, more hard-line, minority parties with 
ties back to the Interfront. Currently, the Latvian Russian Union seems 
to be the main challenger and might well become stronger if ethnic posi-
tions harden. The party claimed one out of eight seats in the election for 
the European Parliamentary in 2014. The party is also more left-leaning 
than the Harmony Centre. There have been several institutional overlaps 
between the radical and more moderate minority parties. For instance, 
the predecessor of the Latvian Russian Union was For Human Rights in 
a United Latvia, a coalition that at some point also included the National 
Harmony Party. 

 The parties that have catered mainly to the Russian-speaking voters, 
including the Harmony Centre, have been treated almost as pariahs by the 
other political parties and have yet to serve in a government coalition at the 
national level. In the general election in 2011, the Harmony Centre became 
the largest party but was unable to enter the government due to opposition 
from other parties. Instead, the National Alliance, including the far-right All 
for Latvia!, entered offi ce in a coalition with two other parties (Table  6.1 ).

   The  Baltic Barometer 2014  asked respondents about which party they 
would vote for “if there was an election tomorrow”. The tables offer a 
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slightly different picture than recent election results, since it includes other 
preferences such as independent candidates, blank vote or abstaining. 
Estonian speakers are fairly evenly spread across different alternatives—
with non-voters and those who wish to cast a blank vote as the largest 
group. Meanwhile, few of them feel close to a particular party. A rather 
similar pattern can be found among the Latvian speakers. Among the 
Russian speakers in Estonia, an overwhelming majority indicates that they 
would vote for the Centre Party, which appears to be the only signifi cant 
party for this electorate. The picture is very similar in Latvia, where the 
bulk of the Russian speakers would opt for the Harmony Centre. Russian 
speakers in both countries are also much more likely to “feel close to a 
political party” than the rest of the population; the links between parties 
and voters within the Russian-speaking electorates are strong and native 

   Table 6.1    Party Support and Party Attachment in Estonia and Latvia (%) a    

 Party  Position  Estonian  Russian 

 Centre Party  centre-left  10  60 
 Reform Party  centre-right  13  1 
 Pro Patria/Res Publica  centre-right  13  1 
 Social Democrats  centre-left  14  6 
 Conservatives  right  4  0 
 Other/independent  –  15  7 
 Blank/not vote  –  19  16 
 Refuse/don’t know  –  12  11 
 Close to a party  –  37  54 

 Latvian  Russian 
 Harmony Centre  left  10  55 
 Unity  centre-right  17  1 
 Union of Farmers  centre-right  14  2 
 National Union  right  10  1 
 Other  –  13  5 
 Blank/not vote  –  23  18 
 Refuse/don’t know  –  12  16 
 Close to a party  –  26  42 

   a The ideological placements of the parties are approximate and based on a mixture of self-placement, 
international affi liations and the Chapel Hill expert survey (  http://chesdata.eu/    ). The level of party sup-
port is taken from the Baltic Barometer  2014 . The survey item reads as follows: “In this envelope is a 
ballot with the names of political parties. Please put a cross by the name of the party that you are likely to 
vote for if a parliamentary election were held tomorrow.” The exact question for “close to a party” reads: 
“Is there a particular political party you feel closer to than all the other parties?” Only positive responses 
are reported (Baltic Barometer  2014 )  
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Estonians and Latvians are much less likely to feel strong affi liation to a 
particular party. The latter trend appears to be of recent vintage: previous 
research indicates that the Russian speakers were  less  likely to feel attached 
to a political party than ethnic Estonians and Latvians (Duvold  2010 ). It 
might suggest that the Harmony Centre and even the Centre Party are 
being consolidated as parties of minority interests.   

   LEFT/RIGHT PLACEMENT 
 Most voters can (and, indeed,  do ) position themselves on a left/right scale. 
Moreover, most voters tend to locate themselves in the middle of the scale, 
either because they genuinely feel centrist or because they feel uncertain, 
uninformed or ignorant about the question (Inglehart and Klingemann 
 1976 ). Hence, it comes as no surprise that a plurality of Estonians and 
Latvians see themselves as “centrist” (see Table  6.2 ). However, there are 
two interesting patterns in the table: fi rst, almost a quarter of the Russian 
Latvians either have no opinion on left and right in politics or refuse to give 
an answer. It could quite conceivably mean that the scale conceptually car-
ries weaker resonance within this group. The other interesting trend runs 
between the majority and minority populations in both countries. Russian 
speakers are certainly more likely to be left-oriented than the majority popu-
lations. One-third describes themselves as leftists. By contrast, only one out 

   Table 6.2    Self-Placement on a Left/Right Scale (%) a    

 Estonia  Latvia 

 Majority  Minority  Majority  Minority 

  (Extreme left)    (1)    (2)    (1)    (7)  
 Left-of-centre  16  30  15  33 
 Centrist  39  37  36  38 
 Right-of-centre  33  16  34  5 
  (Extreme right)    (3)    (2)    (3)    (2)  
 Refuse or don’t know  12  16  14  22 

   a The question reads: “In politics people sometimes talk of ‘left’ and ‘right’. Using this card, where would 
you place yourself on this scale, where 0 means the left and 10 means the right?” “Extreme left” denotes 
0, “left-of-centre” denotes 0–4, “centrist” denotes 5, “right-of-centre” denotes 6–10, and “extreme 
right” denotes 10. Note that the extreme left and right categorizations are subsets of, respectively, the 
left-of-centre and right-of-centre categories. Majority and minority are denoted by the fi rst language of 
the respondent.  Source : Baltic Barometer ( 2014 )  
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of six Latvian- and Estonian speakers claims to be on the left. Conversely, a 
third of the latter groups place themselves on the right. In Latvia, only 5 % 
of the Russian speakers place themselves on the right-of-centre.

   These differences do in fact refl ect the aforementioned party prefer-
ences in the sense that more Russian speakers not only identify with the 
left but also intend to vote for parties on the left. To that extent, there is 
a clear link between political beliefs and political behaviour. But are the 
Russian speakers also more left-leaning in terms of policy preferences? Are 
there socio-economic differences along ethno-linguistic lines? Many of the 
Russian speakers did indeed arrive during Soviet times as manual workers 
and, even today, tend to reside in compact Soviet-era settlements on the 
outskirts of urban areas. Clear-cut separations between national communi-
ties can be particularly felt in the case of Estonia, while the majority and 
minority populations of Latvia are more intertwined.  

   POLICY PREFERENCES 
 The  Baltic Barometer  asked a number of questions related to the role of 
the state versus the market, individual versus collective responsibility for 
jobs, income differences and taxation. These items cover typical attitudes 
that can be attributed to left/right placement on a policy level. The pic-
ture is inevitably mixed: although the Russian speakers in each country 
think income differences should be reduced instead of letting individual 
achievements decide, the majority populations do not hold signifi cantly 
different views. A similar pattern emerges when it comes to job security in 
exchange for a better paid but less secure job. Conceivably, many people in 
the two countries have the recent fi nancial crisis fresh in mind. 

 However, the minority groups turn out to be signifi cantly more pro- 
state in other respects: namely when it comes to providing material secu-
rity for everyone and that the state should run enterprises. A clear majority 
of the Russian speakers in each country holds the view that the state 
should secure the material benefi ts of ordinary people and even run enter-
prises. Native Estonians are considerably less likely to hold this view, while 
the Latvians are somewhere in-between. Yet another interesting pattern 
emerges when it comes to higher taxes in return for more spending on, for 
instance, education and health: a majority of all Estonians are in favour of 
this, whereas only a third of all the Latvians agree. In all likelihood, these 
patterns are the result of institutional performance and trust: Estonia has 
made considerably more progress than Latvia when it comes to building 
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well-functioning and transparent public institutions (Auers  2015 ; Duvold 
 2010 ). The Estonians might simply feel more certain that higher public 
spending will benefi t ordinary citizens. 

 On the whole, many Estonians and Latvians seem to support the idea 
of state intervention, which suggests that the leading parties in the two 
countries deviate in important respects from the populations at large (see 
Table  6.3 ). That citizens appear more left-leaning in terms of redistribu-
tion, equality and welfare than the parties they vote for is, of course, not 
unheard of in Western democracies either: even parties that are voted into 
power on a left-wing ticket are often forced to readjust their priorities 
according to political and economic circumstances. Still, there is clearly 
much less scope for public spending and generous welfare policies in the 
Baltic countries (or, for that matter, in most new democracies in Central 
and Eastern Europe) than in many established democracies. Thus, given 
the clear evidences that many continue to cherish leftist, state-oriented 
ideas—although far fewer of them actually vote for left-wing parties—it 
should come as no surprise that large segments are disillusioned about 
politics and cynical about their politicians: the gap between public expec-
tations on the one hand and the limited scope to fulfi ll them on the other 
simply appears to be wider in these countries than in many established 
western democracies.

   Table 6.3    Attitudes Towards Equality and the Role of the State (%) a    

 Estonia  Latvia 

 Majority  Minority  Majority  Minority 

 Incomes should be made more equal, so 
there is no great difference 

 49  53  44  58 

 The state should be responsible for 
everyone’s material security 

 35  62  52  61 

 State ownership is the best way to run an 
enterprise 

 33  55  40  60 

 A good job is one that is secure even if it 
doesn’t pay very much 

 61  42  65  62 

 Even if it means people like myself pay 
more in taxes, government should spend 
more on education, health and pensions 

 57  59  36  36 

   a The following answer categories were offered: “agree strongly”, “agree”, “neither agree nor disagree”, 
“disagree”, “disagree strongly” and “don’t know”. The fi gures are for “agree strongly” and “agree”. 
 Source : Baltic Barometer ( 2014 )  
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   The ethnic dimension strongly overlaps with—even eclipses—the left/
right dimension in both Estonia and Latvia (but clearly more so in the 
latter case). No mainstream parties have called themselves “socialist”, 
although there has been a moderately successful social democratic party in 
Estonia since 2004. Conversely, the bulk of the Russian speakers vote for 
leftist parties, even if many of them do not hold leftist views. Parties that 
call themselves “left-wing” have clearly been associated with the Russian 
minorities and enjoy pariah status by the right. As it appears, it is unac-
ceptable to be simultaneously “left-wing” and “patriotic” in Estonia and, 
in particular, Latvia. 

 However, there are a couple of factors that make the two cases slightly 
different. First, every Latvian government from the early 1990s has been 
run by coalitions of centre-right parties without the presence of parties 
catering to Russian-speaking voters. By contrast, the Centre Party, one of 
the consistently largest parties in Estonia and which could be classifi ed as 
a moderately leftist party, has participated in coalition governments with 
centre-right parties. The Centre Party has also to some extent managed 
to appeal to voters across the ethnic line. Having said that, the party is far 
from being universally respected among Estonians. 

 Parties catering to ethnic minorities do, of course, hold positions on 
a large number of policy fi elds, but they are likely to be subordinated 
to group-specifi c interests (Chandra  2011 ). This basically means that the 
pro-Russian left places a strong emphasis on ethnic inclusion, that is, sup-
porting rapid integration of the minorities and de facto support for bilin-
gualism (conversely, the parties of the right tend to support a restrictive line 
on citizenship and mono-lingual schools). The data at hand suggest that 
the division between “Estonian” or “Latvian” versus “Russian speaking” 
parties largely overlap with left/right: Russian-speaking voters tend to 
vote for left-wing parties regardless of their socio-economic interests, 
while Estonians and Latvians opt for right-wing parties—despite the fact 
that many of them do hold left-wing views on redistribution. 

 In a historical perspective, the weak emphasis on socio-economics in 
Latvia is actually surprising. Latvia’s capital, Riga, was a city of major indus-
try and a distinct working class movement before and during the interwar 
period. The social democratic movement in Latvia, which originally took 
its cues from Germany more than Russia, enjoyed a much stronger posi-
tion in cities like Riga and Liepāja than anywhere else in the neighbouring 
countries (Lieven  1994 , 57; Kasekamp  2010 , 88–89). 
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   The Contested Soviet Legacy 

 The majority and minority populations of Estonia and Latvia have per-
ceived the break-up of the Soviet Union very differently; the shift from 
political subordination to national independence also affected the com-
munities differently and, arguably, the end of the Soviet Union and 
the establishment of independent states left the minorities, dominated 
by Soviet-era immigrants, in a state of confusion. The minorities were 
by and large not too keen on independence and some of them actively 
opposed it. Ethnic Estonians and Latvians, in contrast, mobilized widely 
for independence in the late 1980s, and most of them held the view that 
their countries had been occupied by the Soviet regime in 1940 and, 
once again, in 1945. The question is to what extent this factor, clearly 
present around the time of the independence struggle, affects percep-
tions of the past a quarter century later. It is not far-fetched to infer that 
native Estonians and Latvians are likely to be more negative about the 
Soviet system of the past. Many of them most likely see the Soviet Union 
as a repressive regime—a political entity that turned their countries into 
Soviet republics for half a century. But how do the Russian-speaking 
minorities perceive the Soviet past? Russian leaders and ordinary citizens 
of Russia tend to take a particular pride in the achievements of the Soviet 
Union—as an entity that gave Russia infl uence and superpower status.  7   
This factor is likely to affect Russians residing outside Russia as well. After 
all, they arrived during the Soviet era and many of them—particularly 
older people—are likely to feel a special attachment to this period and the 
Soviet system as such. 

 The Soviet experience covers a period of fi fty years; it affected gen-
erations of people who were brought up as Soviet citizens. Many of the 
respondents who express sympathies with the former Soviet system are 
likely to be unhappy with the current economic and political conditions 
and possibly the entire system underpinning them. In fact, the meaning 
of left and right might well be as labels denoting attitudes to the current 
states, Russia, the West, and the legacy of the Soviet Union rather than 
contemporary public policy. 

 Table  6.4  shows that, on the whole, the Russian speakers in both coun-
tries hold the Soviet system of the past in higher esteem than Estonian- 
and Latvian speakers. A majority of them also indicate that the Soviet era 
was the best in the two countries’ modern history. Fewer of them would 
like to return to communist rule, although the fi gures are signifi cantly 
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higher among these groups than the majority populations. Many of them 
would like to replace the current system of parties and free elections with 
a strong leader. In Latvia, a staggering two-thirds of the Russian speak-
ers hold this view, although also many Latvian speakers seem to agree. 
Finally, it turns out that Latvians in general harbour much more nega-
tive perceptions of the European Union than Estonians, although the 
Russian- speaking population very much stands out in this respect. The 
 Baltic Barometer  discloses negative views about the EU along several 
dimensions among the Russian-speaking Latvians. Exactly what accounts 
for the rather different fi gures in Estonia remains to be investigated. But 
with regards to Latvia, the negative perceptions of the EU might per-
haps be part of a larger East–West discourse, where the Russian speakers 
side with the  Russian world  ( Russkiy mir ) in a sort of civilizational con-
fl ict with “Europe” and the “West”, something the Kremlin and Russian 
media regularly play up.  8  

   Table 6.4    Perceptions of the Soviet Past (%) a    

 Estonia  Latvia 

 Majority  Minority  Majority  Minority 

 Positive rating of the Soviet political 
system 

 35  68  44  58 

 Positive rating of the Soviet economic 
system 

 48  71  58  76 

 Soviet era the best  11  56  27  66 
 Return to communist rule  5  18  13  24 
 Strongman rule  19  39  42  62 
 EU interferes too much  25  24  37  57 

   a  Note : The ratings of the Soviet political system and political system are based on a scale running from 
+100 to −100. We have included all positive answers. “The Soviet era the best” was one out of four 
choices—the others being the Interwar era, the post-Soviet period up to EU membership, and the current 
era. “Return to communism” and “strongman rule” are introduced by the following question: “Our pres-
ent system of government is not the only one that this country has had. Some people say that we would 
be better off if the country was governed differently. Please tell me to what extent do you agree with the 
following statements”, followed by the following questions: (1) “We should return to communist rule”, 
and (2) “Best to get rid of Parliament and elections and have a strong leader who can quickly decide 
everything”. “Strongly agree” and “somewhat agree” are included. “EU interferes too much” is measured 
as “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement: the EU tends to interfere too 
much in our domestic affairs?” “Strongly agree” and “somewhat agree” are included.  Source : Baltic 
Barometer ( 2014 )  
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        CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 Political cleavages are either divisible or non-divisible. Divisible issues 
are about “more-or-less”, while non-divisible issues are about “either-
 or”; “what are my interests?” versus “who are we?” “Normal politics” in 
a democracy is primarily about interests, while ethnically, religiously or 
ideologically fragmented societies wrestle with non-divisible issues related 
to identities (Hirschmann  1995 ). Of course, the latter also have to face 
up to distributional issues, but “more-or-less” questions are likely to be 
eclipsed by identity politics. To what extent distributional politics can truly 
surface in a competition with questions like “who belongs to the com-
munity” is a moot question. Moreover, given the scope and willingness to 
exploit it, identity politics can easily lead to serious social confrontations 
and the breakdown of distributional divisions of society—if these were 
ever allowed in the fi rst place. Political leaders who exclusively utilize such 
broad and fundamental “either-or” issues shun the notion of diverging 
societal interests and specifi c group interests. The left/right dimension 
usually co-exists with other dimensions and makes up a complex political 
confi guration. This can surely be a source of stability: if a certain divi-
sion just partly overlaps with another division, they might “dilute” each 
other and, hence, appear less explosive. But this kind of equilibrium does 
not always exist: if two different divides are not merely cross-cutting, but 
systematically overlap, they are likely to reinforce each other and create 
a much more volatile situation—particularly if at least one of the divides 
is of a categorical/non-divisible character. If the left/right division coin-
cides with ethnicity, ethnic divisions may even take on a class character 
(Horowitz  1985 , 337). 

 There is little to suggest an overlap between class and ethnicity in 
Estonia and Latvia. But data presented here, as well as consecutive elec-
tion results, disclose that the division between “Estonian” or “Latvian” 
versus “Russian-speaking” parties largely overlap with left/right: Russian 
speaking voters tend to vote for left-wing parties regardless of their socio-
economic interests, whereas Estonians and Latvians opt for right-wing 
parties—despite the fact that many of them might hold left- wing views on 
socio-economic issues. The two dimensions appear to be mutually rein-
forcing, which has proved to be a highly potent combination in many 
contexts (Horowitz  1985 ). 

 This descriptive analysis reveals that there are systematic differences 
between the majority and minority populations in Estonia and Latvia 
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regarding left/right voting, self-placement on a left/right scale, and to 
a certain extent in terms of policy preferences. It also reveals ethnic dif-
ferences in terms of attitudes towards the Soviet past and the European 
Union, as well as strongman preferences. Obviously, we do not have con-
clusive evidence that left/right attitudes are directly linked to either policy 
preferences or attachment towards the Soviet past (and, indirectly, con-
temporary Russia), the European Union or democracy.  9   But we might 
draw the conclusion that identifying with the right is a matter of patrio-
tism and a way to mark distance to Russia and the Soviet past for many 
ethnic Estonians and Latvians. Conversely, identifying with the left is for 
the Russian speakers an expression of the opposite: of emotional ties with 
the former Soviet Union and sympathies with Russia—and to some extent 
also a rejection of the current republics of Estonia and Latvia. 

 But as pointed out earlier, this is more of an accurate description 
of Latvia than of Estonia: to a much larger extent, Latvian politics still 
revolves around ethno-political questions like integration, citizenship and 
language rights, and Latvia’s Russian speakers have been more inclined to 
vote according to group interests. It might indeed be argued that ethnicity 
is the  only  salient cleavage of Latvian politics (Auers  2013 ). Hence, one 
could argue that the Russian speakers in Latvia are “better” represented 
than in Estonia. It is nevertheless vital to ask if strong minority represen-
tation is actually preferable for the group(s) in question; after all, ethnic 
minorities have several interests that transcend ethnicity. Ethnic cleavages 
may pave the way for “representative” elites, but it is hardly good news for 
representation based on  interests .

              NOTES 
     1.    By comparison, the communist/anti-communist divide dominated 

party politics of Lithuania throughout the 1990s and it has not quite 
vanished after twenty-fi ve years. But the party confi guration has 
resembled those of Central Europe more than those of Estonia and 
Latvia.   

   2.    The term “Russian speakers” is widely used in the scholarly litera-
ture on ethnic relations in former Soviet states (see for example 
Laitin  1998 ). It is, self-evidently, based on language rather than eth-
nicity. On balance, there are sound reasons for using this category 
instead of dividing the minority populations, largely Soviet-era 
immigrants, into smaller, ethnically defi ned groups. First of all, it 
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appears that they (the East Slavic minorities, in particular) have 
tended not to draw strong distinctions among themselves—or to 
identify themselves in narrow ethnic terms at all. The logical exten-
sion of this argument is that most of the Russian speakers have a 
fairly weak sense of ethnic identity. As immigrants of the Soviet 
period, many of them instead adopted a Soviet identity. It has for 
instance been discernible in their attachment to Communist and 
Soviet symbols—even after the fall of the Soviet Union. If the Soviet 
Union ever succeeded in creating a distinct Homo Sovieticus, it was 
among the Russian speakers residing outside their titular republics. 
Nevertheless, it is worth pondering whether the term “Russian 
speakers” remains equally valid twenty-fi ve years after the fall of the 
Soviet Union, with the rise of a more assertive and national-minded 
Russia and a war in eastern Ukraine.   

   3.    There are several perspectives on and theories of the nature of ethnic 
parties. One important feature includes insistence on differentia-
tion, ranging from protection status, via autonomy and self- 
government, to fully-fl edged separatism (see for instance 
Müller-Rommel  1998 ; Horowitz  1985 ).   

   4.    The survey was prepared by Prof. Joakim Ekman (Södertörn 
University) (principal investigator), Prof. Sten Berglund (Örebro 
University) and Dr. Kjetil Duvold (Dalarna University) within the 
framework of the research project  European Values Under Attack? 
Democracy, Disaffection and Minority Rights in the Baltic States , 
sponsored by the Foundation for Baltic and East European Studies. 
The data were collected by Saar Poll (Tallinn), TNS (Riga) and 
Vilmorus (Vilnius) in February and March 2014. Around 1500 
respondents in each country were interviewed face-to-face, based on 
multi-stage samples, stratifi ed according to language, region and 
urban density. The samples were weighted to match offi cial data, 
which brought about some marginal adjustments. Due to a smaller 
Russian-speaking population in Lithuania, a booster sample in town 
and cities with a high proportion of Russian speakers was included.   

   5.    The main exception being Latvia’s Farmer’s Union, a conservative 
party currently aligned the Green Party, and which has roots in the 
Interwar era.   

   6.    The Reform Party forged an alliance with Unity ahead of the 2014 
general elections and was entirely integrated with the party in 2015.   
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   7.    President Putin has often played on Soviet nostalgia in order to 
boost Russian patriotism, calling the breakup of the Soviet Union as 
“the greatest geopolitical tragedy of the twentieth century” as early 
as 2005.   

   8.    It should be kept in mind that the Russian speakers overwhelmingly 
consume mass media produced in Russia, at the expense of home-
grown media outlets (see Vihalemm and Kalmus  2009 ; see also 
Cheskina  2012 ).   

   9.    However, the present author has conducted a regression analysis on 
the same data material and found that the strongest predictor of 
left/right preferences, by far, is ethnicity/language. Nevertheless, 
several of the factors discussed are also statistically signifi cant predic-
tors of ideological placement (Berglund and Duvold  2015 ).          
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 Russian Speakers in Estonia: Legal, (Bio)
Political and Security Insights                     

     Thomas     Hoffmann      and     Andrey     Makarychev   

        INTRODUCTION 
 The key question this chapter explores is how two governments, the 
Russian and the Estonian, tackle a whole range of issues pertaining to the 
Russian-speaking community of Estonia. We single out the legal, political 
and security aspects of the existence and functioning of this community 
and put them into different contexts, in particular those embedded in 
Estonia’s relations with the EU, EU–Russia confl icts and the refugee crisis 
in Europe. 

 In policy terms, the binary composition of the population of post- Soviet 
Estonia is a challenge to both Tallinn and Moscow. The Estonian govern-
ment has, since independence, rather consistently conducted a policy of 
nation-building on the basis of prioritizing Estonian cultural (including 
linguistic) identity. This has been done even if the pursuance of this policy 
made Estonia an object of criticism from European institutions and a tar-
get of harsh complaints and even threats from Russia. The Kremlin, having 
unequivocally recognized Estonia’s independence, however still retains 
a certain ambiguity regarding the interpretation of the Soviet past. The 
dominant Estonian narrative of occupation does not resonate in Russia’s 
offi cial discourse, which has a far-reaching consequence for debates on the 



status of Russian speakers. In fact, the questioning of the Estonian concept 
of occupation allows Russia to contest the dominant idea of post-1991 
Estonia as the successor to the pre-Second World War Estonian state, and 
therefore to challenge the attitude towards Russian- speaking residents of 
this country as unwelcome Soviet era migrants. On a more practical level, 
the Russian government pursues policies of “protecting” Second World 
War veterans, raising the issue of the Russian language, and promoting the 
concept of the Russian world, which particularly resonates in Narva, a city 
located on the border with a third of its population being Russian citizens. 

 Academically, the status of Russian speakers in Estonia for years was 
a matter of intense scholarly debates, mostly in sociology, cultural stud-
ies, comparative politics and international relations. What is missing in 
existing scholarship is an interdisciplinary discussion on the conditions of 
politicization and the securitization of legal issues pertaining to Russian 
speakers as a distinct social group, in other words, the transformation of 
juridical matters into an object of political confl ict and security concerns. 
This is exactly what we endeavour to investigate in this chapter. We claim 
there are different ways of approaching the issue of Russian speakers in 
Estonia. One would be to tackle it as a legal issue, with integration being 
viewed as a process of setting and implementing a set of technical and 
administrative rules. The law in this respect plays the role of the univer-
sal institution which binds society. Another possible option would be to 
take a political stance towards linguistic differences and present them as 
an identity problem with ample space for self-other distinctions. Closely 
related to this is the security dimension. It is the existence of a large 
group of Russian speakers in Estonia that creates preconditions for view-
ing Russian–Estonian relations as existentially insecure and replete with 
potential confl icts, where the potential for escalation is particularly conse-
quential due to Estonian membership in the EU and NATO. 

 The juxtaposition of legal and political aspects of analysis might appear 
to some extent questionable, since law and politics are two dissimilar 
regimes of control over social relations. Law is a set of instruments that 
fi xes and stabilizes the social, while politics is exactly the opposite. It 
unsettles dominant discourses and challenges their nodal points, and con-
tests what is otherwise taken for granted. Yet, as we see, it is a combination 
of legal and political explanatory frames which might give an adequate and 
balanced picture of reality on the ground. 

 The chapter consists of four sections. We start with conceptualizing the 
changing functional modalities of the institution of citizenship in nation- 
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states and apply identifi ed trends to Estonia. In the second section we 
explicate the set of legal issues pertaining to the status of the Russian- 
speaking community in Estonia. From here we move to the third section, 
in which we address conditions of politicization of otherwise legal matters 
pertaining to the Russian diaspora in Estonia. Finally, in the fourth part of 
the article we go one step further and identify the modes that turn legal 
and political controversies into security problems.  

   FRAMING THE DEBATE: CITIZENSHIP AS AN INSTITUTION 
 Similar to Latvia, Estonia after independence opted for a restrictive 
approach to the legal incorporation of most of its Russian population. This 
approach has to be seen in the wider historical context and analyzed against 
the background of the general concept of citizenship and statelessness. 

   Citizenship and Statelessness in Comparative Perspective 

 Statelessness as a challenge to both law and politics is as old as the modern 
notion of citizenship itself, although the actual deprivation of citizenship is 
a rather new phenomenon. It fi rst became a major issue after 1918, when 
the mass expatriation of Russian refugees by Soviet Russia (Aleinikoff 
 1986 ) resulted in around 800,000 stateless persons whose status had to 
be defi ned during the interwar period in Western Europe and Northern 
America. While the act of “stripping away citizenship and all the rights that 
come with it are usually associated with despotic and totalitarian regimes” 
(Herzog  2012 , 709), “acquiring dual citizenship or perpetrating an act 
that represents changed or divided national loyalty is considered a legiti-
mate reason for forced expatriation” (Herzog  2012 , 801). 

 In the 1920s, the “Nansen-passport” (see Hieronymi  2003  about the 
details) was created by the League of Nations as a simple and effective 
standard instrument to alleviate the most essential burdens of stateless-
ness. It was an initiative of Fridtjof Nansen, and the measure was so suc-
cessful that the Nansen International Offi ce for Refugees was awarded the 
Nobel Peace Prize in 1938. In functional terms, the Nansen passport is 
quite comparable to the grey passports issued by Estonia 80 years later. 

 In terms of denial of citizenship due to alleged confl icts of loyalty, 
France is often taken as the precedent to the Estonian policy of the 1990s. 
After 1918 France did not automatically grant citizenship to Germans 
who had lived in Alsace-Lorraine after 1871. To be more specifi c (and to 
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point out the striking parallel to Estonia), § 1 of the annex to par. 58 of the 
Treaty of Versailles stated that “ as from November 11, 1918, the following 
persons are ipso facto reinstated in French nationality:  (1)  Persons who lost 
French nationality by the application of the Franco-German Treaty of May 
10, 1871  [for Estonia, this date would be 16 June 1940—T.H., A.M.] 
 and who have not since then acquired any citizenship other than German,  
(2)  the legitimate or natural descendants of the persons referred to in the 
immediately preceding paragraph, with exception of those descendants who 
in the paternal line include a German who migrated into Alsace-Lorraine 
after July 15, 1870 .” In any event, just like Estonia 80 years later, France 
granted the possibility for Germans living in Alsace-Lorraine to become 
French citizens through naturalization (Visek  1997 , 349). 

 These examples from the past make clear that historically in Europe 
the institution of citizenship was directly linked to the nation-state and 
in many respects confl ated with the concept of nationality. This view has 
become increasingly controversial in the twenty-fi rst century: “Instead of 
being a means of protecting … refugees, asylum seekers, ethnic minorities 
and stateless persons, [citizenship] is becoming a means for protecting the 
majority from the outsiders … It has become a means by which minorities 
can be deprived of their rights rather than being a means of solidarity and 
a basis of democracy” (Delanty  1995 , 162). We shall turn to this contro-
versy in more detail in the next section.  

   Nation-States and Citizenship 

 The debate concerning the Russian-speaking community in Estonia has 
to be placed in the context of the wider set of changes to the role and 
function of nation-states, in general, and the institution of citizenship, 
in particular. Refl ecting upon statelessness as a problem for many nation- 
states, two major voices in critical political philosophy assume that “life 
has become separated from the political (i.e., conditions of citizenship), 
but that formulation presumes that politics and life join only and always 
on the question of citizenship” (Butler and Spivak  2007 ). A similar logic is 
noticeable in the following reasoning: “In the past, political membership 
was seen as a biological condition. Being born into a particular  community 
determined a person’s natural subjecthood. Therefore, persons who did 
acquire allegiance to a new ruler were considered to be ‘naturalised’ … 
[Yet nowadays] we can observe a process of separation between national 
identity and biology” (Herzog  2012 , 795). This perspective not only 
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tackles citizenship from a biopolitical perspective, but also suggests that 
individual and group identities might become delinked from the confi g-
uration of nation-state borders. Indeed, citizens or legal residents of a 
certain state can existentially associate themselves with a different entity, 
and these denationalized affi liations, loyalties and affi nities can stretch 
beyond legal boundaries. In many respects, citizenship is not the only 
precondition for enjoying human rights-based protection by transnational 
“regimes of justice” (Malakhov  2013 ). 

 Due to the imbrication of multiple identities and political logics 
behind each of them, societal integration is always a high profi le issue. 
One may argue that “the enforced order of the utopic space of territo-
rial justice is premised on a series of abstractions, including the citizen 
and the community. In these abstractions, that which remains inchoate, 
which cannot be abstracted, is placed ‘outside’, consigned to the bor-
der, at the edges of the norm” (Rajaram and Grundy-Warr  2007 , X). 
Critical border studies literature claims that borders are “continuously 
traversed by a number of bodies, discourses, practices, and relation-
ships that highlight endless defi nitions … between inside and outside, 
citizens and foreigners, hosts and guests across state, regional, racial, 
and other symbolic boundaries … The ‘edges’ of the nation-state [are]
places where different ideas of space, territoriality, sovereignty as well as 
identity, citizenship and otherness in and across the nation-state bound-
ary lines are formulated, reformulated, negotiated and acted” (Brambila 
 2015 , 19). 

 These controversies impact the legal framework for Estonian–Russian 
relations, which will be discussed in the next section.   

   RUSSIAN-SPEAKING POPULATION: LEGAL ISSUES 
 In this section we explore the legal aspects of the status of Russian speak-
ers in Estonia as seen from the perspectives of the Estonian and Russian 
law systems. 

   Estonian Legislation 

 During the  Eesti Vabariik  (the fi rst independent Estonian state founded 
in 1918), Estonian citizenship could be gained by having had previous 
Russian citizenship, supplemented with the additional criterion of being 
a registered resident in Estonia. Also, after Estonia was occupied by the 

RUSSIAN SPEAKERS IN ESTONIA: LEGAL, (BIO)POLITICAL AND SECURITY... 151



Soviet Union in 1940, the Estonian government-in-exile in London con-
tinued to issue Estonian passports. 

 Soviet settlement policies (mainly during the Stalin era, but also in the 
1970s and 1980s) considerably changed the ethnic composition of the 
Estonian Soviet Republic. In 1922, 97.7 % of the entire population of 
Estonia was composed of Estonian citizens; this percentage even grew 
to 99.8 % by 1934. Ethnically, 88.1 % (992,500) were Estonians, while 
the remainder (134,000) were mainly Russians, but also, among others, 
German and Swedish. But, by 1989, the percentage of ethnic Estonians 
had shrunk to 61.5 % (963,281), compared to 602,000 non-Estonians. 
When Estonia’s independence was restored in August 1991, the regula-
tion of the legal status of the non-Estonian minorities was among the 
most essential issues to be addressed, especially in terms of their active 
and passive rights within the new electoral system. The re-establishment 
of independence in 1991 took place on the base of a referendum, where 
“non-Estonians” were entitled to participate. One year later, the citizen-
ship act of 1938 was re-enacted, re-establishing the  ius sanguinis  principle 
for determining Estonian citizenship. More specifi cally, all who were (or 
whose ancestors were) Estonian citizens on 16 June 1940 or later, were 
automatically granted Estonian citizenship (Hoffmann  2012 , 311). This 
concerned about half the 1.5 million inhabitants of Estonia in 1992, caus-
ing considerable turmoil for the other half  in terms of the consequences 
of denial of citizenship (Visek  1997 , 333). As the citizenship act did not 
provide the possibility for dual citizenship, although the act’s wording was 
not entirely without contradictions in this respect (Herzog  2012 , 805), 
the remainder had the choice either to acquire Russian (or Ukrainian, or 
Belarusian) citizenship or to become Estonian through naturalization or 
to remain passive. 

 For the fi rst time citizenship became a relevant issue in terms of elec-
toral legislation after 1992, when a referendum on the new Estonian 
Constitution was held in which only Estonian citizens were entitled to 
participate (Sikk  2010 , 580). The referendum was extended to the ques-
tion of whether only Estonian citizens should be entitled to elect future 
parliaments. Both points brought pro-Estonian results (91.3 % for the 
new Estonian Constitution, and a mere 53.0 % for the restriction of parlia-
mentary electoral rights for Estonian citizens). At this point, the absolute 
majority (52.3 %) of the non-Estonian population still identifi ed more or 
less closely with the re-born Estonian state (with an overwhelming 97.3 
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% of them wishing to stay in Estonia), as a 1994 survey taken by the 
Estonian Foreign Ministry demonstrated (Baltic News Survey  1997 ). 

 In 1996 the Estonian government started issuing “grey passports” 
(“alien’s passport”) to non-citizens, thus granting them a permanent right 
of residence in Estonia. Also the “personal identity card”, established in 
2002 to implement Estonia’s digitization policy and enhance the use of 
respective instruments (such as a digital signature), was extended to non- 
Estonian citizen residents as well. Today, altogether 1,207,493 inhabitants 
possess an  Isikutunnistus . 

 According to the “Action plan” of the Estonian government for 
2004–2007, at least 5000 persons were to be naturalized per year. A 
2011 survey by the Estonian Ministry of Culture showed that 64 % of all 
non-citizens wished to be naturalized. Reacting to recurrent requests by 
the UN (Visek  1997 , 342) and later, European institutions, on 3 June 
2014 the Estonian parliament alleviated the naturalization procedure. For 
all residents born in Estonia after 1992, whose parents lived at least fi ve 
years in Estonia, the tests were declared dispensable, and the application 
was deemed suffi cient for obtaining Estonian citizenship. Further mea-
sures induced by the criticism from Brussels facilitated the procedure for 
disabled persons, included the “Constitution test” in fi nal high school 
examinations, simplifi ed and shortened test procedures, and envisaged 
reimbursement of language courses once the test was passed. Besides, the 
tests themselves are now free of charge and can be repeated an unlimited 
amount of times. At present, the following naturalization rules apply in 
Estonia. The applicant has to be at least 15 years old and hold a permanent 
or temporary residence permit in the country. She/he must have spent at 
least eight years in Estonia prior to applying, with a registered residence in 
Estonia. Finally, applicants have to obtain an Estonian language certifi cate 
at the B1 level and pass a test on the Estonian Constitution. 

 The Estonian attitude has therefore been marked by a two-fold 
approach. On the one hand, Estonia has always been quite contentious 
of eventual threats to national security that could be initiated by the pro- 
Kremlin part of Estonia’s Russian population (just as it materialized in the 
events in Crimea and in Eastern Ukraine). This resulted in the desire for 
encapsulating its population against any possible undesired interference 
by Russia in Estonian domestic policy, through exempting grey passport 
holders from active voting rights and barring them from high positions in 
public administration (Visek  1997 , 335). On the other hand, Estonia real-
ized, especially after being extensively advised in that respect by European 
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and international institutions, that this policy has been to a considerable 
degree the cause rather than the antidote for the drift of many in the 
Russian-speaking population towards Russia. Arguably, the damage caused 
to this population’s loyalty to Estonia by its citizenship policy of the 1990s 
exceeded the benefi ts of increased Estonian security from an eventual pro- 
Russian infl uence induced by the Russian-speaking population.   

   RUSSIAN LEGAL POLICIES 
 The Soviet Union established citizenship legislation in 1922, based as 
in Estonia on previous Russian citizenship. The 1991 citizenship act 
bestowed Russian citizenship to all those having their permanent resi-
dence on Russian territory, as far as it was not individually contested until 
6 February 1993. 

 There was, however, no regulation for other former Soviet republics 
until 1999, when Article 11 of the Compatriots Act stated that other for-
mer Soviet republics’ citizens should be assumed to be Russian citizens, 
providing this was not contested by the host-state (Zevelev  2001 , 52). 
This regulation was highly controversial even in Russia, leading to the 
draft of a more modest regulation of citizenship issues in form of the 
2002 Citizenship Act. This document set up positive criteria, meaning 
that Russian citizenship would be granted by birth, naturalization, resto-
ration of citizenship, or on the basis of parents’ citizenship. Naturalization 
criteria boiled down to permanent residence in Russia for not less than 5 
years, economic independence and a thorough command of the Russian 
language. 

 After the Tallinn Bronze Soldier crisis of 2007, Russia launched a more 
aggressive compatriot policy towards Estonia (Schulze  2010 , 14), includ-
ing a 4.6 billion-rouble budget program promoting the repatriation of 
ethnic Russians from Estonia (RIA Novosti  2006 ). In Estonia the Russian 
naturalization approach was seen as controversial. On the one hand, this 
development was seen as an effi cient contribution to the generally wel-
come reduction of stateless persons (OSCE  1996 ), yet on the other hand, 
it was assumed that this would result in an unfavourable decrease of loyalty 
among Russian citizens to Estonia. While the national Estonian census 
estimated a total of 86,000 Russians in 2000 and 114,000 in 2008, the 
exact number of Russian citizens in Estonia today remains unknown. At 
present, the Russian “law and programs for compatriots abroad have prac-
tically no connection to the law on citizenship and immigration” (Zevelev 
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 2001 , 61), making a distinct legal analysis of the Russian approach largely 
impossible. In fact, there is no such thing as a coherent Russian legal strat-
egy with regard to the Russian population in Estonia. Instead, “Russian 
soft power is a clumsy attempt to mirror a variety of Western diplomatic 
(as implemented through NGOs) and cultural efforts, most of which the 
Russian government has strongly protested against … but has adapted to 
its own use in Estonia” (Conley and Gerber  2011 , 40). 

 Therefore, the Russian compatriot policy had its heyday in 2007. Since 
then, the Estonian government has instigated more lenient naturalization 
procedures and demography has changed, resulting in a steady decrease of 
applications for Russian citizenship from Estonia. One needs to take into 
account that many ethnic Russians who do not wish to apply for Estonian 
citizenship are provided, in the form of the grey passport, a permanent 
right of residence in the EU combined with visa-free travel opportunities 
to Russia. Against this background, in terms of benefi ts of daily needs, 
Russian citizenship indeed offers little beyond formal affi liation with the 
Russian state, which will make this option an even less desirable instru-
ment in future.  

   (RE)SOURCES OF POLITICIZATION 
 There is an opinion that Russian speakers’ dissatisfaction with their legal 
rights is not translating into political actions and that they are disengaged 
from political life in Estonia (Dougherty and Kaljurand  2015 , 17). This 
disavowal of political momentum looks problematic to us and raises 
an issue of what ought to be considered political in the context of our 
research. 

 In our interpretation, political qualities directly stem and thus are 
linked with experiences of crossing and transcending borders and bound-
aries, their (re)construction, contestation and reconfi guration as a basis 
for making collective subjectivities. Thus, in our reading, politics implies 
engagement with border-(un)making and reshaping. On the contrary, 
depoliticization is a set of practices and a mode of social relations premised 
on accepting the extant systems of distinctions and partitions and avoiding 
challenging group identities and distances among them. 

 As seen from this perspective, analysis of Estonia in general and its 
Russian-speaking community in particular, implies strong political con-
notations due to the inevitable engagement with multiple bordering/
debordering projects, practices and experiences. After Estonia regained 
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independence in 1991, the institution of citizenship was a focal point 
of debate due to the large Russian-speaking minority whose integration 
was by no means automatic and, moreover, became very problematic. 
The language-based model of the revived nation-state, be it Estonia or 
Ukraine, could have been criticized for a tendency to produce homoge-
nous cultural and political structures of power (Sakwa  2015 ) and fostering 
“banal nationalism”, a concept that describes habits of everyday life of the 
citizenry, in which language plays a key role (Billig  1995 , 6). Apparently, 
Estonian society “remains a fi eld of power struggles of ethnic groups, 
classes, elites and others … Clashes over hegemonic historical narratives 
… refl ect clashes in the struggle over ideological and political hegemony 
… [The dominant] teleological interpretation of history serves well the 
construction of antagonistic confrontations” (Seelg and Ruutsoo  2014 , 
389). An Estonian scholar posits that after the annexation of Crimea, 
estrangement between Estonians and Russians “has grown stronger, fur-
ther exacerbating the isolation of the unintegrated groups and pushing 
them deeper into Russia’s sphere of infl uence. In connection to the recent 
events in Crimea, this divide has started to show very clearly, in every-
thing from social media postings and public demonstrations to ruptures in 
families and old friendships” (Koort  2014 ). According to other evidence, 
quite a few grey passport holders not only do not speak Estonian, but they 
dissuade their children from taking Estonian citizenship (Fenoglio  2014 ). 

 By sheer virtue of its location at the intersection of different identities—
imperial Russian, cosmopolitan supranational European and national 
Estonian—Estonia is embedded in a political milieu of multiple political 
discourses. Yet, politics in this specifi c context ought not to be understood 
in terms envisioned by Ernesto Laclau as a discursive construction of a 
chain of equivalences composed of dispossessed and marginalized group 
identities determined to challenge the domination of the hegemonic dis-
course through resignifying its nodal points. This model of generation 
of political impulses and actions needs some readjustment due to the 
blurred nature of hegemony in the specifi c context of Estonia. Indeed, it 
is the dual structure of hegemony, as pertaining to EU norms of liberal 
post-national/post-sovereign discourse and the Estonian national narra-
tive, which makes the whole political landscape inherently variegated and 
necessitates the reconceptualization of politics. This can be done not as a 
collective contestation of a single dominant position of power, but rather 
as a movable and intrinsically unstable system of relations between solidar-
ity and estrangement grounded in unstable identities and shifting alliances. 
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 In terms of our analysis, four discourses play key roles in shaping the 
contours of political relations. These are the Estonian national narrative, 
EU normative power, the Russian world concept and the stories of Russian 
minority groups. These four discourses might form diverse combinations. 
For years the Estonian government was under a triple pressure from 
European institutions, the Kremlin and Estonian Russian speakers, where 
more permissive integration laws were demanded by the outside sources. 
Besides, there was a meaningful gap between Estonian- and EU-generated 
narratives as soon as it came to memory politics as well. For example, the 
Baltic states “have been particularly vigorous in criticizing the imbalance 
of the EU’s historical approach that grants the victims of communism a 
second class status … [and in] reminding the West of its co-responsibility 
for the complexity of the region’s immediate past, and thus about ‘the 
other in themselves’ as well” (Malksoo  2009 , 662–663). 

 After the annexation of Crimea, the EU and Estonia took a consolidated 
position against Moscow, while the latter was largely supported by a sig-
nifi cant part of the Russian community in Estonia. The Estonian govern-
ment did its best to convince EU member states to adhere to the principle 
of solidarity in beliefs. Yet the whole debate on solidarity was signifi cantly 
reshaped by the refugee crisis that revealed a highly sceptical attitude in 
Estonia towards the EU’s imposition of quotas on member states. The 
confi guration of discourses has seriously changed again, this time forging 
an alliance between Estonian national(ist) (including right-wing) forces 
and the Russian minority, with visible Eurosceptic tones shared by both. 

 In this context Russia always plays many politicizing roles. One of them 
is related to historical legacies of the last years of the Soviet Union that 
were marked by an explicitly political denial of the very idea of an indepen-
dent Estonia, coming from Moscow-oriented groups of Russian speakers. 
“Interfront” and other organizations had publicly decried the prospects 
of the disintegration of the Soviet Union, which defi nitely set a highly 
negative background for their subsequent integration within post-1991 
Estonian society. It was this political legacy that prevented the post-Soviet 
authorities in Estonia from automatically bestowing citizenship on those 
who denied Estonia’s very existence. It is this situation that has pitted 
Estonia against some European institutions that advocated for a more 
inclusive model of integration. 

 Implicitly or explicitly, the attachment of Russian speakers to the 
Moscow-constructed Russian world as a particular “regime of belonging” 
(Leone  2012 , 458) places the issue in a biopolitical context. The exter-
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nal projection of the “Russian world” beyond Russian borders constitutes 
an attempt to reconceptualize Russia’s power in transterritorial terms, as 
“infused through bodies and diffused across society and everyday life” 
(Vaughan-Williams  2009 , 733). The Russian world discourse is structur-
ally based on biopolitical reasoning. The alleged abnormality of the post- 
1991 Baltic developmental model is explained through their sovereignty 
defi ciency: “they would have territories, but not population” (Nosovich 
 2015a , 11). The Russian world not only produces an imagined “biopo-
litical body” (Dillon and Lobo-Guerrero  2008 , 276), but what is very 
important is that this collective body is constructed on behalf of the sov-
ereign power and therefore needs to be distinguished from non-sovereign 
power. Estonia is for the Kremlin an example of non-sovereign power, 
as it is a country that has allegedly voluntarily given up its sovereignty 
to the EU and NATO and so can be easily manipulated by them, to its 
population’s detriment. Since the 2000s, many Russian government offi -
cials and pundits have consistently argued that the period of independence 
of the Baltic States is an “abnormality”, as opposed to the “normality” 
of the period when the region was under Russian or Soviet rule. Since 
Moscow insists that the Baltic states were legitimately incorporated into 
the Soviet Union, the following logic is that their independence from 
the Soviet Union was illegitimate. These efforts to reassess the legality of 
Baltic independence are correlative with the attempts to enforce Soviet 
laws on Lithuanian citizens who avoided conscription in the last years 
of the USSR’s existence (Grigas  2015 ). This makes historical debates 
part of a larger Russian perspective of “normalizing” the inclusion of the 
Baltic states in a Russia-patronized sphere of infl uence and, concomitantly, 
denormalizing their integration with the West. Paradoxically, the nostalgic 
remembrances of the Baltic states under the Soviet rule are articulated 
through the idea of their exceptionality as “a space of freedom” in the 
Soviet empire (Nosovich  2015a , 7). 

 Against this backdrop, citizenship is one of the institutions that can 
be analyzed through a biopolitical lens (Blencowe  2013 , 22–24). In the 
next section we shall discuss several policy tracks that Russia can, in some 
cases hypothetically, consider in developing its strategy toward Russian- 
speaking compatriots residing in Estonia.  
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   FOUR PATHWAYS 
 There are at least four different policy options that we shall range through, 
from more neutral to more radical approaches. 

 A  fi rst  option would be to remain passive towards the Russian popula-
tion’s concerns, classifying them as matters of internal affairs of Estonia. 
This was Russia’s attitude to the referendum in Narva that called for the 
inclusion of this city into Russia. Moscow simply did not react to this, thus 
demonstrating its lack of interest in discussing this prospect. 

 Analysis of the structure of discourse by Russian speakers themselves 
makes this option feasible. Apparently, in most cases local discourse appeals 
either to Europe or to the Estonian government, but not to Russia. Many 
Russian Estonians are eager to contest the European view of Estonia as 
a success story of transition to European standards and to address these 
messages to a European audience rather than to Russia. They portray 
Estonia as a “depressive periphery with low potential for industrial pro-
duction” (Kivit  2015 ) and as a “country immersed in ethnocracy that 
can’t be masked by any means” (Opros …  2015b ). Yet, in most cases the 
addressees are Estonians. This is the case of narrating stories about Russian 
merchants of the eighteenth century who traded with the Baltic coun-
tries and could have been called “fi rst Russian human rights defenders” 
due to their advocacy for the freedom of commerce (350 let …  2015c ). 
Stories about offi cers of the White Army that settled in Estonia after the 
revolution serve the same purpose of underlying not only the local roots 
of Russian Estonians, but also their loyalty to, or at least compatibility 
with, European values (Mitropolit Korneliy …  2015 ). Russian infl uence 
in Estonia is basically defi ned in cultural and partly religious categories, 
and its specifi c forms are detached from the policies of the Russian state. 
For instance, the editor of “Komsomol’skaya Pravda—Baltiya” newspaper 
aimed at Russian speakers, relates to the future with the Habermasian idea 
of constitutional patriotism rather than with the ‘Russian world’ (Teterin 
 2013 ). 

 Even for opinion-makers in Estonia who are loyal to the “Russian 
world” idea the main reference point is Europe. Russian-speaking journal-
ist Rodion Denisov puts it in the following way:

  People in Narva can be happy with cheap vodka and food in Ivangorod, on 
the other side of the border, but as soon as they see decomposing highways, 
ugly marketplace and dull buildings, they are eager to come back to Estonia 
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… Let’s take [the] cultural sphere: there was a European project of build-
ing a common walkway between Ivangorod and Narva. In Narva it is fully 
operational, including play zones, fountains, monuments, etc. In Ivangorod 
the walkway is only 100 meters long, what is farther is a devastation area … 
Estonia makes huge investments in marketing its tourist attractiveness, while 
Russia is in limbo … This is how Western countries work—through the 
multiple NGOs that are funded by states. This type of well-targeted project 
is more effective for image making than grandiose events with matrioshkas 
and bears … The dominant attitude of Russians living in Estonia to those 
who turn the “Russian world” idea into a hollow window dressing is more 
than negative. In my view, this is a complete discredit of a good idea due to 
a combination of greed, verbiage and unprofessionalism, which only make 
lives of Russian speaking in Estonia harder. (Denisov  2015 ) 

   At a different occasion he called the inaction of the Russian authorities 
to the closure for fi nancial reasons of a major Russian language maga-
zine in Estonia, “Molodiozh Estonii”, insulting. In his forecast, since the 
Russian community in Estonia lacks common public spaces of communi-
cation, the Russian world would disappear in ten to twenty years (Denisov 
 2014 ). 

 A  second  pathway would be to assist the integration of Russian speakers 
into Estonian society. This can be done in two related ways. One would be 
to keep demanding from Estonia a change in its citizenship laws and thus 
to enable non-citizens to obtain passports under a simplifi ed procedure. 
By the same token, Russia can provide Estonian language courses to help 
Russian speakers pass language exams and obtain Estonian citizenship, 
thus being able to take advantage of European norms protecting minor-
ity languages. This policy would fi t into Russia’s strategy in the Baltic Sea 
region, as it would increase the people’s chances of infl uencing the politics 
of their resident countries from the inside. It is therefore one of the high-
est priorities of the pro-Russian Centre Party (Keskerakond). 

 A  third  variant is the repatriation of Russian compatriots, a policy effec-
tively pursued by some countries (Germany or Israel) for decades. This 
option would be logical against the background of the Russian propagan-
distic thesis of declining economic conditions in the Baltic states and the 
much spoken discrimination of the Russian population and a state of “bio-
political abandonment” (Selmeczi  2009 , 519–538). However, the Russian 
government never developed a proactive and effective  incentive- based 
policy of bringing Russians back home, and it will hardly be able to do so 
under the strain of fi nancial hardship and economic sanctions. 
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 A  fourth  option is to directly or indirectly stimulate the existing feel-
ings of alienation towards the Estonian state in the Russian community, 
and thus politically capitalize on the existence of a large Estonia-sceptic 
population that constitutes a fertile ground for Russia-friendly attitudes. 
This logic is based on acknowledging that Russia’s major political resource 
in Estonia is a people “excluded from political calculations and mecha-
nisms” (Vaughan-Williams  2009 , 734). This policy includes granting 
some privileges to non-citizens (for example, visa-free travel to Russia and 
education), thus fi xing the difference between their “historical homeland” 
(Russia) and “the country of residence” (Estonia). 

 Politically, Moscow could use these large numbers of non-citizens for 
discrediting the Baltic states in the European Union, United Nations and 
the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe. Russian rep-
resentatives to these organizations persistently accuse the Baltic states of 
human rights violations and demand pressure on them, especially Latvia 
and Estonia, where the percentage of the Russian-speaking population is 
high. Yet Russia can also take a more Estonia-unfriendly stand and ignite 
irredentist attitudes among Russian loyalists and sympathizers, an option 
that some scholars have seriously considered since the 1990s (Visek  1997 ). 
This can be done through intensively bestowing Russian citizenship on 
those who would like to get it, thus sharpening the divide between Estonians 
and non-Estonians. This may actualize some, though obviously imperfect, 
analogies with Russia’s policy towards Abkhazia and South Ossetia, where 
“Russian passports were a powerful marker of political inclusion in a polity 
that was not Georgia (…) A Russian passport was an unambiguous sign 
that Moscow’s writ—and its military might—extended at least as far as to 
the soil upon which its bearer stood” (Artman  2013 , 693). 

 The politically tense constellation of issues described in the fourth sce-
nario gives a green light to deploying them in a security context. Many 
analysts deem that policymakers must seriously consider dangers emanat-
ing from Russia (Laurinaucius  2015 ). Former NATO Secretary General 
Andres Fogh Rasmussen has assumed that Russia indeed could attack the 
Baltic states (Evans-Pritchard  2015 ). This is a good example of the logic 
of securitization. Putin can “repeat what he is currently doing in Ukraine 
(and what he had done in Georgia before), particularly as Estonia has not 
dealt with the Russian minority in an exemplary fashion. The pattern is as 
simple as it is predictable: creating border incidents, developing a rhetoric 
of assisting beleaguered ethnic Russians in a former Soviet republic, infi l-
trating the border area with Russian special units in disguise to stir unrest, 
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creating a phony and fabricated resistance and separatist movement, grad-
ually occupying territories and integrating them into his Greater Russia” 
(Hess  2015 ). In many international publications, NATO and the EU are 
portrayed as demonstrating their weakness toward Russia’s increasingly 
self-assertive policy in this region (Putin Squeezes …  2015 ). 

 Much of the discourse of Russian Estonians seems to confi rm secu-
rity concerns. A member of the Russian Alliance of Public Associations 
of Estonia in an interview mentioned, for example: “Estonia’s borders 
are only 155  km away from the centre of St. Petersburg. Should mass 
upheavals happen here, one may expect irregularities on the border with 
Russia.” (Linter  2015 ) Other voices are even more straightforward: “If we 
speak about a hypothetical war, I am on Russia’s side … NATO can only 
add excessive agitation in the complicated Russian–Estonian relations. But 
Estonia won’t get any protection from NATO”, a local businessman with 
Russian citizenship said in an interview (Opros: Nado li …  2015a ). Strong 
security connotations are part of many other media discourses: “One of 
the strongest military units of Russian Armed Forces—the 76 Pskov divi-
sion—is located in immediate vicinity to our borders. Second division of 
Russian Air Forces is located near St. Petersburg … In the case of a mili-
tary confl ict Russia would be able to close all airspace in the Baltic State in 
a matter of minutes” (Ingerman  2015 ). 

 Pro-Russian sympathies are particularly strong in Narva: “Yes, there is 
such a fear that one day Russians might rebel or push for riots, discontent, 
or something like that. Everyone has their own opinion on that and me, 
as a mother, I fear for my family … I would say that in Narva an estimated 
30 % of Russian speakers would be glad to join Russia” (von der Brelie 
 2015 ). However, according to local estimates, there will be a tiny minority 
(0.02 %) of Russian speakers who would be ready to take up arms against 
Estonia (Opros … 2015b). 

 These four scenarios can be viewed as a repertoire of different poli-
cies that Russia can pursue. It is highly unlikely that the Kremlin has a 
clear predilection for any of them. The likelihood of each of these options 
depends on the political context and structural circumstances. By and 
large, we are pretty sure that the time for the fi rst scenario, Russia’s pas-
sivity and inaction has gone, and it is highly improbable that Russia would 
ever return to it in the foreseeable future. 

 The second option, Moscow assisting the reintegration of Russian 
speakers into Estonian society, was logical and feasible within the frame-
work of the paradigm of Russia’s positioning as an integral part of Europe 
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and a country loyal to a common European historical legacy. This logic 
implies that Russia and Estonia share a set of important political commit-
ments and have meaningful common denominators in terms of culture 
and identity. It is this reasoning that Russia could use for helping its com-
patriots to reshape their discourse in consonance with European norms, 
principles and values. Consequently, the exhaustion of this paradigm after 
the annexation of Crimea and the ensuing detachment of Russia from the 
European normative order deprived Moscow of the argumentative force 
embedded in this policy line. 

 The alienation of Russia in Europe, which took its sharpest form with 
the third presidential term of Vladimir Putin and included economic sanc-
tions and diplomatic isolation, leaves Russia with two options. These are 
scenario three (repatriation) and four (capitalization on the feelings of dis-
content by Russian speakers with issues of security placed high in Moscow’s 
agenda). The mass-scale repatriation scenario is much less likely, though in 
2016 Kremlin propaganda has widely covered an initiative of a group of 
Russian Germans to resettle in Russia (including Crimea) as a gesture of 
protest against the alleged social insecurity provoked by the refugee crisis 
in Europe. Yet this scenario can be considered as mostly a declaratory PR 
move with no practical outcomes, which can, among other factors, be 
explained by its high material costs, costs that Russia cannot afford during 
a time of stagnation and fi nancial trouble. 

 The fourth scenario, with different variations of it, appears much more 
likely. In the years to come, Russia will defi nitely keep attaching high 
importance to the whole spectrum of the compatriot policy in Estonia (as 
well as Latvia), trying to infl uence the Russian-speaking community from 
the inside and maintain their loyalty to Putin’s regime. The task of the 
integration of Russian speakers into Estonian society is under this scenario 
sidelined due to the fact that the annexation of Crimea and subsequent 
Western sanctions have seriously weakened the Kremlin’s argument of 
Russia’s belonging to Europe. It has thus complicated Russia’s ability to 
practically utilize European norms and institutions for the sake of promot-
ing ideas of a more inclusive model of citizenship.  

   THE REFUGEE CRISIS AND THE PRECARIOUS EQUIVALENCES 
 The refugee crisis that erupted in Europe has signifi cantly altered the con-
text of the debate on Russian speakers in Estonia, adding important ele-
ments to the analyzed discourse. 
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 From a technical perspective, for the Estonian government the crisis 
has largely boiled down to negotiating the national quota for refugees to 
be settled in the country. Yet from a political viewpoint, Estonia’s posi-
tion, very far from welcoming newcomers, was aimed at defending the 
principle of national jurisdiction in matters of hosting refugees, migrants 
or asylum-seekers. The major constraint for a nation-centred policy in this 
domain is Estonia’s deep interest in maintaining and even strengthening 
the principle of European solidarity that is essential for Tallinn as soon 
as it comes to a common policy towards Russia, which remains the main 
security threat for Estonia. 

 In the meantime, the Russian-speaking community is also an impor-
tant reference point in Estonian narratives about refugees. On the one 
hand, the Estonian president has indicated that the large Russian-speaking 
population has to be considered as a factor inhibiting Estonia’s ability to 
accept large groups of migrants (Prezident Estonii …  2015 ). This state-
ment, with all its practical background, spurred indignation from Russian 
speakers who were insulted by being compared with Asian refugees. The 
recycling of this old argument put Russia in an awkward position. From 
a logical viewpoint, in this situation Moscow should have made a strong 
emphasis on inclusiveness as a precondition for democracy, and thus align 
with those forces in Europe that speak in favour of a more emancipatory 
model of political rights and participation, as opposed to those adhering 
to sovereign-centric policies (Balibar  2004 , 60). Yet the very possibility 
of this turn to the European left is inhibited by strong liaisons between 
the Kremlin and far-right parties across Europe that advocate exactly the 
opposite to what might be in the best interests of Russia’s strategy in 
Estonia. This is the renationalization of foreign and domestic policies, and 
a more exclusionary stance towards citizenship. 

 On the other hand, some political forces in Estonia suggested that 
the threat of an infl ow of people with an alien cultural background could 
potentially be a factor for reconciling ethnic Estonians and Russians. Some 
social preconditions for that could be traced back to the annexation of 
Crimea and the military separatism in Donbas, events that demonstrated 
that many Russian speakers in Estonia shared the EuroMaidan agenda. 
This impression was strengthened by the growing number of anti-Putin 
opposition fi gures that settled in Estonia. For many Estonians this reduced 
the importance of linguistic and cultural divides, as opposed to political 
values.  1   
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 These changes were challenging to Russia’s policy discourse. Moscow 
is keen to use the refugee crisis for lambasting both EU liberalism and 
Estonian nationalism as two different yet mutually correlative discourses 
(Andreeva  2015 ). Russian propaganda reacted to the refugee crisis by 
concluding that the “European future” for Estonia might turn into a mas-
sive infl ow of non-Europeans onto its soil (Veretennikova  2015 ). Russian 
language media are very sceptical about the ability of the Baltic States to 
integrate migrants and refugees, especially due to the failure to integrate 
ethnic Russians (Polonskiy  2015 ). Moreover, Estonia, along with Latvia, is 
presented as exceptions to, if not deviations from, EU rules and principles:

  The distribution of refugee quotas became a litmus test that revealed a xeno-
phobic and national conservative core of the Baltic societies and singled 
them out against the backdrop of the EU. The behavior of the Baltic elites 
confi rmed all what was said about their countries’ attitudes to Russians and 
other minorities … [Baltic politicians] didn’t expect to have paid for their 
unconditional support of all what Americans do. Now it’s time to share the 
responsibility for that. (Nosovich  2015b ) 

   Yet by pitting “nationalist Estonia” against “cosmopolitan/post-
national EU” in normative terms, Russian discourse-makers implicitly rec-
ognize the EU’s status as a normative power and a meaningful source of 
policy standards. Moreover, in lambasting Estonians for nationalism which 
resurfaced due to the refugee crisis, Russian propaganda ignored the rap-
prochement between anti-migrant forces in Estonia and Russian speakers 
whom they see as potential allies in protecting their country from unwel-
come aliens of a different race. Thus, the “Soldiers of Odin”, an anti-
migration group established in Estonia in 2016, has appealed to Russian 
speakers as loyal citizens or residents, as opposed to refugees that can-
not be socially and economically integrated (Antonenko  2016 ). Kristiina 
Ojuland, the head of the Party of People’s Unity, also assumed that the 
challenge of the refugee crisis might bring ethnic Estonians and Russians 
closer together (Ojuland  2016 ). She came up with a proposal to introduce 
72-hour visa-free regime with Russia (Estonian Party …  2016 ). An offi -
cer of the Estonian Interior Ministry who made derogatory anti-refugee 
comments, in the meantime presumed that Estonian municipalities might 
need “people similar to ours and preferably speaking Russian” (Reznikov 
 2015 ). Like-minded attitudes exist in Estonian academia: “Estonians 
and Russians are so similar. … We are much more similar compared to 
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those new people coming in, so we should integrate fast, or more effi -
ciently”, claimed Raivo Vetik, a professor of comparative politics at Tallinn 
University (Llana  2015 ). His colleague Eugen Tsybulenko made an even 
stronger anti-migrant statement:

  If, for example, someone deems that wives have to be confi ned to the 
household and appear outdoors only with a veiled face and in presence of 
husbands, or that any women who walks alone, moreover if she wears a 
mini skirt, is a prostitute and might be raped, I don’t care whether he is 
an Estonian or someone coming from the Middle East … I don’t accept 
explosions in trains, executions of journalists publishing cartoons, or assaults 
on clients in a kosher shop. Of course, not all migrants adhere to these 
attitudes; but almost all bearers of these ideas are migrants in fi rst or next 
generations from a certain regions of the planet. (Tsybulenko  2015 ) 

   That type of attitude resonates among Russian speakers who are even more 
opposed to the refugees’ infl ow than ethnic Estonians. For instance, while 
71 % of ethnic Estonians are against having migrants as their neighbours, 
among Russian speakers these attitudes are shared by 82 % of the group’s 
population (Estonozemel’tsy ne …  2016 ). There are suspicions among 
the Russian-speaking community that refugees might get better treatment 
in terms of integration (from language courses to citizenship prospects) 
than Estonian Russians. Mikhail Stalnuhhin, an ethnic Russian member of 
the Estonian Parliament, shares this scepticism:

  We have spent half-a-century trying to solve issues that divide people 
belonging to one European Christian civilization. The question is: are we 
ready to accept thousands of people from a different culture, strong in their 
solidarity and belief that we are guilty in bringing war to their peaceful areas? 
(Stalnuhhin  2015 ) 

   There are other similar voices as well:

  The information about hundreds, if not thousands, of poorly educated ref-
ugees with an absolutely different cultural background that are about to 
move in made many faint. At this juncture feelings of local Russians and 
Estonians were identical. It is the instinct of self-protection that works, mar-
ginalizing all internal tensions. (Denisov  2015 ) 

   Therefore, the political discourse produced by the refugee crisis is 
structured as a series of equivalences. First, on the part of the Estonian 
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anti- migrant lobby we have seen an attempt to construct relations of 
equivalence between ethnic Estonians and Russian speakers on the basis 
of opposing the threats of intrusion from unwelcome non-Europeans. It 
appears that many authoritative voices among Russian speakers might sus-
tain this type of solidarity based on the securitization of migration and a 
civilizational argument. Against this backdrop attempts to equate Russian 
speakers with de-facto migrants of Soviet times and thus draw a parallel 
between them and contemporary refugees from non-European countries 
face strong objections from Estonian Russians and have slim chances of 
becoming a dominant narrative. 

 Second, Russian discourse addressing Estonia endeavours to draw its own 
chain of equivalences, linking Baltic states, the EU and the US together, 
and making a case for the Balts’ responsibility for a general Western policy 
towards countries that are the main sources of refugees. Yet in the meantime 
many Kremlin-supporting Russian voices are eager to exceptionalize the 
Baltic states as pursuing nationalist policies incongruent with EU norms, 
which evidently destroys relations of equivalence. This is exactly what chal-
lenges the Russian discourse from the inside. It is torn between accepting 
EU role identity as a source of dominant norms and admitting Estonia as a 
nation-state with its own sovereign rights and policy strategies (Kuus  2002 , 
393–412). Both points look problematic for the Kremlin’s wider foreign 
policy philosophy, which is reluctant to give any credit to Brussels, and is 
equally hesitant to treat Estonia as a fully- fl edged independent country. 

 It is from this point that we can discuss a politically relevant question 
of whether Russian speakers residing in Estonia can be treated as being to 
some extent similar to Russian speakers in Crimea or eastern Ukraine. Our 
analysis of different discourses unfolding after the refugee crisis makes us 
assume that they complicate further the manipulative potential of Moscow 
and the prospects for the “Russian world” in Estonia. To succeed in bio-
politically constructing the Russian population as an object of Russia’s 
care and protection, the Kremlin would need to go as far as claiming that 
Russian citizens are outcasts and their physical lives are in danger. Yet 
the effects of the refugee crisis on the constellation of political discourses 
make this storyline improbable.  

    CONCLUSIONS 
 In this chapter we combined legal and political insights on the gamut 
of issues pertaining to the Russian-speaking community in Estonia. The 
legal part of the story unveiled juridical mechanisms of the institutions 
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of citizenship. The political perspective made it possible to connect legal 
arrangements with polarizing debates on integration. By the same token, 
the application of concepts of biopower and biopolitics allowed us to dem-
onstrate how different social categories of a population (ethnic Russians 
and ethnic Estonians, citizens and non-citizens, migrants and “authentic” 
locals) are socially constructed. 

 Our legal and political analysis was focused on a complex and mov-
able framework of relations that involved Estonia’s Russian-speaking com-
munity along with other major actors, such as Russia, Estonia and the 
EU. In this sense the citizenship conundrum is not only an Estonian but 
a wider EU-scale issue, especially taking into account the ongoing debate 
on European citizenship that is not simply an aggregation of national citi-
zenships of member states but an institution of a supposedly qualitatively 
different level. 

 In our study we have found out that all three major discourses, those 
pertaining to the EU, Estonia, Russia and Russian speakers in Estonia, are 
structurally controversial. From a legal point of view, the key challenge 
for Estonian policy towards Russian speakers is its inconsistency, with the 
more inclusive approaches advocated by international and European insti-
tutions since the 1990s). Yet in many respects the initially restrictive policy 
of the Estonian government seems to have come to an end, taking into 
account considerably more generous naturalization criteria and various 
essential advantages of a residence in Estonia, which are not contested 
even by the most pro-Moscow Russian speakers. Besides, the non-Esto-
nian younger generation’s command of Estonian is now much higher than 
among Soviet-born non-Estonians. Therefore bilingualism and identifi ca-
tion with Estonia are on the rise. Statistically, since 1992 the proportion of 
residents of Estonia classifi ed as “non-citizens” has fallen from 32 to 6.3 
% in 2015 (Person  2015 ). 

 The Russian approach to this issue is at present less distinct in a legal 
perspective. Russia has not developed a coherent policy towards Russians 
living in Estonia. The passportization waves of the 1990s and, less exten-
sive, after 2007, did not essentially tie the Russian population in Estonia 
closely to Russia. Their main ties remain a common cultural space pro-
vided especially by the consumption of Russian-guided media. 

 Russian speakers themselves failed to develop a narrative conducive to 
an inclusive collective identity, involving “the possibility of cutting across 
ethnic and cultural divides” (Hansen  2000 , 155). Russian- populated 
localities in Estonia are by no means more open to engage with refu-
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gees than the Estonian government. Moreover, as stems from discussions 
among Russian speakers in online media, many of them feel offended by 
any parallels between them and refugees from non- European countries. 
This lack of a solidarity discourse is illustrative of the reluctance of Russian 
speakers to accept their role identity as aliens amenable to naturalization 
and assimilation, which limits the political space for demands for a more 
inclusive understanding of political and social rights in Estonia.

      NOTE 
     1.    We are thankful to Kristina Kallas and Piret Ehin for this argument, 

which was in detail discussed during a workshop “Whose 
Compatriots? Russophone Communities between New Homelands 
and the Russkiy Mir”, held in Narva in March 2016 as part of the 
UPTAKE project “Building Research Excellence in Russian and 
East European Studies at the Universities of Tartu, Uppsala and 
Kent”.          
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    CHAPTER 8   

        INTRODUCTION 
 After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, efforts were undertaken to keep 
the former member states together: the Commonwealth of Independent 
States (CIS) was created and many attempts at integration mushroomed 
on the post-Soviet territory. The results were not necessarily impressive: 
most of the regional organizations remained paper tigers, and the dissolu-
tion of the Soviet Union continued. Due to a large variety of cultures and 
historical backgrounds of the newly independent states, the geographi-
cal proximity and distance between them as well as the variety of exter-
nal powers infl uencing the respective regions, one could have expected 
new strong regions (in the economic, political, and institutional sense) 
to emerge or at least that there would be close cooperation in certain 
regions. However, this outcome happened only in the Baltic region. The 
three former Soviet republics of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania collectively 
joined the EU and NATO, started to actively participate in the work of 
the Council of the Baltic Sea States (CBSS) and even voiced shared 
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concerns over the European strategy of the Northern Dimension (Aalto 
et al.  2003 , 11). 

 Counterintuitively, a coherent region has not emerged even in the 
part of the former Soviet Union widely regarded as a “region” by area 
students and political scientists—that of Central Asia. A closer look at 
the fi ve countries belonging to the geographic region of former Soviet 
“Middle Asia”—Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and 
Uzbekistan—demonstrates that one can hardly speak of an economic, 
political or geopolitical region there. Economic ties between the countries 
are loose, mutual migration low, their political relations marred by regular 
border confl icts, and even the necessity to coordinate action within the 
framework of transborder water resources does not facilitate cooperation. 

 The factors frequently mentioned to explain these differences include 
the different stages of economic development; the dramatically different 
types of regimes; differences in the role and number of external actors; 
and the whole security environment (Allison  2008 ; Bohr  2004 ; Collins 
 2009 ; Frye and Mansfi eld  2009 ; Mansfi eld and Milner  1999 ). Though 
these factors are defi nitely important and should be kept in mind, while 
comparing the trajectories of these two parts of the former USSR, I stress 
here another important difference between the two regions, one which 
in my opinion has played an important role in their development—both 
in terms of the different nation-building patterns and the external infl u-
ences thereof. The Baltic states emerged as independent states and nations 
after the First World War, they were occupied by the USSR, and their 
national borders have never signifi cantly changed (except for Lithuania’s). 
The Central Asia states were created by the Soviet Union and were deeply, 
unfortunately dependent on the patterns and concepts granted to them 
by the late empire (Bustanov  2015 ). These in turn were aimed at dividing 
the newly created states and not creating a region with a shared identity 
(Bustanov  2015 ). My argument is that these different stages and patterns 
of post-Soviet nation-building, as well as the variety of external actors 
infl uencing them, have also been important for fostering regionalization 
in the Baltics and for impeding it in Central Asia. 

 This can be best explained by the theoretical approaches of critical geo-
politics on the one hand and that of suture on the other, on which I briefl y 
expand below. I then describe the different integration results in both 
regions, citing the most prominent explanations for them, after which I 
focus on nation-building processes in the two regions. 
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 The comparison of regionalization among the three Baltic states on the 
one hand and the Central Asian countries on the other might appear coun-
terintuitive at the fi rst glance. Indeed, a typical region with the respective 
institutional structures is rather the whole Baltic region, including the 
Scandinavian states and Russia. The three Baltic countries are rather a part 
of this region, or a subregion. However, for the purpose of this contribu-
tion, I have chosen to look at the cooperation between Estonia, Latvia 
and Lithuania, as they share a common Soviet past with the Central Asian 
states and therefore provide a more accurate comparison when it comes to 
post-Soviet nation-building.  

   APPLICATION OF CRITICAL GEOPOLITICS TO STUDYING 
REGIONS 

 “Critical geopolitics” is a set of ideas within constructivist thinking that 
emerged at the end of the Cold War as a reaction to the inability of clas-
sical geopolitics to explain political processes and changes on the political 
map of the world. It builds upon the thinking of Michel Foucault and 
Jacques Derrida as well as post-colonial discussions started by Edward Said 
and post-feminist authors (Power and Campbell  2010 , 1). It evolved out 
of the discussion on the correlation between space, power and knowledge, 
and it bridges geography and international relations (Lossau  2001 , 58–59; 
Dalby  2008 , 418). It investigates how geopolitical claims and assump-
tions are represented in political debate and practices and deals with geo-
political units (borders, territory, places, living space) not as with given, 
natural dispositions, but as politically constructed ones. To do so, the criti-
cal geopolitics approach, in the fi rst place, engages not with geopolitical 
power-constellations, as geopolitics does, but much more with the geopo-
litical thinking itself, the “culture of geopolitics” (Dalby  2008 ; Tuathail 
 1999 ). In this particular contribution, it means I look not at the interests 
of the external actors in the regions as such (like security-driven actions 
of NATO in the Baltics or economic interests of China in Central Asia) 
but at the implications their actions had on cooperation or a lack thereof 
between the countries of the respective region. 

 Critical geopolitics helps to understand how states tend to subordinate 
their foreign policy to their monopolized geopolitical identities (Aalto 
et al.  2003 , 1; Tuathail  2010 , 257). The choice of a particular identity 
necessarily results in and aims at differentiating “us” from “them” and 
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drawing a dividing line between the different identities. Especially at 
the early stage of nation-building this imagined line is reinforced by a 
real one—that of the national border. The border, however, can be the 
dividing line between states and nations, but it can also act as a juncture 
creating a system of sovereign states (Salter  2012 ). Transparency of the 
border is decided within the sovereign states on each side. Borders protect 
sovereign identities of the states, and a visual presence of a border can 
be important at the early stages of nation-building in order to highlight 
where one identity ends and another begins. These identities are created 
and interpreted during the nation-building process. For the purpose of 
this contribution I understand nation-building as put by Hippler:

  Government policies intended to stimulate patriotism, to make a country 
function more effectively as a unit, and to ward off threats of secession 
and civil war … They [nation-building policies] range from the promotion 
of simple symbols of national identity … to the establishment of national 
educational curricula, compulsory military service, and the construction of 
nationwide transportation and communication systems. (Hippler  2004 , 16) 

   According to this interpretation, nation-building is mostly an internal 
process promoted by the government of a respective state. Important for 
this interpretation of nation-building is the fact that those promoting this 
process should have a clear image of what they are aiming at and what they 
want their nation to look like. This means they should also have a clear 
strategy and also a set of tools at their disposal (Hippler  2004 , 19). The 
more inclusive the nation-building concept and the broader the support of 
a particular idea about the nation within the border, the less is the need for 
an impermeable, visible border. The moment the neighbouring societies 
manage to overcome or at least to reduce the importance of the borders is 
when a region comes into being. 

 Regionalism has become a popular concept in recent decades. Without 
the necessary space here to expand on this signifi cant direction area of 
political research, I would like to highlight its one important aspect, which 
is relevant to this contribution. When talking about regionalism and the 
formation of a region, it is important to keep in mind that the latter can-
not be reduced to regional integration, that is, to institution-building; the 
important difference is that borders of a region do not necessarily coincide 
with those of a state (Hurrell  1995 , 335). At least as important is how the 
respective neighbour is perceived in public discourse. A region emerges 
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if the societies of the neighbouring countries do perceive each other as 
similar groups with similar or at least not mutually exclusive interests, if 
some sort of homogeneity exists. According to Pourchot and Stivachtis 
( 2014 ), the mere existence of regional organizations can be seen as a sign 
of at least initial regionalization. They use the approach of the English 
School to claim that even Central Asia presents a case of regional society. 
However, regionalization is to a much greater extent about the growth of 
societal integration in a region, the closer economic and social ties. First 
and foremost economic factors are highlighted as cause as well as effect of 
regionalization (Mansfi eld and Milner  1999 ). However, regionalization 
cannot be reduced exclusively to economy. According to Hurrell:

  Regionalism can also involve increasing fl ows of people, the development of 
multiple channels and complex social networks by which ideas, political atti-
tudes and ways of thinking spread from one area to another, and a creation 
of a transnational regional civil society. (Hurrell  1995 , 335) 

   This society emerges if certain ideas, values and patterns of thinking 
are shared among people of neighbouring states or at least if they do not 
perceive each other as a threat or as an enemy. Below I emphasize the 
nation-building patterns in the two post-Soviet areas of the Baltics and 
Central Asia. Before looking at those closely, I briefl y discuss other impor-
tant factors of regionalization or lack thereof with respect to the two areas.  

   COMPARING THE BALTIC REGION AND CENTRAL ASIA 
 Nowadays, the very comparison of Central Asia and the Baltic states 
appears peculiar, as the differences between the two regions, or better 
said, areas, could not be greater. Right after the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union, however, they were less obvious. Decades of Soviet rule had a 
dramatic impact upon the structure of society, its values, economy and the 
role of the countries in the international community in both the Baltics 
and Central Asia. In both regions, discourses on the Soviet rule after its 
dissolution were focal for post-1991 identity building. Both have used 
some sort of post-colonial narrative, frequently unintentionally (Kazancev 
 2008 , 36). 

 And yet, the developments in the two regions could not have been more 
different. Right after the dissolution of the Soviet Union the cooperation 
among the three Baltic states had been very intense. They established the 
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Baltic Assembly, Baltic Council of Ministers and regular meetings of presi-
dents. A free trade agreement between the three states was signed as early 
as September 1993 and came into power in the spring of 1994 (Sumilo 
 2006 , 2). There was talk about enhancing the cooperation and creating a 
“Baltic Benelux”. Later this cooperation was partially neglected due to the 
fact that the three countries were about to join the EU and NATO, and 
the harmonization of legislation proceeded in that multilateral format. 
However, they still cooperate closely within multiple formal and infor-
mal institutions and, what is no less important, are  perceived  as a regional 
group. 

 Post-Soviet Central Asia (the fi ve former Soviet Republics of Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan), on the other hand, 
is frequently referred to as a “region” just for the sake of geographic con-
venience, while many scholars doubt the applicability of this term to the 
fi ve states (Allison  2008 ; Moylan  2013 ). The most appropriate term seems 
to be “geopolitical region” as used by Delovarova et al., or “geographic 
region”, as the countries are closely connected to each other by the shared 
rivers and the ethnic patchwork of the Fergana Valley, but not by sus-
tainable economic or political bonds. Indeed, one would expect a close 
cooperation among the fi ve states considering the geographic proximity 
and the shared history of fi rst Russian Tsarist and later Soviet coloniza-
tion. Moreover, regionalization and regional integration is not an issue of 
fashion or “just” an option; it is a burning issue: ethnic patchwork up to 
$300 million is lost to trade barriers, corruption, transit and transport in 
trade alone (Moylan  2013 ). Still, what can be observed in Central Asia is 
a kind of “virtual regionalism” (Bohr  2004 , 487). There are organizations 
existing in the region—Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), 
Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization (SCO), Central Asia Cooperation Organization (CACO), 
Eurasian Economic Union (EEU) and so on—most of which, however, 
remain “paper tigers”. They have different participants and are used by the 
Central Asian members mainly to play major external actors like Russia, 
China and the United States against each other and against their neigh-
bours. In Central Asia the external actors had very limited interests and 
involvement in the region. None of them would offer a “full package” 
of integration, political and economic support, as was the case with EU 
and NATO support for the Baltic region. The Central Asian regimes tried 
therefore to maximize their benefi ts from every cooperation project, fre-
quently at the expense of the others. The most prominent case of such 
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unsustainable cooperation is Kyrgyzstan, which has switched its alliance 
multiple times between Russia and the US (Allison  2008 ; Bohr  2004 ). 

 The lack of sustainable integration structures looks less problematic 
compared to the frequent incidents on the Uzbek–Tajik border and the 
Osh events in 2010, when more than a thousand Uzbeks were slaughtered 
by the local Kyrgyz population (Safarov  2010 ). Last, but not least, there 
is still no sustainable format for water management of the major trans-
boundary rivers, which is a continuous source of tensions. 

 When talking about the reasons for the diverging ways the countries in 
the two regions went after the dissolution of the Soviet Union, researchers 
most of the time highlight the respective structures of economies, regime 
types and security issues typical of each region. Below, I briefl y analyze the 
two former aspects and then show the latter is more a consequence than 
cause of the problem.  

   EXPLANATIONS FOR DIFFERENT DEVELOPMENTS 
IN THE REGIONS 

   Different Stages of Economic Development 

 The most prominent explanatory factors for regionalization or lack thereof 
are the differences in the development levels and types of economies in the 
two regional areas. While the economies of the Baltic States have been 
more industrialized, the economies of the Central Asian states have been 
highly dependent on exporting natural resources. Later remittances from 
labour migrants to Russia became at least as important for some of the 
countries as other sources of national income (The Economist  2016 ). The 
economic development of the Baltic States was at a higher level, and they 
had the European Union (back then, European Communities) as a strong 
pole of integration and source of economic support. However, their 
trade with each other was not that extensive, and the European countries 
remained for a long time as important as trade partners as Russia. Trade 
with Russia grew more important once again after the economic crisis of 
2008 (Dudzinska  2013 ). Moreover, the poorer Central Asian countries 
needed integration and cooperation no less than the Baltic states, and 
they also had a strong economic and political pole in their region, namely 
Russia. However, no such integration has taken place, even though the 
chances for regional division of labour were quite suffi cient, given the 
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resource richness of the region, its sheer size and the different potential 
trade partners such as Turkey, Iran, China and Russia at its borders.   

   DIFFERENT TYPES OF REGIMES 
 An important argument in the debate on why some countries form a region 
and others do not is the regime type of the states in a geographic region. 
Presumably, democracies are more prone to integrate than authoritarian 
regimes; therefore, the Baltic countries had fewer problems with coop-
erating and integrating than did the authoritarian and hybrid regimes of 
Central Asia (Moylan  2013 ). Democratic regimes are by defi nition more 
open and cooperative than authoritarian ones, which avoid exposure to 
the international milieu. Examples of successful regionalization can much 
more frequently be found when the integrating parties are democratic 
states or mild authoritarian regimes (Arel  2002 ; Pourchot and Stivachtis 
 2014 ). However, here we face a chicken and egg problem. The regimes of 
the independent Baltic states before the Soviet occupation had not been 
democratic, and they all had drifted towards more or less authoritarian 
regimes by the beginning of the Second World War (Kasekamp  2010 ). 
During the Soviet occupation the countries existed under an oppressive 
regime, so that democratic transition after its dissolution was not neces-
sarily a self-fulfi lling prophecy. More importantly, a striving to be pro-
tected by NATO and to be fi nancially supported by the EU has been a 
powerful incentive for the local governments to liberalize their regimes 
and economies (Kramer  2012 ). Consequently, it is often said that the fate 
of the post-Soviet Baltic states was determined not by their ruling elites, 
but by the very fact of their proximity to the EU and its spillover effects 
(Kapustans  1998 ; Muiznieks et  al.  2013 ; Sumilo  2006 ; Stead  2013 ). 
Certainly, the prospect of EU admission has strongly infl uenced policies 
in these countries. However, I would argue that the EU spillover effects 
affected primarily the domestic policies of individual governments rather 
than their ability and willingness to cooperate with each other and voice 
shared demands. Moreover, domestic policies of the three countries dif-
fered dramatically in regard to individual issues like accommodation and 
language policy towards local Russian speakers (Van Elsuwege  2004 ; 
Muiznieks et al.  2013 ). Last but not least, the “mental borders” within the 
EU, that is, the differences between the Baltic and other East European 
countries on the one hand and the Western and Southern EU members 
on the other, are not negligible. They became quite obvious, for example, 
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during the Ukrainian crisis. The Central European members and the three 
Baltic States in the fi rst place have been pushing extremely hard for sanc-
tions and favoured a very harsh policy towards Russia. This emphasized 
once again not only their distancing from Russia but also the dramatic dif-
ferences in perceptions of space and borders between the Baltic countries 
on the one hand and the old EU member states on the other (Aalto et al. 
 2003 ; Kaza  2014 ). In addition to that, one could argue that Central Asia 
also had a strong integration nucleus, namely Russia, as almost all of the 
countries of the region had joined the CIS in 1991. 

 In Central Asia, on the other hand, there was no incentive for liberaliza-
tion, and ruling elites had no motivation to share the power. This brought 
the countries into an “authoritarian tailspin”: the authoritarian rulers 
were so protective of their regimes that they were not willing to open up 
their countries even to their neighbouring illiberal regimes (Allison  2008 ; 
Collins  2009 ; Moylan  2013 ). A string of this pattern of argumentation 
explains why Central Asian regimes have agreed to establish many regional 
organizations but have never been willing to implement the agreed upon 
integration measures. Allison ( 2008 ) sees these integration attempts as 
“protective” integration. According to him, the EEU, CSTO and SCO 
are supposed to reinforce the domestic regime’s security and protect indi-
vidual countries and the whole region from “external agendas of good 
governance or democracy promotion” (Allison  2008 , 185). This, how-
ever, does not explain why authoritarian regimes in the region are reluc-
tant to cooperate even with fellow autocracies and why the overlap in 
terms of participating countries is so small among the integration projects. 

 However, the argument about the role of the EU in region formation 
in the Baltics is not completely irrelevant. According to Kazancev, the 
EU is good at forging national identity, imposing particular perceptions, 
while there was no such power in Central Asia and therefore its states lack 
any shared identity (Kazancev  2008 , 41). If we suggest that the EU did 
not impose, but rather offered, the Baltic states a particular pattern of 
postcolonial nation- and state-building, while there was no such “one size 
fi ts all” offer in Central Asia, this would partially explain the differences 
in region formation. Nation-building, i.e., a set of symbols, narratives 
and values promoted in the society as such, is a kind of informal institu-
tion that can bring states together or separate them. Therefore, diverse 
identities can create additional borders in what is perceived as a region 
(Kazancev  2008 , 23). 
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 This also explains why different security situations cannot be viewed as 
independent factors reducing or enhancing cooperation in a region. The 
threats can be real or imagined, and the geopolitical reality, as suggested 
by critical geopolitics, is not given but constructed and “imagined” fi rst, 
before it becomes political reality. One of the most signifi cant differences 
between the regions under consideration is that the Baltic states coher-
ently accepted a Western identity, perceived Russia as the major external 
threat and therefore sought to join NATO. At the same time Central Asian 
countries were using divergent narratives for their post-Soviet identities, 
which often implied that neighbouring states would be perceived as ene-
mies or challengers, an approach that naturally impeded regional coopera-
tion. These identities were fostered—just like in the Baltic states—under 
external infl uences with different countries active in the region offering 
different narratives and patterns of interaction. Moreover, in contrast to 
the Baltic region, where Western infl uence has been coherent from inde-
pendence up until today, in Central Asia external actors would come and 
go, making geopolitical narratives even less stable. Below, I focus on the 
post-Soviet state- and nation-building in the Baltic states and Central Asia 
and give an overview of how the respective governments dealt with real 
and artifi cial borders during the state- and nation-building processes.  

   NATION-BUILDING PATTERNS IN THE BALTIC 
AND CENTRAL ASIAN REGIONS 

   The Baltics 

 Nation- and state-building in the Baltic states has been split into three 
periods— the one from independence after the Russian Revolution till 
the Soviet occupation, the one during the Soviet occupation, and the 
one after the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Due to the shared experi-
ences of occupation and attempts to break free during World War II, the 
governments of the three countries were willing to develop joint policies 
(Annus  2012 ). After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the emigrants 
who had fl ed from the Soviets and their descendants came back. Many 
of them constituted the new national elites, and their shared experiences 
and understanding of the history also facilitated cooperation between the 
newly independent states (Gaponenko  2013 ). Due to the shared expe-
riences of emigration and exile, a very important mental border, which 
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often exists between neighbouring countries—a division into “our” and 
“their” history—never emerged in the Baltics. As they all emphasized 
the distance between themselves and the former occupant, they all had 
a common perception of their nations as being eminently European and 
therefore of shared identities and self-perceptions as nation-states. The 
experience of Soviet occupation rather caused a different understanding of 
history between the Baltic and East European states, on the one hand, and 
Western Europe, on the other. While for the West Europeans the experi-
ence of fascist and Nazi regimes was the major tragedy of the twentieth 
century, the East Europeans considered the Soviet regime to be the major 
criminal of the century. It took the Europeans almost a decade and much 
hard debate to bridge this gap and agree on a common commemoration 
day, that being August 23—“Europe-wide Day of Remembrance for the 
victims of all totalitarian and authoritarian regimes” (Waehrens  2014 ). 

 This has important consequences for national borders. The borders 
between the Baltic states were settled before the Soviet occupation, and 
there have been no changes since the independence. The Soviet Union 
did not change borders within the region (with the exception of the 
Lithuanian–Polish border). This drew the focus in bi- and multilateral 
relations away from border delimitation to cooperation and shared inter-
ests. The borders with the former occupant, on the opposite, were of 
crucial symbolic and political importance. Border delimitation between 
Russia and Latvia was settled only in 2007 after more than 15 years of 
negotiations. An even more complicated case is the Russian–Estonian bor-
der dispute, which has yet to be resolved. During ratifi cation in 2005, the 
Estonian parliament adjusted the text with references to the Tartu Peace 
Treaty of 1920, which could have been later used by the Estonian side in 
order to claim a change of border. Negotiations were reopened and the 
new text fi nalized in 2014. The agreement was fi nally signed and brought 
into the Russian parliament for ratifi cation in the spring of 2015, where 
it still now is. In 2015 Estonian government announced a plan to build a 
wall on Estonian–Russian border (Ekho Moskvy  2015 ). 

 Another important unifying factor for the three countries was a large 
Russian-speaking population. All the three countries had (and still have) 
not only external borders but also internal, societal ones. With large 
Russian-speaking populations remaining on their territories after the dis-
solution of the Soviet Union, all three countries perceived the new multi- 
ethnic nature of their societies as a signifi cant challenge. National policies 
varied from simply ignoring Russian speakers to encroaching on their 
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rights. The focus on those domestic borders between “own” and “alien” 
population has been a powerful source of common identity for Estonia, 
Latvia and Lithuania (Van Elsuwege  2004 ; Muiznieks et al.  2013 ; Smith 
 2011 ). 

 Yet another factor demonstrating that the spillover effects from the EU 
have been important, but not crucial, for Baltic regionalization is that 
the Baltic countries have been successful not only in joining the biggest 
integration projects and military blocs like NATO and the EU, but they 
have also established close and solid ties with countries in their immediate 
surroundings, working intensively within the framework of various Baltic 
regional initiatives (e.g., Baltic Council). Interestingly, here the role of 
external “enemy” has been as important as the consolidating impact of 
the “friend”, the EU. While Brussels has been developing different forms 
of Nordic cooperation, in the fi rst place the Northern Dimension (ND), 
the three former Soviet Republics have been reluctant to accept this idea, 
as this concept introduced a more obscure perception of the EU–Russian 
borders and was more inclusive towards Russia, and was not in line with 
the more modern, sovereignty-focused perceptions of borders and identi-
ties applied in the Baltic countries (Aalto et al.  2003 , 12).  

   Central Asia 

 Right after the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the Central Asian states 
had an understanding of the urgency to cooperate; however, the prior-
ity for the ruling elites has been to establish and protect their individ-
ual regimes, not a shared economic or political space (Delovarova et al. 
 2013 ). In contrast to the case of the Baltic states, the post-Soviet state- 
and nation-building processes in Central Asia have shifted the emphasis 
from regional cooperation to seeing neighbours as the major danger to 
their own sovereignty. Most of the time, as mentioned above, the authori-
tarian nature of the Central Asian regimes is blamed for this. I would, 
however, rather stress that it was fi rst of all the variation in regime types 
that created additional borders within the region. While all three Baltic 
states have chosen the same EU-integration path and therefore the same 
regime type, the variety of regimes within Central Asia is much bigger. 
This is why comparatively more liberal Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan have 
been more eager to cooperate, while the totalitarian Turkmenistan and 
Uzbekistan have extremely little interest in cooperating with their neigh-
bours, which hindered a comprehensive solution for the region. 
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 The fi ve Central Asian countries have a twisted history of nation- 
building. The Soviet regime invested a vast amount of resources into cre-
ating “national” histories of each of the fi ve states, none of which had 
ever existed within the current borders before the introduction of the 
Soviet rule in 1924 (Bustanov  2015 ). Unexpectedly acquired indepen-
dence in 1991 confronted the national governments with a hard question 
of how to frame the post-Soviet identities, which narratives to refer to, 
and how to evaluate the Soviet past. Like in the Baltics, the fi ve Central 
Asian republics used the language of modernity for their nation-building 
with a strong focus on formation and development of a nation-state with 
a strong nationalistic rhetoric (Allison  2008 , 187). The task of creating 
sovereign states with national symbols, heroes and histories had been to a 
major extent completed by the delimitation of the national borders, writ-
ing of the “national” histories and categorization of national languages by 
the late 1960s by Soviet (predominantly ethnically Russian) historians and 
anthropologists (Bustanov  2015 ). By the time the Soviet Union ceased to 
exist, national ethnic elites had already emerged and developed an interest 
in retaining the power of their clans, so that creation of a common regional 
identity was perceived by them as an existential threat. Personal relations 
between individual leaders were of vital importance in the region, and 
they have not been too warm most of the time. For example, Kazakhstan 
President Nazarbayev’s fi rst visit to neighbouring Uzbekistan, which has 
been ruled by President Karimov from its independence on, took place in 
March 2006—15 years after the two states became independent. 

 Additionally, the Central Asian countries have been exposed to dif-
ferent external infl uences on their nation-building strategies and have 
been trying to use integration concepts as vehicles to reduce each other’s 
infl uence in the region (Allison  2008 , 193). While the Baltic states had a 
shared European identity, which they were able to tune into, the Central 
Asian states had no such opportunity and were torn apart by pan-Turkism, 
pan-Iranism, post-Soviet identity and a multitude of other norms. In the 
last decade China has joined the list of the major external actors in the 
region. The infrastructural projects within the framework of “One Belt, 
One Road” can be implemented only in cooperation with all of the coun-
tries in the region. However, whether this cooperation will or will not 
foster shared identity cannot be predicted yet. 

 The nation-building concept based on ethnicity and the notion of the 
nation-state is something the Baltics and Central Asia have in common. 
However, what differs is the notion of the “other”, the nature of the real 
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and imagined borders between the nations. While in the Baltics, Russia 
and the local Russian speakers have been perceived as the “others”, there 
has been no such “shared” enemy for the Central Asian countries. The 
Russian-speaking population in the region was numerous as well, but it 
shrunk dramatically during the fi rst years after independence, and it keeps 
shrinking. The emphasis was put on the “otherness” of different ethnici-
ties and in some cases, religions within the region, as was the case with the 
Isma’ilis in Tajikistan. 

 Central Asian states, opposite to the Baltics, had to bridge the secu-
lar and religious identities, that is, to secure peaceful co-existence of the 
Muslim and post-Soviet mentalities. While choosing how exactly national 
and religious identities could be brought together, they were inspired by 
the models offered by Turkey, Russia, EU and US, Iran, and by Asian 
external actors active in the region, such as Japan and India—those mod-
els being pan-Turkism, Eurasianism, democratization and pan-Asianism, 
respectively (Kazancev  2008 , 79–108). None of these patterns has been, 
however, accepted completely. All of the leaders used democratic rhetoric 
in their speeches and their legislation, but none of the countries has ever 
managed to become anything but “partially free” according to the “free-
dom of the world” index (Freedom House  2016 ). Tajikistan was receiving 
massive aid from Iran, and in the early years even the Aryan origin of the 
Tajiks was highlighted (Kalishevskij  2013 ; Bushuev  2006 ). As a conse-
quence of the civil war, political and “popular” Islam became a much 
more important source of national identity than occurred in the case of 
other Central Asian states (Kalishevskij  2013 ). Uzbekistan, conversely, 
adopted a strictly secular nation-building strategy with multiple references 
to the Turkic origins of its language and culture, stressed the “originally 
Uzbek” nature of Samarkand and Bukhara (both cities were claimed by 
Tajikistan), and cooperated with Turkey as the “cultural brother”, even if 
to a limited extent. Just like for Tajik state, the role of Aryan and Samanid 
heroes has been important: in Uzbekistan the Amir Timur was levelled 
up to a national hero—indicating a trend of referring to ancient history, 
which was completely absent in post-Soviet state- and nation-building in 
the Baltics (Mavashev  2014 ). Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan both had less 
ideologically loaded nation-building patterns, with Islam being less impor-
tant. However, in Kyrgyzstan the national epic Manas was turned into a 
powerful instrument of forging a shared identity. After the revolution, the 
Kyrgyz government tried to depart from a national identity that focused 
on ethnicity and to create a more civic understanding of the Kyrgyz nation 
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(Kalishevskij  2013 ). By that time the myth of former national glory had, 
however, already had an impact: during the riots in the city of Osh in the 
South-West of the country, ethnic Kyrgyz killed and wounded up to 3000 
Uzbeks (Safarov  2010 ). 

 The imagined borders in the minds of people living in the region have 
been reinforced by the design and protection of the real borders on the 
ground. According to the theory of regionalism, one of the major reasons 
for creating regional integration blocs is the need to manage security issues 
and intraregional tensions. The very strategy of nation-building in Central 
Asia, however, with its emphasis on “national” and not regional identity, 
caused those security issues in Central Asia. Especially, Uzbekistan and 
Turkmenistan were eager to seal the borders and the Uzbek-Tajik and 
Uzbek-Kyrgyz borders have witnessed multiple border confl icts. 

 However, since 2002 security cooperation in the areas of intelligence 
sharing, military training and cooperation, joint exercises and military 
modernization has grown due to the growth of the external threat of 
Islamist terrorism, which leaves some hope for more integration in the 
region in the long run (Collins  2009 , 257–260).   

    CONCLUSION 

 The differences in the bilateral relations within the two parts of the former 
Soviet Union—the Baltic states and the Central Asian countries—could 
not have been greater. While the Baltic states started cooperating with 
each other from the moment they became independent, the Central Asian 
countries demonstrated a very limited willingness to fi nd shared interests 
and pursue them. They have entered a wide variety of organizations, none 
of which gained any signifi cant infl uence in the region or brought any 
signifi cant improvement to the lives of the local populations. The borders 
between the fi ve republics remain sealed, trade limited and mutual mis-
trust enormous. 

 There is no perfect answer to the question of why developments in the 
two regions have been so different, as the initial situations have differed 
dramatically as well. One argument, which brings more or less together 
all the other ones, is that the state- and nation-building strategies of the 
countries in the two regions have been very different from the moment 
they gained independence. While in the Baltics the European integra-
tion project (the EU) was the single major partner and also role model 
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in terms of values and norms to be dispersed in the society, the Central 
Asian states have been exposed to a wide range of such models. Different 
neighbouring countries were offering the fi ve republics their models of 
state- and nation-building. None of them, however, had a “one size fi ts 
all” approach to offer, as they were addressing not the whole region, but 
only individual, culturally closer countries. 

 Another important aspect is the role of “the other” in nation- 
building. In the Baltics, which experienced independence and where 
people had identifi ed themselves strongly with the respective states by 
the time they were occupied by the Soviet Union, the shared “others” 
were Russia and their own Russian-speaking population. This provided 
the governments and the societies an important unifying factor, as this 
was a problem shared by all the three countries. In the Central Asian 
countries, nation-building processes began during Soviet rule and went 
on after its dissolution. The Soviet state-building in the region left 
many questions unanswered and many demands unsatisfi ed, so that 
“the other” or even “the enemy” would be found right across the 
border most of the time. Multiple border confl icts, water management 
diffi culties and ethnic and religious tensions made effi cient regional 
cooperation impossible. 

 The question remains open, Can the success story of cooperation and 
integration, experienced by the Baltic countries could somehow be used 
for the Central Asian region? The Baltic states were unifi ed with the help 
of an external “friend” (EU) and “enemy” (Russia). At the moment 
there are no such actors for Central Asia. One of the actors active in 
the region who might play one of these roles is China. At the moment, 
Beijing is supportive of the existing regimes and acts in the region accord-
ing to the “Chinese compromise”: no pressure on the governments, no 
urge to reform and no immediate demands—only a “win–win” coop-
eration. Allison states that the Central Asian regimes have been more 
willing to cooperate in the twenty-fi rst century as the pressure on their 
authoritarian regimes to provide security has been rising. China with its 
transborder projects like “One Belt, One Road” might also be inter-
ested in smoother relations between neighbours and more open borders 
in the long run. However, prospects for a sustainable, value-oriented 
cooperation and integration, based on shared willingness to abandon at 
least some sovereignty in order to achieve prosperity for the region as a 
whole, remain limited.     
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 Shaping the Estonian: National Identity 
in Films, Arts and Song                     

     Alexandra     Yatsyk   

        INTRODUCTION 
 The chapter seeks to uncover how Estonia after the 1990s defi nes itself 
through fi lms, contemporary art and the Song and Dance Festival. I par-
ticularly focus on these three spheres of national cultural production as 
containing different but meaningful narratives of Estonianness, created 
within society and by discourses that are both hegemonic and critical. 
Arguably, none of the areas is homogeneous, and they have been trans-
formed in the past two decades. What is more or less common in these 
understandings of the nature of Estonian nationalism is the grounding in 
the experience of “triple colonisation” (Baltic German, Tsarist Russian, 
and Soviet) (Peiker  2016 , 114). It is a variety of interpretations of the 
Soviet past that continues to be an unalterable “stumbling stone” for both 
hegemonic and critical discourses, uncovering their inner ruptures and 
challenging their consistency. 

 Being a small borderland country located at the crossroads of cul-
tural, religious, geographic and civilizational fl ows, Estonia unavoidably 
depends on its neighbours, fi rst of all the EU and Russia. In the light of 
the rising neo-imperial ambitions of the latter and due to a  signifi cant 



part of Estonia’s Russian-speaking population sympathizing with the 
idea of a “great Russia”, able to protect its compatriots living abroad, the 
issue of “inner aliens with grey passports” as well as the reinterpretation 
of Estonia’s Soviet past, are rearticulated both politically and artistically. 
Against this background, the discussion about the place of Estonia in the 
European family—among the group of “new Europeans” (Mälksoo  2013 ) 
or “proper”/“anti-Greece” “Europeans” (Repeckaite  2015 ) fi nds its new 
reading in debates on the refugee crisis as exemplifi ed by criticism of the 
EU policies within the Estonian political class and new shifts in discussions 
on the Estonian Russian-speaking population (Ranks  2015 ; Russkiy Mir 
 2016 ; Ino.tv  2015 ). 

 In this chapter I demonstrate a variety of strategies of identity-making 
in Estonian art discourse aimed at discursively shaping political identities 
through stabilizing or contesting key meanings ascribed to the political 
community in the making. The Estonian Song and Dance festival as a social 
phenomenon was, undoubtedly, one of the most powerful tools for national 
identity-making during Estonia’s occupation by Tsarist Russia, Germany 
and the USSR, as well as during the struggle for independence. The famous 
“Singing Revolution” of 1988 and the “Baltic chain” of 1989 demonstrated 
the political power of peaceful performative actions of mass social mobili-
zation that presaged the collapse of the Soviet system. National opinion 
surveys (see Lauristin and Vihalemm  2014 ) as well as our own research on 
this topic (see Makarychev and Yatsyk  2016 ) revealed the deep emotional 
involvement of Estonians in the national celebration. Statistically, the share 
of performers and spectators in the three most recent major Song and Dance 
festivals in a country of 1.3 million is steadily growing. It was 100,000 in 
2004; 200,000 in 2009; and about 160,000 in 2014 (Estonia.eu  2016 ; To 
Breath as One  2009 ; Laulapidu2014  2015 ). By comparison, in Latvia with 
2 million inhabitants there were 40,000 performers and between 150,000 
and 200,000 visitors to the 2013 Song and Dance Festival (Dziesmusvetki.
tv  2015 ). In Lithuania with a population of 3 million, the 2014 Song and 
Dance festival brought together 37,000 singers and dancers, and 50,000 
visitors (Dainusvente.lt  2015 ). Top Estonian offi cials and foreign leaders 
repeatedly emphasized the great importance of the event as one of the pillars 
of Estonian nationhood.  1   Against this backdrop, the discourse of Laulupidu 
(the Estonian Song and Dance Festival) can be considered an eloquent exam-
ple of the hegemonic rhetoric of Estonian nation-building. As seen through 
this prism, the question of whether Russian songs should be included in the 
repertoire of the event seems to be a marginal but inalienable element of the 
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debates on national identity since independence. Remarkably, not only pro-
Russian groups in Estonia but also Estonian national cultural elites raised 
this issue (see more Makarychev and Yatsyk  2016 ). 

 Estonian fi lms might be dubbed another playground for representing 
national identity. As one scholar notes, being supported fi nancially mostly 
by national foundations, the fi lm industry in Estonia was aimed origi-
nally at a domestic audience, but it has evolved to be a cultural instru-
ment transmitting the image of the country eager to relinquish its Soviet 
legacy (Laaniste  2011 , 140). As the domestic success of fi lms issued in 
2014 and 2015—“1944” (dir. by Elmo Nüganen), “In the Crosswind” 
(dir. by Martti Helde) and “The Fencer” (dir. by Klaus Härö)—demon-
strated, World War II and Soviet totalitarianism are highly sensitive topics 
in Estonian identity narratives. This can be illustrated by several debates in 
contemporary Estonia in recent years. It was particularly seen in the Polish 
exhibition on the Holocaust in the Tartu Art Museum in the summer of 
2015, which triggered a sharply negative reaction from those who consid-
ered it sacrilege and irreverence to the Holocaust victims (Fomina  2015 ). 
Works of young artists such as Kristina Norman and Tatjana Muravskaja 
seem to be less provocative, but they also focused on issues of memory and 
nationalism in the Estonian and wider European contexts. 

 The chapter is structured as follows. In the fi rst part, I introduce my 
research optics, based on the idea of the suture, a key theoretical ground 
of this edited volume (see more in Chap.    1     , Introduction: The Baltic Sea 
Region—Scars, Seams and Stitches). The second section addresses the 
Estonian Song and Dance Festival and national debates on the “Russian 
question”, which I analyze based on my research of the XXVI 2014 Song 
and Dance Festival. This research comprises 25 in-depth interviews with 
experts, singers, artists and managers from Tallinn, Tartu and Narva who 
participated in the event, as well as discourse analysis of Estonian media on 
the topic (in Russian and English).  2   The third section is devoted to repre-
sentations of the Russophone population in contemporary art and fi lm, with 
a particular emphasis on the issues of Estonian war memories and Russians 
as “inner migrants” in the light of the recent refugee crisis in Europe.  

   POST-COLONIAL SELF-DESCRIPTION 
 Estonia’s self-refl ection in post-colonial terms does not belong to the 
sphere of mainstream discourse, but exists as a language of self- description 
in both academia and a cultural milieu. A special issue edited by Epp 
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Annus in 2016 titled “A Postcolonial View on Soviet Era Baltic Cultures” 
(Annus  2016 ), as well as a number of other recent works (Annus  2012 ; 
Dovydaityte  2012 ; Laaniste  2011 ; Kelertas  2006 ) open some room for 
discussion on this vein. In this chapter I would like to follow this dis-
course and—due to the excessively wide understanding of the concept of 
the post-colonial—to apply it to studying the phenomena of a local self- 
description (Beissinger  2006 ). Thus, I intend to look at cultural represen-
tations of contemporary Estonian identities as products of post-colonial 
feelings and thinking of Estonian producers, intellectuals, artists, politi-
cians and civil activists. 

 The application of post-colonial concepts basically boils down to identi-
fying the Baltic states as parts of a European civilization, and Russia as the 
oriental “Other”, while conceptualizing the “USSR as an empire equiv-
alent to the capitalist empires of Western Europe” (Dovydaityte  2012 , 
97). For Annus, the Baltic states had more experience with Soviet military 
occupation than with colonization. The colonizer is mostly portrayed, at 
least in Western discourse, as an agent of enlightenment, while the role of 
an occupant presumes violent sway over the territory (Annus  2012 ). Yet, 
Kapper emphasizes a widespread adjustment to colonial interventions in 
terms of a rhetoric of enlightenment (Kapper  2016 , 98). In Annus’ later 
works she acknowledges that “the Soviet period in the Baltic states can 
be characterized as a colonial situation, wherein colonial strategies were 
deployed. So one might say that the ‘occupation’ of the Baltic states by a 
foreign power (the Soviet Union) was followed by the gradual institution 
of a colonial matrix of power” (Annus  2016 , 2). Valuable for my research 
here are those nodal points of discursive ruptures and possible sutures of 
post-Soviet Estonian identity that scholars marked as essential. 

 To think about present-day Estonia in terms of post-colonial language 
implies emphasizing the situation of symbolic domination brought about 
by the Soviet system, which has echoed in a separation of opposing value 
systems (national Estonian and imperial Russian) in the newly indepen-
dent Estonia. According to Annus, “The “term ‘colonialism’ enables us 
to stress the fact that the regime was, in the Baltic states, forced from the 
outside and brought with it … specifi c ethnic and cultural tensions, related 
to the effort to privilege a non-local cultural tradition” (Annus  2016 , 3). 
This implies the denial of colonizers’ value system and the impossibility 
for mutually understanding each other in the post-colonial period (Annus 
 2012 , 25). This confl ict of two dominant narratives “creates a situation 
where almost any reinforcement of the defi nition of the self (through spe-
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cifi c policies, discursive practices of social rituals) automatically implies a 
negation of other’s constitutive narrative of self, and thus, is perceived as 
a hostile act” (Berg and Ehin  2009 , 9). 

 This perspective reveals an essential and unavoidable civilizational 
and cultural gap that could not be fi lled solely by “choosing only one of 
the ‘truths’” (Norman  2009 ). What might renegotiate this hard binary, 
though, is an attempt to deploy post-colonial academic language in art 
discourses that might reformulate the above mentioned scholarly reading 
of post-colonialism from binary lines of clear-cut distinctions to various 
versions of hybridity. In her study of the history of the Dance Festivals, 
Sille Kapper ( 2016 ) concludes: 

 The new Soviet-style stage dance that has come into being through 
mimicking a colonialist culture now continues its existence, representing 
and reinforcing national feelings of decolonized subjects … The Soviet 
colonial mimicry that came into being as a defi cient reproduction of classi-
cal ballet now continues its ambivalent existence as a manifest of Estonian 
nationality in the minds of many dancers and spectators on one hand and 
as a reminder on Soviet ideals on the other. The colonialism-born hybrid 
dance style has been adopted by the colonized culture and developed into 
a vital and sustainable national tradition.” (102) 

 She identifi es two dominant trends in Estonian culture. Firstly, continu-
ing the “contamination” of traditional folk dancing with elements pro-
moted during the Soviet era; secondly, the search for “genuine” folk dance 
as a reaction to the Soviet colonial heritage (Kapper  2016 , 104). This 
argument reinforces the rethinking of Estonian post-coloniality through 
the prism of experiences of ambivalent hybridity rooted in the Soviet past, 
with its “conformity with colonial power, on the one hand, and still a 
certain portion of national self-pride, on the other. A typically ambivalent 
colonial situation emerged—collaboration combined with resistance in 
different fl uctuating proportions” (Kapper  2016 , 100). In the post-Soviet 
context this hybridity in many respects can be viewed as a peculiar type of 
suturing Estonian identity on the basis of distancing itself from colonial 
times, yet in the meantime engaging with it in different forms. 

 This is precisely my focus in this chapter. The different art practices of 
bridging, linking and suturing as exemplifi ed by discourses (not always 
compatible with hegemonic ones) on Estonian Russophones. In tack-
ling these issues, I analyze the conception of identity as based on cul-
tural representations “of territories and borders” (Rockhill and Watts 
 2009 , 49). Cultural strategies shape national identities by producing 
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differences through cultural practices, public performances, commemo-
rations, celebrations and festivities, and visual imageries (Hemple  2012 , 
4). Constructivist and post-structuralist literatures view these strategies 
as elements of systems of representation, conceptual maps and languages 
of collective expressions. Thus, they are “different ways of organizing, 
clustering, arranging and classifying concepts, and establishing complex 
relations between them” (Hall  1997 , 17). Politics of representation are 
viewed as “the way meaning can be struggled over, and whether a par-
ticular regime of representation can be challenged, contested and trans-
formed” (Hall  1997 , 8). 

 Another concept used in this chapter is the idea of the  suture , as it appears 
in post-structuralist literature with some analogies in cultural semiotics. To 
quote Slavoj Žižek, the term “suture” means that “self-enclosure is  a priori  
impossible, that the excluded externality always leaves its traces within” 
(Žižek  2001 , 58). Suture denotes “a mode in which the exterior is inscribed 
in the interior” to the point of erasing substantial differences and form-
ing “a consistent, naturalised, organic whole” (Žižek  2001 , 58). Several 
academic works address the issue of ways of suturing the Estonian political 
community in post-colonial frameworks (Kapper  2016 ; Hanovs  2016 ). 

 In a Lacanian sense, suture as a concept is applicable to situations in 
which fragmentation and dispersal in a semantic fi eld result from a lack 
of, or an understanding of, a missing chain in the process of signifi cation. 
Concomitantly, this lack (or emptiness) is fi lled or compensated through 
borrowing meanings from different semiotic fi elds, with the intention 
of stabilizing the discourse. Stabilization can be achieved on the basis of 
ideological closure, with all external elements ousted and obliterated, so 
that the semantic “fi eld is neatly ‘sown up’, and perceived as a seamless 
continuity” (Žižek  2012 , 155). As a result, one single subject centralizes 
the fi eld and “appears to dominate and run the process” (Žižek  2012 , 
155). Gaps and ruptures are obliterated, and the semantic fi eld appears “as 
a naturalized organic whole” (Žižek  2012 , 157).  

   “TO BREATHE AS ONE”  3  : SINGING NATIONALISM 
THROUGH THE “RUSSIAN QUESTION” 

 The questions of how a substantial part of Estonia’s population could be 
culturally represented on the national level and whether Russian songs 
might be included in the repertoire of  Laulupidu  has remained a topic 
of contestation during all 25 years of Estonian independence. Discourse 

202 A. YATSYK



analysis of local Russian media  4   suggests that in many aspects discussions 
on the topic were for years marginal and usually not taken seriously in 
mainstream discourse. However, in 2007 on the wave of the Bronze 
Soldier confl ict, the national authorities made an effort to integrate ethnic 
Russians into the cultural frame of the national Song and Dance Festival. 
These attempts included Russian language coverage of the Festival and 
a lottery with 5000 travel grants for Estonian Russian speakers to visit 
the National Youth Festival, the second most important festival after the 
nation-wide  Laulupidu . At that time the Estonian Minister of Education 
claimed that the participation of Russians in this singing performance is 
a way “to feel yourself part of your country” (Rus.delfi .ee  2007a ). The 
mayor of Tallinn and leader of the Centrist Party Edgar Savisaar pointed 
to the unifying function of the Song and Dance Festival for the whole 
country (Rus.delfi .ee  2011 ), in the meantime complaining that “the Song 
Festival ‘Time to Pay Attention’ fell short of its title, since the organiz-
ers disregarded the Russian speakers of Estonia” (Rus.delfi .ee  2008 ). On 
the contrary, the ex-minister and vice-speaker of the Estonian parliament, 
the  Riigikogu , Laine Randjärv questioned the possibility of including a 
mixed Russian-Estonian choir in the Laulupidu programme, emphasizing 
the difference between Soviet times and the current cultural situation in 
Estonia that allows different communities in the country to have “differ-
ent song festivals” (Kornysheva  2011a ). 

 The Song and Dance Festival held in 2014 in Tallinn rekindled these 
debates. The rector of the Estonian Art Academy, Signe Kivi, claimed: “it 
was sad that yesterday I did not see performers in Russian national cos-
tumes next to us” (Rus.delfi .ee  2014a ,  b ). Other high-ranking Estonian 
speakers, such as the art director of the XXVI Song and Dance Festival, 
Hirvo Surva, and the director of the Foundation of the Song and Dance 
Festival, Aet Maatee, were ambivalent on the issue. On the one hand, they 
were open to the idea of including Russian pieces in the repertoire; yet, on 
the other hand, they assumed that “as soon as it comes to traditions, one 
should go ahead without damaging them” (Rus.delfi .ee  2014a ). Some of 
our experts also shared the idea that Russian songs could be included into 
the  Laulupidu’s  repertoire since this might contribute to a decrease in ten-
sions between ethnic Estonians and Russian speakers. Others emphasized, 
“It is important to understand what kind of Russians we are talking about. 
Are they Russians who speak Estonian or are they Russian speakers? It 
could be discussed. If a composer is Estonian who writes music in Russian 
it could be doable.”  5   
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 Experts from the XXVI Song and Dance Festival PR and managerial 
team noted that it was very important to popularize the Festival among 
Russian speakers in Estonia. The translation of information into Russian 
on the Festival’s offi cial website and a special PR programme for Russian 
language media are examples of this policy. Yet as a PR manager of the 
Festival pointed out, “we understand that communication with the 
Western and Russian media has to be different … We didn’t think that 
Russia should be addressed with messages about the independence move-
ment or the ‘singing revolution’”.  6   

 However, in our interviews the criticism of a more inclusive model for 
the Song Festivals was quite strong. Some of the organizers of the 2014 
 Laulupidu  noted that it should not “mix” the celebration and “daily poli-
cies”, since “if we try to put [Russian songs] there only once and don’t do 
anything else to win Russians’ hearts and minds in Estonia, then I think 
we are going the wrong way. We can’t … cure problems over there in a 
couple of days.”  7   

 Others were even more sceptical, assuming that the question of whether 
the Russian language could be used is not essential since people in Estonia 
have many opportunities for their “cultural expression”: “Estonia makes 
headway towards building a multinational state, a growing percentage of 
ethnic Russians have become citizens of Estonia. But Song Festivals are 
not meant for state-building representations”.  8   

 Other experts also exposed a similar self-refl ection, based on the strong 
antagonisms between the culture of the Estonian-speaking community 
and the Russian one, which resembled the situation of the Soviet colo-
nization. Thus, it is an identity gap, often formulated in cultural or even 
civilizational terms, that divides the Estonian majority and the Russian 
speaking minority: “This festival is for Estonians. Russians do not belong 
there … All that leads to integration undoubtedly has its merits, but we 
feel ourselves to be at the margins” (Kornysheva  2011b ). A high social 
and professional status and fl uency in the Estonian language can so far 
barely bridge this gap (Karaev  2014 ). 

 Our interviews revealed the resilience of Soviet cultural practices, which 
over two decades since the collapse of the USSR still remain a key refer-
ence point and dominant cultural frame for a signifi cant number of Russian 
speakers (Kornysheva 2008). In this type of discourse the Kremlin’s ver-
sion of history fi nds fertile ground, from the denial of the Soviet occu-
pation of Estonia (Simonian  2011 ) to the questioning of the legality of 
Estonia’s secession from the Soviet Union: “Many came here because they 
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were incited to raise industry [in Estonia] from scratch, not because they 
wanted to occupy someone’s place … then suddenly these people were 
pushed out of their jobs and deprived of any respect. This is how the wind 
of freedom blew—as if they [Estonians] didn’t have freedom before.”  9   

 In their discourse local Russian-speaking residents did not distance 
themselves from Soviet times, but on the contrary, they gladly associated 
themselves with it: 

 The “Baltiyets” factory in Soviet times was known all across the coun-
try … People from all of Estonia came to share our experience … We were 
able to take children in groups to Moscow to see the Bolshoi Theatre 
… And there were funds for all this … When  Komsomol   10   was in charge, 
everything was easier … Yet, then Estonia seceded … Estonians fi rst didn’t 
know themselves what to do with their freedom. They asked for economic 
autonomy, but Yeltsin gave them freedom.”  11   

 This phenomenal combination of Soviet cultural stereotypes and his-
torical dilettantism contravenes one of the core arguments in Russia’s 
mainstream discourse on Russia being a victim of the Soviet regime to the 
same extent as other Soviet republics (Nikitina  2014 ). A signifi cant num-
ber of Russian speakers in Estonia prefer to look at the post-war period as 
an era of industrialization rather than colonization. They expose a surpris-
ing insensitivity to Estonian concerns about the erosion of the Estonian 
majority during the Soviet period (Person  2014 , 14). They deny the objec-
tive factors that ultimately led to the decomposition of the Soviet Union, 
and don’t see a reason to regret the mass deportations, Russifi cation and 
subjugation to Moscow’s rule, which all constitute a major pivot of the 
Estonian national narrative. 

   Suturing Through a Different Singing: The Slavic Wreath 

 The  Slavic Wreath  ( Slyaviansky Venok ) cultural project is an example of an 
alternative festivalization based on ethnic grounds. It might be considered 
an example of suturing a different Estonian cultural space through bor-
rowing and resignifying social practices traditional to Estonian culture, 
yet also relying on traditions of Russian singing festivals held in 1937 and 
1939 in Narva and Pechiory (Rus.delfi .ee  2015b ). 

  Laulupidu  and  Slavic Wreath  therefore are two different cultural spaces 
that exist independently of one another and epitomize two distinct cul-
tural traditions. In the meantime, from the Estonian viewpoint, the very 
existence of a regular Russian-language cultural event is a practical means 
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to incorporate Russian culture into a wider Estonian identity (Stolitsa.
ee  2015 ). Among supporters of this festival are several Estonian munici-
pal organizations and foundations like “ Eesti Kultuurkapital ” (Kolobova 
 2008 ). 

 Our interviews with Russian-speaking locals from the Estonian town 
of Narva quite clearly indicated this integrationist discourse: “We are con-
nected to the whole Estonia … We hold joint contests, festivals. All doors 
are open to us.”  12   As pointed out by a director of a musical school in Narva, 
“The strength of the Narva musical school is the aggregation of post- 
Soviet cultures and our positioning between St. Petersburg and Tallinn. 
Mutual fertilization and hybridity is the key advantage.”  13   Yet hopes for 
direct support from Russia are scarce (“Moscow lacks forces to tackle its 
own domestic troubles”), which leads Russian speakers to deny any pos-
sible politicization of identity cleavages: “There is talk about some kind of 
‘fi fth column’, allegedly made of Russians living beyond Russia. Some say 
they are capable of making unfriendly moves towards countries of their 
residence. Simply come to the  Slavic Wreath  and see: these people are 
unable to betray or do nasty things, I am convinced ”  (Turpakova  2009 ). 

 Arguably, the deeper integration of Russian speakers into Estonian soci-
ety might be conducive to their alienation from Russia, and ultimately this 
raises questions of the practicability of the suturing function. Our infor-
mants have noted that they have not identifi ed themselves with Russia 
despite being originally from there. Some of those who deny communi-
cative or linguistic problems with ethnic Estonians (“when we try to say 
something in Estonian, they say, ‘speak Russian, don’t bother’”)  14   are in 
the meantime less prone to culturally suture the two countries. It is typical 
that assertions about “support from Estonians” and “many rights given to 
us here” are accompanied with scepticism toward sustainable connections 
with Russia. This was epitomized in an interview with a director of a boys’ 
choir in Narva: “Submitting documents for Russian visa is awful, so much 
time consuming and complicated … We would better go to Europe.”  15   

 Organizers of  Slavic Wreath  prefer to publicly avoid political connota-
tions, characterizing this festival as a feast of dance and songs that illumi-
nate “the breadth of soul”, a metaphor that is widely used for describing 
one of the allegedly distinct elements of the Russian mentality. For many 
Russian speakers, not only Slavic Wreath but also Laulupidu boost “the 
comprehension of unity” and consolidation (Kornysheva  2011b ). Yet, 
categories are understood in very different terms by the Estonian major-
ity and the minority of Russian speakers. Unlike the former, the latter 

206 A. YATSYK



thinks about themselves in terms typical for the current Russian logic of 
the mainstream great power narrative, such as an “unforgettable Olympic 
Games or a military parade in Moscow” (Kornysheva  2011c ). The two fes-
tivals differ not only in size ( Laulupidu  is much larger in scope), but also 
in content.  Slavic Wreath  starts with an Orthodox service which not only 
underlines its Russian identity, but also deploys it within the framework 
of the Russia-sponsored conservative discourse in which religious compo-
nents play a major role. The symbolic connection with Moscow is demon-
strated by the raising of the Russian fl ag during the event (Bublik  2011 ). 

 Links to Russia as the most meaningful reference point for the whole 
project stretches far beyond the cultural or linguistic domain. In 2007 the 
organizer of the festival, the  Union of Slavic Educational and Charitable 
Societies , was renamed to become the  Union of Russian Educational and 
Charitable Societies , which was driven by the expectation that the organi-
zation could get funding from the Russian state. “It goes without saying 
that the fi nances provided by the Estonian government are insuffi cient. 
Estonian policy boils down to feeding those who are considered as ‘real 
Estonians’ and sidelining all others”, a former head of the Union con-
tended (Rus.delfi .ee  2007b ). In the meantime, the renaming of the Union 
“does not mean that Ukrainian, Belarusian, Polish and other Slavic groups 
ought to be excluded. Members of the Union are certain that to avoid 
dividing lines we need to conduct a very well-thought policy within the 
organization” (Rus.delfi .ee  2007b ). The neo-imperial momentum of this 
logic is not the renaming from Slavic to Russian as such, but the incom-
pleteness of this semantic suture that betrays a metonymic distortion in 
the fabric of representation. The Union intends to sell in the cultural mar-
ket its newborn Russian identity, yet at the same time maintain in its orbit 
all other Slavic ethnic groups as satellites or junior partners, who have to 
accept the new Russian umbrella as a cultural framework for distinguishing 
non-Estonian minorities from the dominant Estonian cultural majority. 

 The self-reproducing neo-imperial attitudes and sentiments give a clear 
political effect in the case of Ukraine, whose identity, especially after the 
anti-Russian consolidation of Ukrainian society as a reaction to the annex-
ation of Crimea and militant separatism in the Donbas, remains problem-
atic. Therefore, this identity cannot be inscribed into the pan-Slavic cultural 
framework dominated by Russia. A perfect illustration of this ambiguity 
was an incident that occurred in Sillamäe at the 2014  Slavic Wreath  festi-
val. This event was held on the Day of Slavic Writing and Culture, which 
dates back to the canonized brothers Cyril and Methodius. During the 
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parade some viewers were noticed exclaiming, “Glory to Ukraine!” the 
slogan of Ukrainian nationalist groups. A Russian-speaking member of the 
local city council, Oleg Kultaev, appealed to the Estonian media and law 
enforcement agencies to react to this incident, which according to him, 
evoked shock among local Russians, due to the close association of these 
slogans with the “events in Ukraine” (Rus.delfi .ee  2014c ). 

 Indeed, even some of the Russophone population most loyal to the 
Estonian state expressed their approval of Russian policy in Ukraine. A 
respondent made a strong case for the lack of discrimination in Estonia, 
stating, “We as a Russian choir were invited to sing in front of the Estonian 
president — what kind of inequality are you talking about?”  16   Yet, then 
he continued: “It is abnormal that in Ukraine, the Russian language is 
banned … We all watch Russian TV, and see all the hoopla from the other 
[Ukrainian] side.”  17   Paradoxically, this double-edged identity gives many 
ethnic Russians a feeling of security. People feel relatively protected being 
citizens or residents of Estonia, but in the meantime they fi nd it accept-
able to identify themselves with Russia’s policies in Ukraine and even 
welcome some sort of protection from the Russian side. Most Russian 
speakers would intentionally or unwittingly reproduce the basic tenets of 
the Kremlin’s Ukraine discourse and share the perception of Ukraine as an 
artifi cial state with contingent borders. Many would project onto them-
selves the confl ict in eastern Ukraine as a legitimate struggle for Russians 
to speak their own language: “Russian speakers here support the rebels. 
The secession of Crimea is quite normal to us. It all used to be Soviet.”  18   
An incident with the fl ag of the Donetsk People’s Republic in Narva dur-
ing the Victory Day celebration of May 9, 2015 (Rus.delfi .ee  2015a ), was 
reported by local journalists and was perceived to serve as a gesture of 
symbolic solidarity with “Novorossiya”. A local resident, interviewed by 
a journalist, confi rmed pro-Russian sympathies in Narva (Filatov  2015 ). 

 The high resonance of Ukraine-related matters in the cultural discourses 
in Narva and other Russian-populated areas made clear that the emanci-
pation of Russian cultural identity is likely to take neo-imperial forms. 
This unveils a structural problem whose importance stretches far beyond 
Estonia. Due to the geographical dispersal of Russian-speaking communi-
ties across all post-Soviet territory, the revival of a Russian national col-
lective Self inevitably spills over Russian borders. It thus ignites imperial 
sentiments, be they neo-Soviet, civilizational, Eurasianist, biopolitical, or 
a transborder community of Russian speakers solidifi ed by the allegedly 
common norms of religion and socially conservative bonds. This irremov-
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able imperial momentum inscribed in Russian nationalist projects distin-
guishes it from Estonian nationalism aimed at recreating national cultures 
and political institutions and protecting them from obtrusive Russian 
encroachments.   

   THE SACRAL AND THE PROFANE: REPRESENTING 
THE SECOND WORLD WAR 

 Discourse on WWII is another sensitive line of rupture between the 
Estonian- and Russian-speaking communities. As mentioned before, a sig-
nifi cant part of the Russian-speaking community in Estonia shares, to a 
large extent, not only attitudes towards perception of WWII (and a Victory 
Day) as a sacral event, but supports current pro-Kremlin discourse about 
it. An eloquent example of the latter is the celebration of the 70th anni-
versary of the end of WWII in Russia, which had a 7 billion rouble (RBK 
 2015 ) budget allocated for mass media coverage and advertising. Yet, the 
high symbolism of May 9 is accompanied by the shrinking public space for 
debates about the war, with alternative interpretations being emasculated, 
marginalized, or simply prohibited along the lines of well-known totalitar-
ian practices. Archive materials are kept classifi ed, human rights NGOs, 
such as “Memorial”, are declared detrimental to national interests, and 
monuments attesting to crimes committed by the state against its citizens 
during the Stalinist repression vanish from public gaze. 

 The discursive production of war memories and its sacralization become 
a prerogative of the hegemonic state. The only legitimate and accessible 
forms of commemorating the sacrosanct objects for the population are 
affective, such as holy awe, mourning and consternation. Being ousted 
from the sphere of the profane as represented by wartime routine artifacts, 
documentary evidence and oral histories, war memory in Russian society 
is pushed to the domain of the  sacred . Communication with this domain 
from the world of the  profane  is regulated by rigid rituals of commemora-
tion that defi ne loyalty and allegiance to the “authentic” political com-
munity. The ritualization of the St. George ribbon is the most obvious 
example of this. Within the Russian nation-building project, the ideas of 
the “holy war” are meant to consolidate the multinational Russian society. 
Any attempts to contest the hegemonic interpretations and the subse-
quent forms of communicating with the sacral are treated as punishable 
sacrilege. 
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 In Estonia, memories of WWII are equally vivid. Yet, in contrast to 
Russia, Estonian memory policy is about its de-sacralization through 
refl ective, as opposed to affective, transformation of its commemorative 
narratives and rituals. The fi lm “1944” by Elmo Nüganen, released in 
2015, perfectly illustrates this point. Its popularity among more than 
100,000 viewers testifi es to the acceptance of the key idea represented 
in it, namely its focus on the Estonian collective Self as a nation, on its 
own domestic traumas and losses (Rus.err.ee  2015 ). “1944” is an exam-
ple of self-refl ection as the main instrument that prevents slipping into a 
Russian-style patriotism. Nüganen’s movie lacks evocative colours, and 
this is exactly because it is about a war that brought Estonia only the de 
facto loss of national sovereignty and provoked a split within the nation. 
This gives rise to the key question of what to do if you face the challenge 
of choosing one evil out of two, only due to the misfortune of living in a 
period when two gigantic systems clash with one another? 

 The fi lmmaker views Estonian patriotism as a controversial phenom-
enon, a feeling equally experienced by both parts of the divided nation. 
Ultimately, this sentiment is based on love for the motherland. “What are 
you going to do when the Red Army comes?”—a soldier asks his junior 
comrades, only to receive a straightforward answer: “I will kill.” 

 Nüganen formulates his message through the personal stories of two 
heroes who, by the will of history, found themselves on opposing bar-
ricades. The parents of Karl Tammik were deported to Siberia, which 
predefi ned his personal revenge on the Communists. Jüri Jõgi, who we 
presume is a relative of someone who was guilty in the deportation of 
Karl’s parents, kills Karl in a battle, yet he buries him in one grave with 
his fallen comrades. Jüri decides to deliver Karl’s unsent letter to his sister 
Aino, with whom he ultimately falls in love, thus further complicating his 
personal tragedy. To protect Aino from possible repression, Jüri has to 
cooperate with the NKVD,  19   and only afterwards writes a letter to her in 
which he confessed to having killed her brother. 

 Andrey Kuzichkin, an Estonian journalist and actor, rightly claims that 
the fi lm “1944” “managed to articulate a simple message: there are no 
winners in a war which pits one brother against another. One can for 
the sake of political motives re-write history, change pluses to minuses, 
yet one can’t substitute the love of motherland with hate for other peo-
ple” (Kuzichkin  2015 ). This is this civil nature of the war that became 
a momentous element in the construction of Estonian nationhood. The 
war corrupts the society, yet refl ections about the war are conducive to its 
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de-sacralization. The contestation of the sanctity of the war is visible, for 
instance, in the acidic irony that Estonian soldiers in “1944” are afforded 
in ridiculing the portraits of Hitler that they received as awards for military 
service. 

 The other pivotal event for Estonian history was the mass deporta-
tion to Siberia in June 1941. This is represented in “ Risttuules ” (“In the 
Crosswinds”), a 2014 debut fi lm by Martti Helde. Despite its art-house 
style, reminiscent of documentaries, the fi lm was watched by 18,000 
viewers in 2014 and was ranked as the third Estonian fi lm of the year in 
terms of popularity (Boyce  2015 ). It won the Ecumenical Jury Award at 
the 30th edition of the Warsaw Film Festival in 2014, for being “a cin-
ematic requiem … a contemplation of suffering, eternal human dignity 
and hope through an artful combination of pictures, words and music” 
(Kudlác ̌ 2014 ). The fi lm’s refl exive narrative revolves around a question 
of “What is Estonianness?” A peculiar artistic manner of the fi lm, with 
minimal interactivity and endless “frozen” memory impressions looking 
like moving photos, is aimed at facilitating dialogue between viewers and 
the main character, Erna, and with the nation itself. As the director of 
“ Risttuules ” notes, the traumatic experience of the Estonian deportations 
in Soviet times is still important for current national self-awareness, since: 
“It is really hard to fi nd a family who is not attached to the history … 
if you look at what Estonians are doing today, then it is a refl ection of 
what happened. Because we are keeping this topic closely in our hearts.” 
(Kudlác ̌  2014 ) Thus, this kind of memory suturing is accompanied by 
artistic and mental ones. As Helde notes, “I wanted the audience in the 
cinema to feel the same way as people in Siberia felt. I wanted to take away 
the freedom of the audience, so they can’t choose where to look, where 
is the focal point.” (Kudlác ̌ 2014 ) There are other examples of building 
memory bridges that could be observed in the fi lm, through images of 
borders, scenes of singing, maps, and dialogues in letters that are real and 
were written by deported people in prisons and camps. 

 Thus, in one of the episodes, the main protagonist Erna, deported to 
Siberia by train carriage, says: “When I had crossed the Estonian border, 
I heard the bell ring at a church. It was a funeral ring. Then someone in 
our carriage sung the song ‘Estonia, our … courage’ and all joined. It 
was the most powerful chorus, straight from the heart” (Risttuules 2014, 
19.06 min). A spatial metaphor used for depicting Russia as an “enormous 
Other” is visualized by the map of the USSR on the wall of the village in 
Siberia where Erna lived. Elements of a post-colonial representation could 

SHAPING THE ESTONIAN: NATIONAL IDENTITY IN FILMS, ARTS AND SONG 211



be exemplifi ed by the conceptual dichotomy of the “enormous Russia” 
and “small Estonia”. Remarkably, it is “Russia” and not the “Soviet 
Union” that is the name of Estonia’s Big “Other”, thus clearly linking 
contemporary neo-imperial Russia with its predecessor. Yet, what is pecu-
liar for this type of suturing is an absence of enmity in representing Russia. 
The episode when Erna gets permission to return to Estonia after Stalin’s 
death and her note that some Estonians have decided to stay in Siberia, 
which has become a “home” for them, might be an eloquent example 
of a discourse of post-colonial self-refl ection through adapting and rein-
terpreting the alien culture to fi t into Estonianness. In contrast with the 
WWII memory discourse in Russia, based on the idea of biopolitical con-
servatism (cf. Makarychev and Yatsyk  2015 ) and cultural foreclosure, the 
Estonian discourse is open to different interpretations of history and based 
on a refl ective approach to the issue. 

 In this regard, the de-sacralization of war memories through contest-
ing the hegemonic rituals of commemoration was a key element in the 
Holocaust exhibition hosted by the Tartu Art Museum in 2015. Its main 
task, in the words of its director, Yulia Poluyanenkova, was a healing of the 
tragic memories. Yet, the broader public discussion has led the Jewish and 
Muslim communities of Estonia to demand the closure of the exhibit as 
allegedly insulting war memories and being insensitive and disrespectful to 
the sufferings of people sent to the concentration camps (Fomina  2015 ). 
The Holocaust must, both physically and symbolically, be perceived with 
holy awe, and all other profane feelings, such as the joy of survival, are 
considered redundant and inappropriate. Discussions in Narva in 2015 
on the appropriateness of arranging a city fair (the profane) on Victory 
Day (the sacred) are also about the boundary between the two, as was the 
removal of the Bronze Soldier from its sacred place in downtown Tallinn 
to a cemetery (the profane) eight years earlier (CaneCorso  2015 ). 

 As the Estonian art critic Airi Triisberg noted: 
 “[It] is the celebration of Victory Day that forms a central arena where 

cultural difference is articulated and performed in the public space. In 
the prevalent discourse, the current polarisation around the commemora-
tion of WWI in Estonia is usually represented as an  unbridgeable  confl ict 
between two memory collectivities, both trying to universalise their par-
ticularism.” (Triisberg  2009 , 107) 

 Estonian artists, Kristina Norman and Tatjana Muravskaja, both 
having partly Russian origins, are among those who have initiated the 
idea to build a “bridge” and thus resignify the post-colonial condi-
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tion in terms of hybridity and connectivity. Some label them as pio-
neers in the fi eld of “post-authoritarian” Estonian contemporary art, 
who have inaugurated the emergence of a new type of cultural object 
(Triisberg  2009 , 105). I will address these issues in more detail in the 
next section. 

   After-War Positions: “Made from a Different Stuff ” 

 Explaining the motives for creating her fi lm “Monolith” (Monoliit 2007), 
the artist Kristina Norman said that it was inspired by 

 “a situation where the ‘event’ is being constructed and where it is getting 
too big to grasp from ‘outside’, as opposed to from ‘inside’. The danger 
is to simply start defending one of those  putative truths  [my emphasis—
A.Y.] and choose a side in this invented [the Bronze Soldier] confl ict … 
In the fi lm, indomitable natural forces solve the situation because human 
beings would continue to argue about the ‘truth’ until the end of their 
existence” (Norman  2009 , 23). 

 She was widely criticized for her refusal to choose only one “truth” 
(Norman  2009 , 25) in situations of confl ict between ethnic Estonians and 
Russophones. 

 The key question for creating her “After-War” project (2007) was 
about the sacral and the profane in the context of the Bronze Soldier 
incident. Norman made small replicas of the Bronze Soldier monument 
and brought them to the original place of the monument, the Tõnismäe 
square in Tallinn. Asking whether “small copies of the Bronze Soldier 
could have some extra meaning that differs from those of the real one”, 
she claimed to take “the representation of the monument from the sacral 
sphere that the community had created around it, and positioned it in 
the daily, profane sphere” (Norman  2009 , 25). The artist emphasized the 
quasi-religious character of the memorial practices of the Russian commu-
nity in Tallinn in relation to the monument, making the case for compar-
ing the small copies of the Bronze Soldier monument to icons (Norman 
 2009 , 26). “I had all of a sudden given the community an impulse that 
gave its members an idea of how to  re-sacralise  the place that had been 
claimed profane by the government a year earlier …. I am suggesting 
a new physical expression for the community, with their clear desire to 
bring together the previous and current location of the monument.” 
(Norman  2009 , 27). This performance was meant to inscribe the sacral, 
for Russians, meaning of WWII memories (both collective and personal 
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ones) with the Estonian community allegedly never understanding “the 
sacredness of these rituals performed by Russians” (Norman  2009 , 28). 
The work of Norman, as a critic points out, “is an attempt to ‘stitch 
together’ the edges of the event in a way that maintains the many layers of 
meaning and guarantees the presence of escape routes, and which in turn 
helps to generate dialogue and a new understanding about integration” 
(Laimre  2009 , 35). 

 The art project  Monuments  (2008, Tallinn Art Museum), by Tanja 
Muravskaja, also dealt with the artistic refl ection on the 2007 Bronze 
Soldier confl ict. The installation is composed of two equal mounds, one 
of limestone, the other of glass shards. The materials refer to two differ-
ent images of Estonia, the industrial Soviet image and the European one. 
Limestone and glass were compounds also used for creating two monu-
ments representing national images. These were  The Monument to the 
[Soviet] Liberators of Tallinn , better known as  Alyosha , and the newest 
one, planned as a replacement of the former and dedicated to the Estonian 
victory in the War of Independence (1918–1920) against the Red Army. 
As the author notes, “This installation illustrates today’s reality, which sees 
a dramatic confl ict between national ideology and the interests of a par-
ticular part of the society … The idea of symbolic exchange [between the 
two Estonias] was criticized into oblivion by public opinion.” (Muravskaja 
 2010 , 34) One could say that this is a paradoxical example of identity- 
suturing that both deconstructs the binary opposition and builds a new 
sense of unity, reducing both symbols to rude material, equally fragile in 
the face of memory. As Elin Kard, an Estonian art curator claims, “The 
extra value of the piece lies in the message that all monuments serving 
patriotic-nationalistic functions are pointless and unnecessary attributes 
that sometimes become the tools in the hands of dark powers.” (Kard 
 2008 ) 

 Norman’s performances look unacceptable for those who deem it inap-
propriate to intervene in the “sacral” ritual of the Victory Day  celebration, 
a formative momentum in the cultural identity of the Russian- speaking 
population, and thus think of her as not “suffi ciently Russian” (Triisberg 
 2009 , 107–108). Yet the reverse question of “Who is suffi ciently 
Estonian?” is still pending. Estonian-speaking artist Tatjana Muravskaja,  
argues, “I don’t feel that I am not a part of Estonian society and separated 
from it, I feel I am made from a different ‘stuff’.” (Bersenyeva  2010 )  
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   Subalter’s Dislocations 

 Apparently, a signifi cant part of the contemporary art community in 
Estonia tends to conceptualize itself in terms of post-colonial approaches 
in which Estonia not only struggles with the remnants of the Soviet legacy, 
but also plays a subaltern role vis-à-vis Europe. As art curator Rael Artel 
notes, “The atmosphere in the Estonian art scene in the 1990s seems 
rather colonialist and the main aim seems to have been to modernize the 
art life.” (Artel  2012 , 31) This explains the international recognition of 
Kai Kaljo’s video installation titled “ Loser ” (1997, 1 min 24 sec) (Kaljo 
 2010 ) which represents a parody on a self-marginalized and humiliated 
Estonian female artist. Artel suggests that the laugh the artist used in her 
work was a backdrop to the main character’s narrative, which might sym-
bolize the superiority of dominant Western feelings towards the subaltern 
East, subordinated and requiring civilization (Artel  2012 ). The irony of 
this piece points to the seeming attractiveness, but also impossibility, of 
suturing the Estonian national narrative on the basis of symbolically asso-
ciating with—and borrowing from—the hegemonic Western/European 
discourses and vocabularies. Interestingly, another video installation 
“ Loser ” by Anna-Stina Treumund in 2011  in a similar genre of parody 
mocks Estonian anti-migration rhetoric,  20   thus denying its suturing on 
the basis of far-right discourse of national closure. Both “ Losers ” unveil the 
inherent incompleteness of narratives of national identity defi ned either 
through positive associations with Europe (Kai Kaljo), or through disen-
gagement from its liberal values (Anna-Stina Treumund). 

 Film-making in the past two decades in Estonia plays an important 
role in identity-building aimed at offering “proof that Estonia is a beau-
tiful place with European values… without any post-Soviet” remainders 
(Laaniste  2011 , 140). Yet as some Finnish and Swedish fi lm representa-
tions of Estonia in the 1990s and 2000s (such as “Darkness in Tallinn” 
[1993], “Screwed in Tallinn” [1999] or “Lilja 4-Ever” [2001]) dem-
onstrate, it was rather typical for the “old Western view” to portray the 
 country as an “alien territory”, and “a post-Soviet Wild East” (Laaniste 
 2011 , 142). The European Song Contest, which Estonia hosted in 
2001, was one attempt to reverse this post-colonial image into a “reliable 
European” one (Jordan  2014 ). 

 Airi Triisberg, in her turn, emphasizes the ethnocentric character of 
the contemporary art discourse in Estonia since gaining independence in 
1991 (Triisberg  2009 , 89), which reproduces a “very common practice 
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of misidentifying all national minorities living in Estonia with Russians” 
(Triisberg  2009 , 89). She speaks about the “dominant misconception of 
Estonia as a mono-cultural country accompanied by the tendency to con-
fuse the notion of ‘local’ and ‘national’” (cited in Triisberg  2009 , 93). In 
her work she focuses on representations of migrants and minority groups 
in Estonia, whose subjectivities are not defi ned in terms of a monolithic 
ethno-national identity. She uses concepts of “the third space” and the 
“unhomed geographies” for dubbing different strategies used by “deter-
ritorialized” and “dislocated” communities for “contesting the power of 
the state with its various apparatus for granting rights and deterring issues 
of belongingness” (Triisberg  2009 , 100–101). 

 Tanja Muravskaja’s works  Positions  (Tallinn City Gallery, 2007),  They 
Who Sang Together  (Vaal Gallery, 2008),  Lucky Losers  (Tallinn City Gallery, 
2009),  Estonian Race  (Art Museum of Estonia, 2010),  Split Mind  (Art 
Museum of Estonia, 2010), as well as Norman’s  The Pribalts  (Pribalty, 
2006, video) seek to visualize a younger generation of Estonians ( Positions, 
The Pribalts ), and the issues they face ( Estonian Race ), the “founding 
fathers and mothers” of newly independent Estonia ( They Who Sang 
Together ), or champions of Estonian minorities ( Lucky Losers ). They are 
represented in the retrospective  Split Mind  in 2010, in which Muravskaja 
breaks with a hammer the glass covering the photographs from  Positions . 
In 2015 she won a Sadolin Contemporary art award for her contribu-
tion to the discussion on Estonian identity. Yet quite symptomatically, 
the 2010 exposition was her last work in the series on Estonian identity, 
which gives us food for thought on whether and how the stitching of the 
Estonian–Russian gap is possible. 

 As the curator of the international exhibition  Let’s Talk about 
Nationalism! Between Identity and Ideology  (Art Museum of Estonia, 
2010) noted: 

 “Estonian nationalism, at fi rst glance so  natural  and  justifi ed  [my 
italics—A.Y.], also leads to segregation, discrimination, suffering and vio-
lence. Nationalism affects every country, even though the violence might 
not occur directly on the streets, but rather be hidden or institutionalized. 
The nationalist way of thinking has been welded into the collective men-
tality to such an extent that casting any doubts on it is seen as inappropri-
ate” (Artel  2010 , 14). 

 Works on Estonian identity, including Muravskaja’s  Position  and oth-
ers, were reactualized in the light of the current refugee crisis in Europe. 
It is through this prism that their exposition at the Tartu Art Museum in 
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2016 can be viewed. Remarkably, comments on the artists’ work of 2007 
have not lost their expedience a decade later, but ignited new meanings. 
As Triisberg writes, Muravskaja’s  Position  (2007) shows her as posing in 
the black chador against the blue-white background, thus “referring to 
the Estonian government offi cial’s remark that as Estonia is facing the 
‘threat’ of a new wave of immigration from Islamic countries, the local 
“Russian-speaking population should be appreciated more since “they” 
are culturally closer to “Estonians”. By appropriating the image of the 
“absolute Other”, as it is currently perceived in the Islamophobic West 
fi ghting, with an alleged war against “terror”, Muravskaja refers to the 
absence of political and visual representations in Estonian society that go 
beyond the conservative phantasms of social, cultural and ethnic homoge-
neity that stigmatise, due to her migrant family background, as an alien” 
(Triisberg  2009 , 105). 

 An international exhibition  On Disappearing and for Vanishing  at the 
Tartu Art Museum in March 2016 also included a plethora of cultural 
insights on migration. Estonia is known for its negative attitudes—stated 
by offi cials and supported by the population—towards accepting refugees 
from Syria and Iraq (Oll  2015 ; Tambur  2015 ). Against this background, 
some critical artists appealed to the “old European” ideas of multicultural-
ism and tolerance, which seem to be obsolete nowadays, and could hardly 
be deemed powerful. What is interesting in this regard is the rhetoric on 
“non-domestic” migrants, which was used by artists in Tartu. The instal-
lation  Phantom Camp  by Estonia-born artist Kris Lemsalu has referred 
to refugees as a part of wider marginal groups along with “weird artists, 
refugee terrorists, intrusive dark skinned people, womanly gay man”, who 
“exist in the shadow of our projected stereotypes” (Artel and Ojavee, 
 2016 , 14). Using fi gures depicted as men-dogs, who are sleeping in camp 
bags, the artist articulated a “typical Western imperialistic” perception 
of refugees as dangerously criminal and exotic (Artel and Ojavee  2016 , 
14). Laivi, a Finnish artist, through her piece  My Success Depends on Your 
Opinion , draws direct parallels between refugees from the Orient and the 
Estonian “domestic” migrants. As the curators of the exhibition note, 
“The exodus from the Middle East to Europe … has lost its presumed 
end and has become statistically imperceptible. The selective media cov-
erage has turned refugees looking for decent lives into an anonymous 
crowd, a ‘grey mass’ … the unsolved problem of non-citizens born in 
Estonia who hold grey passport also seems to be referenced” (Artel and 
Ojavee  2016 , 14).   
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    CONCLUSION 
 I started my analysis by singling out two meanings of post-colonial self- 
description in today’s Estonia, either verbalized through texts or visualized 
through artistic imagery. One signifi es drawing stricter lines of distinctions 
between the post-colonial subject (Estonia) and the external source of 
inimical otherness (Russia), while the other understands the post-colo-
nial condition through the ideas of hybridity, plasticity and plurality, as 
opposed to a unitary Estonian identity. The fi rst model by and large cor-
responds to what might be dubbed a “nationalist defense democracy” that 
has as its unintended effect “the frustrations of the rapid subjection to the 
‘European’ norm and values in the name of the wealth and security prom-
ised by the EU membership” (Peiker  2016 , 120). In its turn, the second 
option, along with the corresponding discourses and imageries, is more in 
line with a liberal civic model open to ethnic minorities. 

 In this sense Richard Sakwa’s critique of Ukrainian post-colonial 
approaches can be applicable to Estonia as well: 

 “[In both cases postcolonial self-identifi cation is often] reduced to little 
more than an anti-colonial struggle against subjugation … [P]ostcolonial 
theory appears to endorse conservative and exclusive positions, privileging 
a particular culture and inhibiting the forging of cross- cultural political 
solutions … From this perspective, the demand for ‘pluralism’ is itself an 
emanation of the classical imperial mentality. It is a new way to re-impose 
the cultural hegemony of the traditional imperial master and to inhibit 
the creative development of formerly subaltern nations … The struggle to 
escape from colonised situations is typically couched in the language and 
cultural norms imparted by the former colonial power, the logical trap 
that is at the heart of much debate over postcolonialism” (Sakwa  2015 ). 

 The problem raised by Sakwa can be conceptualized through the prism 
of the idea of suture that denotes a peculiar type of self- identifi cation pre-
supposing references to the Other as an inherent part of the collective Self. 
Suture signifi es a complex process of “inclusive exclusion” where locking 
and unlocking intermingle, resulting in a structural incompleteness of the 
sutured identity. Against this backdrop one may argue that the Soviet past 
is a key element in the national self-refl ection. This is raised in the debates 
of contemporary Estonian identity and the role of Russia as the other in 
Estonia’s cultural projections of itself. 

 In different spheres of cultural production suturing is shaped differently. 
In the Song and Dance Festivals we have observed a situation of a parallel 
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existence of an Estonian dominant performative tradition and the Russian 
cultural enclave, with only scarce possibilities for mutual cross-fertilization. 
Some of cinematographic narratives about national memory do include 
Russia, but its representations are deployed in a context of alienation and 
estrangement. Russians as occupiers are but a context of stories focused 
on Estonians and their own ambivalent roles in the war. Contemporary 
Estonian urban art contains a strong message aimed at including Russians 
as interlocutors in a cultural dialogue, and thus leading to accentuating 
hybridity as a focal point in Estonian post-colonial refl exivity. 

 These different generic models, in fact, can be conceptualized as dif-
ferent forms and modalities of suture that ought to be understood not 
merely as a connection, but as attempts to attain a self-enclosed total-
ity of meanings through the impossible expulsion of otherness from the 
nation’s collective body. All the cases we have touched upon suggest that 
the outside (understood either spatially or temporally) ascertains its para-
doxical presence through denial, as well as through inevitable references 
to either a Soviet past or to Russia (including the “Russian world”) as 
meaningful signifi ers shaping Estonian identity. Since each negation estab-
lishes a certain type of relationship with the negated, sutures inevitably 
create ambiguity and therefore appeal to hybridity as a structural (pre)
condition. Apparently, it the language of art that through performative 
and creative imageries grasps the limitations inherent in the semiotics of 
bordering, directed either towards Russia or towards migrants. As a key 
element of erasing its Soviet legacy Estonian identity is deeply sutured 
in the European project, yet still this identity brews in a zone of ten-
sions between the national and the supranational/cosmopolitan, and the 
national and the imperial. The quilting points that provide a common 
conceptual background for the ideas of suture and hybridity can contrib-
ute to the debates on limitations of different forms of ethnic and linguistic 
foreclosure and on principled incompleteness of practices of negation for 
identities fl oating from one regime of signifi cation to another.

                         NOTES 
     1.    All presidents of Estonia visited this event. In 2003, UNESCO 

included the tradition of the Song and Dance celebrations in the 
three Baltic countries in the list of masterpieces of the Oral and 
Intangible Heritage of Humanity, which can be considered as a 
global recognition of its cultural signifi cance. At his speech in 
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Estonia in 2014, US President Barack Obama also mentioned the 
Song and Dance Festival as a pillar of Estonian nationhood.   

   2.    This chapter is supported by the Estophilus 2015 grant of the 
Estonian Institute (project “Song Festivals and Ongoing Nation- 
Building: Narratives and Identities in Independent Estonia”),     
Erasmus Plus 2014/2016 AURORA II mobility research pro-
gramme (project “Celebrating Identity through Cultural Events: 
The Case of Estonia’s ‘Singing Nationalism’ in a Comparative 
Perspective”), and the Archimedes 2016 research fellowship pro-
gramme (project “EU-Russian Borderland Identities in Flux: the 
Сase of Russian Speaking Minorities in Estonia”).   

   3.    It is a motto of the XXVI Song and Dance Festival that took place 
in 2009 in Estonia.   

   4.    I have analyzed key local Russian media sources—Rus.delfi .ee and 
Rus.postimees.ee for the period 1990–2015 on the “Song festival” 
tag.   

   5.    An interview with an organizer of the promotional events during 
the preparation for the XXVI Song and Dance Festival in 2014, 
Tartu, 2014.   

   6.    An interview with a PR-manager of the XXVI Estonian Song and 
Dance Festival, Tallinn, 2014.   

   7.    An interview with a manager of the organizational committee of the 
XXVI Song and Dance Festival, Tartu, 2014.   

   8.    An interview with an Estonian speaking author of a song performed 
at the Song Festival in 2014, Tartu, 2014.   

   9.    An interview with a representative of an NGO on national minori-
ties, Narva, 2015.   

   10.    Young Communist League during Soviet times.   
   11.    An interview with a member of the Russian cultural society, Narva, 

2015.   
   12.    An interview with a musical school director in Narva, Narva, 2015.   
   13.    An interview with a musical school director in Narva, Narva, 2015.   
   14.    An interview with a conductor of the boys’ choir in Narva, 2015.   
   15.    An interview with a director of a boys’ choir in Narva, 2015.   
   16.    An interview with a choral conductor and festival organizer, Narva, 

2015.   
   17.    An interview with a choral conductor and festival organizer, Narva, 

2015.   
   18.    An interview with a member of the Russian cultural society, Narva, 

2015.   
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   19.    The People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs, abbreviated NKVD, 
was a law enforcement agency of the Soviet Union that directly exe-
cuted the will of the All Union Communist Party. It was closely 
associated with the Soviet secret police, which at times was part of 
the agency, and is known for its political repression during the era of 
Joseph Stalin.   

   20.    According to Anna-Stina Treumund, “In Loser 2011 [“Lost in 
Transition” exhibition, Tallinn Contemporary Museum of Art, 
2011—A.Y.] I perform as the Winners of post-Soviet country—
Martin has three children with different women and he believes in 
marriage, Veiko works in Finland and hates immigrants, and Lauri is 
a closeted gay making homophobic comments in media. The 
expected values of Estonian citizens are nationalist and discrimina-
tive. Anyone different (not white, Estonian-speaking, straight and 
with children) is under pressure to “become a normal Estonian”—
make more Estonian babies and go to song celebration.” See 
Personal web-site of the artist.   http://www.annastinatreumund.
com/exhibitions/looser-2011/    .          
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 The “Russian World” and the Securitization 
of Identity Boundaries in Latvia                     

     Angela     Kachuyevski   

      Western European, Eastern European and Scandinavian cultures converge 
in the Baltic, making this region a rich subject for the study of borders 
and boundaries that encompass diffuse identities, policies of inclusion 
and exclusion, and competing normative ideological orders. Within this 
context, Latvia offers an excellent illustration of these dynamics given 
demographics and the corresponding tension between Latvia’s stated 
commitment to European norms of democracy and human rights, and 
its policies that have resulted in an exclusionary polity. The inconsistency 
between European Union (EU) norms, which are based upon an integra-
tive model that is essentially post-national, and Latvia’s nation- building 
policy, which is designed to (re)construct a Latvian nation-state, has 
exacerbated regional tensions that have persisted despite more than two 
decades of Latvian independence and full integration into the European 
order. 

 Thus, despite predictions of well-known social scientists, and in con-
trast to the assumptions underlying offi cial governmental policies on soci-
etal integration, language acquisition and economic incentives have not 
resulted in the widespread assimilation of the Russian-speaking minor-
ity into Latvian society. Confl icting historical memories, language prefer-



ences and differing conceptualizations of who constitutes the legitimate 
polity continue to separate Russian speakers from their Latvian counter-
parts, with consequences not only for domestic but also for regional inter-
group relations. Recently, the politicization of the “Russian World” and 
the Ukraine crisis have collectively exacerbated tensions throughout the 
region as Russian policy is seen as a realistic threat to the national secu-
rity of neighbouring states, a factor that is leading to potential confl ict 
between Russian-speaking minorities and their state of residence. Indeed, 
although small, signifi cant numbers of Russian speakers support Russian 
policy and oppose their own government. This has led to the securitiza-
tion of human rights issues such as choice of language and access to media, 
and has deepened suspicion of the loyalty of the Russian-speaking popula-
tion among political elites. 

 In this context, it is timely to consider the forces shaping the identity 
of Russian speakers and to consider the impact securitization has on divi-
sions in these societies. In this chapter, I draw upon the concept of identity 
boundaries to explore how border-locking dynamics might be transformed 
into border-unlocking dynamics and how identity threats might be decon-
structed. I begin with a brief discussion of the challenges of societal inte-
gration in Latvia before turning to outline the analytic framework. I draw 
upon the concept of societal security and securitization theory to capture 
how and why issues typically seen as belonging to the minority rights and 
human rights fi elds have been recast as existential threats to the Latvian 
state. I then draw upon identity boundaries as an analytic tool to assess 
how the intersubjective process of boundary construction is challenged by 
regional politics, but opens up possible avenues of greater inclusion on a 
domestic level. 

   IDENTITY, LANGUAGE AND SOCIETAL INTEGRATION 
 David Laitin’s infl uential work (Laitin  1998 ) explored potential trajec-
tories for the identity of the Russian-speaking population  1   left living 
outside of Russia after the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, in 
what Russia has termed the “near abroad”. In his analysis he employed 
a  rational choice approach using a tipping point model to capture how 
social pressures and rapidly changing circumstances might create incen-
tives for widespread shifts in identity. He theorized that uncertainty about 
their social and economic position in the newly independent states would 
likely encourage Russian speakers to learn the titular language and assimi-
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late into the new majority culture. Although the empirical research found, 
in the case of Latvia, no connection between economic incentives and 
willingness to assimilate (Laitin  1998 , 254), Laitin attributed this to the 
relatively high out-group acceptance among the Russian-speaking popula-
tion. In essence, the relatively positive view Russian speakers in Latvia had 
toward assimilation (Laitin  1998 , 252), together with hypothesized future 
increased economic incentives led to the somewhat mixed conclusion that, 
while it was possible that a Russian-speaking “nationality” could emerge as 
a dominant identity, language acquisition in Latvia would more likely lead 
to assimilation and societal integration (Laitin  1998 , 358–359). 

 Laitin relied on a rational choice model that, by design, does not cap-
ture the subjectivity of group identities that are in many ways shaped by 
the complex historical and social context of minority/majority relations in 
the region. Further, it is unclear that language acquisition in and of itself 
is a good proxy for assimilation. Laitin himself acknowledges “one might 
argue that adopting a new language does not automatically mean one has 
adopted a new identity” (Laitin  1998 , 23). Yet, he presses his point that 
Russian speakers in Estonia who sought to master the Estonian language 
and qualify for Estonian citizenship were laying “the foundation for a con-
structed Estonian identity” for their grandchildren (Laitin  1998 , 23). 

 Offi cial government approaches to societal integration in Latvia have 
also relied heavily upon promoting language acquisition as a core objec-
tive. Yet, societal integration, which inherently is about inclusion, has been 
hampered by the distinctly exclusionary nature of nation-building after 
the restoration of independence in Latvia. Given the large increase of the 
number of non-Latvians living in Latvia during the Soviet period, and 
doubts about their loyalty to the Latvian state, the Russian-speaking minor-
ity “was perceived as a threat to Latvian democratic statehood” and was, 
therefore, excluded from automatic citizenship (Ijabs  2015 , 3; Patsiurko 
and Wallace  2014 , 195). The result was a form of ethnic democracy (Smith 
 1996 ) with  nearly a third of the residents of Latvia in 1992 holding only 
the citizenship of the Soviet Union, a state that no longer existed. Yet, this 
exclusionary choice was not meant to institute permanent ethnic domi-
nance; rather, “the initial exclusion of the Soviet-era  immigrants from the 
Latvian  demos  was seen as a precondition for democracy, and a particular 
type of nation-building, centred on the ethnic Latvian nation, as a neces-
sary limitation of democracy for the sake of democracy itself” (Ijabs  2015 , 
3). Nonetheless, the exclusionary nature of the policy, and its widespread 

THE “RUSSIAN WORLD” AND THE SECURITIZATION OF IDENTITY... 229



impact, “helped to harden ethnic boundaries between groups and caused 
resentment” (Patsiurko and Wallace  2014 , 195). 

 The process of “returning to Europe” meant that the status of Russian 
speakers and the democratic nature of Latvia’s nation-building became a 
matter of regional politics. Involvement by European institutions such as 
the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), the 
Council of Europe and the European Union (EU) encouraged Latvia to 
seek solutions to the very large number of non-citizen permanent resi-
dents in a manner consistent with human and minority rights norms, and 
in accord with European legal and normative commitments (Galbreath 
 2006 ). These efforts gave real meaning to the normative order in Europe 
and also counterbalanced Russia’s accusations of human rights abuses. 
Beginning in the late 1990s, this resulted in a concerted governmental 
effort to promote societal integration on the basis of knowledge of the 
Latvian language and on expressed loyalty to the state. 

 Nonetheless, despite considerable effort devoted to these programs, 
widespread language acquisition among minorities, and more than twenty 
years of existence as an independent state and eleven years as a member of 
the EU, persistent divisions exist between the majority group of Latvians 
and the substantial Russian-speaking population. That is, human rights 
and minority rights reforms, legal guarantees and bilingualism have not 
resolved political and social divisions in Latvia. Indeed, despite general 
agreement on many social and civic issues with Latvians, many Russian 
speakers are alienated from the Latvian state (Ijabs  2015 , 6). One expla-
nation for this persistent division is that government integration policy 
is only one factor to consider when assessing societal integration, which 
is also shaped by the inherited historical legacy of intergroup relations 
and by regional developments such as European integration and the rela-
tionship with Russia (Muižnieks  2010 , 8). Within this context, questions 
about the loyalty of the Russian-speaking population have recently resur-
faced given the confl ict in Ukraine. There is concern about Russian policy 
and the potential for confl ict to spread, and there is suspicion within some 
circles in the political and media elite as to the possibility of a fi fth column 
in Latvia. In an effort to better understand possible disaffection within the 
minority community, the Latvian government sponsored a survey in the 
summer of 2014 in order to assess minority opinion and gauge their sense 
of belonging to Latvia (SKDS Survey  2014 ). 

 This survey unveiled some interesting data with both positive and cau-
tionary implications for the prospects for societal integration in Latvia. On 
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the positive side, the survey found high levels of a sense of belonging to 
Latvia and high levels of knowledge of the Latvian language. For exam-
ple, when asked about their sense of belonging to the physical territory 
of Latvia, 50.7 % of respondents answered “very much” while another 
23.9 % responded “mostly” (SKDS Survey  2014 , 10). Further, 48.3 % 
of all respondents and 78.3 % of 18–24-year olds reported their knowl-
edge of the Latvian language as either “fl uent” or “good” (SKDS Survey 
 2014 , 27). These data indicate that language acquisition rates are rather 
good, which would seem to signal success of offi cial societal integration 
programs, leading to the reasonable conclusion that language no longer 
serves as a barrier to social cohesion. 

 Yet, in the survey, the vast majority of respondents reported that 
they receive the bulk of their news information from Russian-language 
media rather than from Latvian sources (SKDS Survey  2014 , 37–38). 
Given that most Russian-language media have close ties to their Russian 
counterparts, there is reasonable suspicion that these media outlets are 
politically driven and may serve to garner support for offi cial Kremlin 
policies and positions rather than as an unbiased independent source of 
information. In the context of the confl ict in Ukraine, these concerns 
have taken on additional urgency. Asked about whom they support in 
the Ukrainian–Russian confl ict, 41 % of respondents indicated neither 
side, while 35.6 % indicated support for the Russians, and only 15 % 
support for the Ukrainians (SKDS Survey  2014 , 51), quite a contrast to 
the offi cial Latvian and EU position. Further, a substantial minority of 
28.7 % indicate support for the Duma’s decision to authorize Putin to 
deploy troops to Ukraine (SKDS Survey  2014 , 51). The striking dispar-
ity between the Latvian government’s position and these reported views 
may be explained by the fact that 46.07 % of respondents report fi nd-
ing the Russian media either “mostly” or “completely” objective, while 
only 9.7 % fi nd the Russian media “not at all” objective (SKDS Survey 
 2014 , 51). 

 These fi ndings make clear that while there are clear prospects for social 
integration in Latvia, language acquisition is perhaps a necessary but 
nonetheless insuffi cient factor. Further, successful political and social inte-
gration is dependent upon acceptance of the persistent salience of cultural 
identity and upon regional factors, most importantly, Russian policy. In 
the next sections I explore forces that react to these factors by encouraging 
border-locking through securitization.  
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   BORDER-LOCKING DYNAMICS: SOCIETAL SECURITY 
AND THE SECURITIZATION OF IDENTITY BOUNDARIES 

 Securitization is the process through which an issue that is not a tradi-
tional security concern is constructed as an existential threat. Articulated 
by the Copenhagen School as a way to explain the proliferation of per-
ceived security threats outside the traditional politico-military sphere, this 
critical approach to security studies explores how security threats are the 
result of intersubjective discursive construction rather than existing objec-
tive material objects. The process begins when agents, usually political 
elites or other opinion leaders, engage in a “speech act” to construct an 
issue as an existential threat (Waever  1995 , 55; Buzan et al.  1998 , 24). 
If the speech act succeeds in convincing the audience of the validity of 
the posited threat, only then does the issue becomes securitized (Balzacq 
 2005 ); thus the audience is an important part of the discursive process of 
threat construction (Buzan et al.  1998 , 26). Once an issue is securitized, 
the elites use the constructed threat as justifi cation to legitimize extraordi-
nary action that would not otherwise be acceptable. One might, therefore, 
conceive of the process as a political act, since elites determine what to 
frame as an existential threat, and use the public’s acceptance as justi-
fi cation that allows them to legitimately undertake extraordinary action 
(Waever  1995 ; Williams  2003 ). 

 Securitization does not occur in isolation and is therefore better under-
stood within the historical, social and situational context in which it occurs 
(Balzacq  2011 ; McDonald  2008 ; Stritzel  2011 ). Securitizing moves are 
connected to other securitizing moves in the past and the present, and are 
themselves relational and subjective. They are given meaning through the 
social context in which they occur and may constitute “interconnecting 
securitizations” that involve the state, the resident minority and the kin 
state (Buzan and Waever  2003 , 409). Thus non-traditional security threats 
can, through securitization, be constructed through complex, contextual-
ized intersubjective discursive processes and result in societal divisions that 
are not confi ned within a state’s borders but encompass a region. 

 A related concept, societal security, posits identity itself as a security 
issue (Buzan  1983 ; Waever et al.  1993 ). In this construct, it is not the 
physical security of the state or the maintenance of state sovereignty that 
is at stake, but rather the identity of its society, the meaning of who “we” 
are (Waever et al.  1993 , 26). Society is defi ned as “a clustering of institu-
tions combined with a feeling of common identity” (Waever et al.  1993 , 
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21), while identity, in turn, can be understood as “shared experiences of 
distinctive social relations and representations of social relations” (Tilly 
 1997 , 59). Social identity theory sees identity formation and maintenance 
as the product of relational processes wherein groups defi ne themselves 
in relation to others. That is, in-group membership is determined in rela-
tion to the out-group (Tajfel  1970 ,  1981 ; Tajfel and Turner  1979 ,  1986 ), 
not by inherent identity traits. The process of group identity formation 
tends to exaggerate differences between the in-group and the out-group, 
and to exaggerate commonalities within the in-group, in order to justify 
categorization. The result is that individual identity becomes tied to the 
group identity, which in turn is shaped by judgments about other groups 
(Ross  2000 ). 

 Societal security is, therefore, the security of group identity as refl ected 
in common language, cultural and religious practices, and group beliefs. In 
cases where national borders do not neatly align with societal boundaries, 
the prospects for societal insecurity are higher. That is, when state borders 
and identity borders do not match, the majority group’s cultural iden-
tity may be threatened by the presence of minorities, and the minority’s 
cultural identity may be threatened by the pressure to assimilate into the 
majority culture. Further, in cases where the minority comprises a sizable 
population, or where relations with a neighbouring kin state are tense, the 
potential threat to the majority’s societal security could result in securitiza-
tion, whereby the perceived threat to identity becomes so acute that the 
“other” becomes an existential threat to society. This raises the question 
as to whether or not minority rights will always be a threat to societal 
security. On the one hand, the maintenance of identity requires groups to 
resist assimilation in order to survive as a collective “we” (Roe  2004 ). Yet, 
on the other, it seems possible to construct a narrative of multiculturalism 
that could offer space for both groups to maintain their distinct identities 
within the common polity (Jutila  2006 ; Fein  2005 ; Melvin  1995 ). 

 The concept of identity boundaries offers a useful tool to illustrate 
how societal insecurity and securitization can lead to exclusionary border- 
locking policies. Identity boundaries are a social construct, created 
through the process of group differentiation as perceptual borders are 
drawn to distinguish “us” from “them”. That is, identity boundaries are 
what separate the in-group from the out-group. The process of boundary 
construction and maintenance is inherently relational; boundaries are cre-
ated and shaped through interaction with others (Tilly  2005 ). This allows 
for fl exibility such that identity boundaries can change over time to recon-
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stitute who legitimately belongs to the collective “we”. Yet, when societal 
security is threatened, identity boundaries may become securitized, result-
ing in more narrow and fi xed defi nitions of the legitimate collective polity, 
which will likely stiffen resistance to more inclusive conceptualizations. 

 Group identity, however, can exaggerate actual differences, and even 
denigrate others as justifi cation for exclusion (Tajfel  1970 ,  1981 ; Tajfel 
and Turner  1979 ,  1986 ). Further, these perceived intergroup differences 
may not be shared by the out-group. That is, negative boundary con-
struction may not be reciprocal; the out-group may well disagree with 
the posited characteristics that presumably differentiate and separate them 
from the in-group, and may object to being excluded from the collective. 
In ethnically divided societies, particularly those where the majority group 
defi nes the legitimate polity in ethnic terms, the majority may construct an 
identity boundary based upon ethnicity, not civic identity, and may associ-
ate the minority with their ethnic kin in neighbouring states. Yet, funda-
mental questions of national identity, such as who legitimately belongs to 
the polity, are contested in divided societies. The majority may perceive 
the minority as part of an outside “other”, yet the minority may perceive 
itself as an integral part of the nation, which they defi ne in non-ethnic 
terms (Kachuyevski and Olesker  2014 , 306).  

   THE REGIONAL CONTEXT: EUROPEAN INTEGRATION 
AND THE “RUSSIAN WORLD” 

 The drawing of identity boundaries between groups in Latvian society and 
the securitization of group identity is not solely determined by social rela-
tions on the domestic level. These phenomena are inextricably linked to, 
and indeed may well be driven by, wider regional dynamics. First among 
these are the physical, material borders separating the European Union 
(EU) from the Russian Federation, which results in certain policies of 
exclusion and separation. Equally important are the perceptual, subjec-
tive borders that may be defi ned on either side in social, economic and 
cultural terms (Makarychev and Yatsyk  2014 ). From the EU side, the 
normative framing of the ongoing European project has in recent years 
taken on increasing material characteristics in the realm of policy forma-
tion and implementation in the “neighbourhood”. The objective has been 
to broadly encourage security and stability through economic and political 
ties without necessarily extending formal membership. 
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 The European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) thus is framed as both 
a policy to increase security and a contribution to the wider normative 
European project. This is achieved through an attempt to balance two 
narratives: a security narrative that focuses on addressing weak governance 
and frozen confl icts in the east, and the resulting security threats such as 
organized crime, illegal migration and terrorism; and a normative narra-
tive that focuses on good neighbourly relations, cooperation and “extend-
ing the European peace project for the purpose of avoiding the creation 
of new dividing lines in Europe” (Christou  2010 , 415). The conceptual 
foundation of the ENP, therefore, is both normative and strategic in that 
the objectives are increased prosperity, stability and security, yet these are 
pursued through the proliferation of shared values, including democracy, 
the rule of law and the respect for human rights. 

 The ENP included partner countries to the East and the South of EU 
member states, meaning that it included interested Central and Eastern 
European states and also the countries along the Mediterranean basin. After 
the accession of Baltic, Central and Eastern European countries to the EU 
in 2004, the concept of the “neighbourhood” and its salience to member 
states clearly shifted. In 2009, under the auspices of the ENP, Poland 
and Sweden prompted the creation of the Eastern Partnership (EaP) as a 
facilitative mechanism for deeper and closer cooperation between the EU 
and interested Eastern European states. Multilateral cooperation includes 
cooperation in good governance, economic integration, energy security 
and social contact. Although more specifi c and targeted than the broader 
ENP, the EaP also includes normative and security aspects as it provides 
substantial, broad EU support for democratic and market-based reform in 
the east in an effort to promote mutual security through enhanced politi-
cal and economic stability in the region. 

 In the EaP, the criteria by which democratic governance is assessed 
include free and fair elections, guaranteed civic rights such as freedom 
of expression and freedom of assembly and association, an independent 
judiciary, available tools to battle corruption, democratic control over the 
military, and a strong and vibrant civil society. In addition to incentives to 
improve governance, economic integration has comprised an  important 
part of the project. Association Agreements, which include Deep and 
Comprehensive Free Trade Areas (DCFTA), are an integral part of the 
economic integration process. Through the creation of a free trade zone, 
accompanied by requirements to meet EU standards for business, fi nance, 
banking and trade, the hope was to build greater prosperity, stronger 
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governance, and regional interdependence, all of which would result in 
greater stability and security in the region. 

 Consistently throughout the late 1990s and early 2000s, Russia viewed 
expansion of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) as a 
national security threat, yet only began to view EU expansion in the same 
way in the early 2000s. For example, after the 2004 Orange Revolution 
in Ukraine, Moscow became increasingly concerned about the prospects 
of closer cooperation between Ukraine and the EU (Feklyunina  2015 , 
10). Concerns intensifi ed after the creation of the EaP: “If previously the 
expansion of the EU’s infl uence was not interpreted as a threat to Russia, in 
2009, with the introduction of the Eastern Partnership Program, Moscow 
saw it as a way to isolate Russia from its neighbours” (Zevelev  2014 , 5). 
Coming in the wake of Russia’s war in Georgia and a continent- wide gas 
crisis, the EU effort to increase stability in the region was viewed suspi-
ciously in Russia due to the proposed formula of cooperation on energy 
security and the creation of Association Agreements which would pre-
clude membership in the Eurasian Customs Union. Indeed, the EU’s abil-
ity to achieve its objectives in the east has been constrained “by a Russian 
security narrative that is underpinned by a Westphalian sovereign logic 
and governance and governmentality practices that are aimed at retain-
ing the eastern neighbourhood within the Russian ‘sphere of infl uence’” 
(Christou  2010 , 424). Hence, what could be seen from one side as the 
spread of a normative order that would bring increased stability and pros-
perity to the region could be viewed from the other side as an existential 
threat to vital interests. 

 While from the EU side we see an intermingling of traditional security 
concerns with transnational normative rhetoric focused on shared val-
ues and liberal institutions, from the Russian side current policy appears 
excessively protective of Russia’s sovereign state interests and seems to 
reject many of the norms underpinning the EU narrative. Interestingly, 
however, neither approach to regional security is tied to clear geographic 
borders: rather, they each adhere in their own way to broader ideas and 
norms that purportedly transcend state borders. In Russia this is refl ected 
in current policy that seemingly resurrects nineteenth century thinking 
about the meaning, purpose and signifi cance of Russia. At its core the 
“Russian Idea” began simply as questioning the idea of Russia itself. What 
is Russia? What does it mean to be Russian? More broadly, this discourse 
responded to the longstanding question of whether Russia is part of or 
separate from European civilization by arguing that Russia comprises 
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a unique culture that unites Eastern and Western traditions (Berdyaev 
 1947 ). The resulting debate continues up to the current day and can 
be organized around two fundamental questions about Russian identity. 
The fi rst deals with Russia’s relationship with Europe. Is Russia part of 
Europe, with whom it shares not only a continent, but also Christian 
values and long historical experience? Or is Russia inherently Eurasian 
and, if so, does this mean Russia is both European and Asian, or is Russia 
separate and distinct from both? The second deals with Russia’s national 
character. Is Russia a nation-state, an empire or a multinational federa-
tion? (Laruelle  2014 , 315) 

 Russia’s current state-driven national identity project draws upon 
these perspectives to develop a concept of Russia as a distinct civilization 
that transcends Russia’s current territorial borders to constitute a wider 
“Russian World” (Zevelev  2014 , 5). This term may best be understood 
as “an updated version of the ancient perception of a shared civiliza-
tional space” (Laruelle  2015 , 3). Although its use dates back to medieval 
accounts of ancient Rus’, in the nineteenth century other terms such as 
the “Russian idea” discussed above were more favoured (Laruelle  2015 , 
3). Resurrected in the post-Soviet period, the “Russian World” concept 
revived the philosophical approach to Russian identity (Laruelle  2015 , 4) 
and refl ected a primarily intellectual discussion and debate about Russia’s 
place in the world and the meaning of the Soviet past. The concept, how-
ever, gained concrete policy import in 2001, when President Vladimir 
Putin, speaking to the First World Congress of Compatriots, referred to 
a “Russian World” that extends far beyond Russia’s geographic and even 
ethnic boundaries (Putin  2001 ; Laruelle  2015 , 6). 

 In 2007 President Putin further incorporated the concept into offi cial 
discourse in his yearly address to the Federal Assembly by referring to the 
Russian language as a “language of the historical brotherhood of nations, 
truly a language of international communication” that is associated with 
“the living space of a multimillion Russian world that is, of course, signifi -
cantly wider that Russia itself” (Putin  2007 ; Feklyunina  2015 , 11) This 
increased the visibility of the concept in foreign policy and marshalled 
consensus about four key points in an otherwise often inconsistent nar-
rative (Feklyunina  2015 , 11). The fi rst point asserted that the “Russian 
World” is “a  naturally existing  civilisational community” (Feklyunina 
 2015 , 11). This point emphasized the cultural rather than ethnic basis of 
collective identity, with the Russian language and Orthodox Christianity 
as primary markers. The second point emphasized the “common past” of 
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the “Russian World” and cast the current separation into sovereign inde-
pendent states as a negative aberration that resulted in the division of a 
spiritually unifi ed people (Feklyunina  2015 , 12). The third point posited, 
despite the focus elsewhere on the multinational and multiethnic charac-
ter of the “Russian World”, a hierarchy within the civilization that placed 
Russia in a privileged position. Accordingly, “Russia was imagined as the 
heart of the community: belonging to the ‘Russian World’ implied iden-
tifi cation with Russia rather than with the Rus” (Feklyunina  2015 , 12). 
Finally, “although sharing with Europe its Christian roots, the “Russian 
World” was imagined as distinct from—and superior to—it in the way in 
which it retained those Christian values that were seen as lost elsewhere” 
(Feklyunina  2015 , 12). 

 This concept has particular salience for analyzing Russian policy in the 
“near abroad”, which, since the fall of the Soviet Union, has in Russia 
been consistently framed as not truly foreign and not fully sovereign. 
Rather it constitutes a special zone of infl uence for Russia, who sees the 
rights of Russian-speaking “compatriots” as a vital interest, as articulated 
in its Foreign Policy Concept. Point thirty-nine of the Concept articu-
lates several objectives in this regard, including “protecting the rights and 
legitimate interests of compatriots living abroad”, as well as “supporting 
consolidation of organizations of compatriots to enable them to effec-
tively uphold their rights in the countries of residence while preserving 
the cultural and ethnic identity” and, fi nally, “facilitating the learning and 
wider use of the Russian language” (Concept of the Foreign Policy of the 
Russian Federation  2013 ). Maintaining organized cultural ties is therefore 
paired with an institutionalized structure for political action, clearly tying 
soft power with a broader effort to maintain infl uence in the region. 

 Since Putin’s return to the presidency, the “Russian World” concept 
has taken on greater signifi cance, as has his frequently invoked charac-
terization of Russians as a “divided people” (Putin  2014a ; Zevelev  2014 , 
4). These two constructs evolved from a political movement in the 1990s 
that sought protection for Russian minorities in the “near abroad”, and 
also potentially the modifi cation of post-Soviet borders to incorporate 
Belarus and much of Ukraine, among other territories, into the Russian 
Federation (Laruelle  2015 , 7). 

 This potential is clearly illustrated in offi cial statements following the 
annexation of Crimea, wherein President Putin identifi es the “Russian 
World” in broad cultural terms: “When I speak of Russians and Russian- 
speaking citizens I am referring to those people who consider themselves 
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part of the broad Russian community, they may not necessarily be ethnic 
Russians, but they consider themselves Russian people.” (Putin  2014b ) 
And, justifying Russian action in Crimea, his characterization of Russia 
and Ukraine as “not simply close neighbours but, as I have said many 
times already, we are one people. Kiev is the mother of Russian cities. 
Ancient Rus is our common source” (Putin  2014a ). By pointing to cul-
ture and historic ties to justify Russian actions in Ukraine, President Putin 
has essentially politicized cultural identity and has thus contributed to ten-
sion throughout the region.  

   SECURITIZATION OF IDENTITY BOUNDARIES IN LATVIA 
 Despite the fact that Latvia is not an unambiguous part of the  core  
“Russian World” as articulated by Russian offi cials, the rather inconsistent 
defi nition of the concept, the expansive reach of the defi nition of “compa-
triots”, and demographics in Latvia have collectively served to exacerbate 
identity boundaries. The ongoing crisis in Ukraine, and the clear connec-
tion to the above Russian policies, has securitized already divisive issues 
including historical memory, language preference, access to media in one’s 
preferred language and the question of who is a legitimate member of the 
Latvian polity. 

 As outlined above, identity boundaries are an intersubjective social con-
struct created to distinguish “us” from “them” in order to provide the 
basis for group identity. Yet, group identity can also exaggerate difference 
and even denigrate others as justifi cation for exclusion. The boundaries, 
most importantly, may not be the same for each group. That is, groups 
may not see the boundary in the same terms: they may not agree on how 
groups are separated. In divided societies, where the national identity, 
which identifi es who is a legitimate part of the collective “we”, is itself 
contested, the majority may see the minority as part of an outside “other” 
even if the minority does not share this perception. 

 In the Latvian case, for example, the Russian-speaking population may 
perceive of itself as distinct from both Russians in Russia as well as from 
Latvians, yet be treated by the Latvian majority as one large group—
“Russians”. That is, the Russian-speaking population in Latvia might 
construct an identity boundary that differentiates their group from the 
Latvian majority, but also clearly separates them from Russians in Russia, 
while the Latvian majority perceives the Russian-speaking minority essen-
tially as the “other”. In previous research, my colleague and I defi ne this 
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hypothetical scenario as a “besieged regime”, where the majority does not 
accept the minority as fully loyal to the state, and may act to marginalize 
the minority’s ability to present a threat to the ethnically defi ned national 
identity (Kachuyevski and Olesker  2014 , 308). The resulting divisions 
over national identity can result in discrimination and disaffection which, 
through exclusion, could result in a hardening of the identity boundary 
separating the two major parts of Latvian society, essentially locking the 
perceptual border between the two groups. 

 Confl icting historical memories, language preferences and differing 
conceptualizations of who constitutes the legitimate polity represent 
critical identity markers that separate Russian speakers from Latvians and 
signifi cantly contribute to societal insecurity in Latvia. Indeed, the inte-
gration policy of the Latvian government states that the “Latvian con-
stituent nation and national minorities form the Latvian people. Latvian 
identity—the Latvian language, culture and social memory—unifi es the 
Latvian people. It is the common foundation connecting all the people of 
Latvia” (Cultural Ministry of the Republic of Latvia  2011 , 8), yet identi-
fi es “confl icting social memory based on the Soviet ideological interpre-
tation of the occupation of Latvia, Latvia’s fate in the World War II and 
life under the Soviet regime” (Cultural Ministry of the Republic of Latvia 
 2011 , 11) as a major challenge to social cohesion in Latvia. In the context 
of Moscow’s “Russian World” project and the Ukraine crisis, securitiza-
tion of these issues makes it very diffi cult to reconcile the incompatible 
positions held by each side because these issues are not only highly salient 
to group identity, they now constitute a central core of what it means 
to be “us”. While a thorough treatment of these three issues is beyond 
the scope of this chapter, a brief discussion serves to illustrate how they 
have impacted identity boundaries and contributed to divisions in Latvian 
society. 

 The historical memory of WWII and the Soviet period has high salience 
for both Latvians and Russian speakers, as evidenced by commemoration 
practices and public discourse. Yet, despite the offi cial position that iden-
tities are not exclusive, but rather complementary (Cultural Ministry of 
the Republic of Latvia  2011 , 13), the historical narratives so critical to 
group identity are nearly mutually exclusive to the extent that one group’s 
 narrative renders the narrative of the other illegitimate. While efforts to 
establish a clear historical record in Latvia have resulted in more diverse 
views on WWII experience (Onken  2007 , 34), nonetheless there are two 
dominant and oppositional narratives that shape general group under-
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standing of historical experience. For example, from the Latvian perspec-
tive the Soviet Union was a hostile invading force and the entire Soviet 
period constitutes an occupation characterized by deportations, tyranny 
and forced “Russifi cation”. Accordingly, a substantial number of Latvians 
believe that those who think that the Soviet Union liberated Latvia 
from fascism during WWII simply cannot be considered Latvian patriots 
(Cultural Ministry of the Republic of Latvia  2011 , 30). 

 In contrast, the dominant Russian narrative, with which many Russian 
speakers agree (Cheskin  2013 , 290), casts the Soviet role in WWII in a 
much more positive light, wherein the role of the heroic Red Army in lib-
erating Latvia and defeating fascism deserves respect and honour. Further, 
this view stresses that occupation is not an accurate framing of the Soviet 
period since Latvia was incorporated into the governing structures of the 
USSR. Accordingly, the Soviet period is better understood as an annex-
ation, removing from Soviet-era immigrants the stigma of “occupiers” 
found in nationalist discourse. 

 Yet, “Russian speakers and the Russian language are seen as a threat 
to Latvia’s core values, language and integrity; they are also perceived 
as remnants of occupation and as disloyal to the Latvian state” (Cheskin 
 2013 , 288). Further, “a different understanding of the events of WWII 
manifested by a considerable part of the society jeopardizes not only the 
Latvian national identity but also its geopolitical identity or affi liation to 
the Western world” (Cultural Ministry of the Republic of Latvia  2011 , 
30). Hence, negative historical experience with Russia contributes to 
negative boundary construction in contemporary Latvia, illustrating that 
“no thorough analysis of domestic debates and policies that involve ques-
tions of historical interpretation can ignore the impact of outside actors” 
(Onken  2007 , 24). Accordingly, Putin’s invitation to Baltic presidents to 
attend the 60th anniversary 9 May celebrations in Moscow in 2005 “ de 
facto  meant ‘being asked to celebrate the invasion, occupation and demo-
graphic decimation of their lands by Stalin’s Red Army and Sovietisation 
policies’” (Onken  2007 , 33), since participation in the commemoration 
would imply acceptance of the Russian narrative. 

 In addition, language preference, despite widespread bilingualism, 
maintains its salience as an important identity marker. Indeed, the mere 
existence of “Russian speakers” as a demographic group attests to the 
importance of language in creating and maintaining identity boundar-
ies. Confl icts over language accordingly centre on the status of Russian 
and its use in education and in the public sphere. Minority rights norms 
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assert the right of minorities to education in their mother tongue, but 
European practice also recognizes the right of the state to promote the 
state language. To this end, the Latvian government sought to increase 
knowledge of the Latvian language among minorities through education 
reforms. Beginning in 2004, all minority language schools were required 
to move from a monolingual system to a system of bilingual education that 
included at least 60 % instruction in Latvian (Cheskin  2013 , 300). This 
led to concerns about the quality of education for Russian-speaking stu-
dents as standards were seen as rather poor in minority language schools 
(Patsiurko and Wallace  2014 , 196), and subsequently led to widespread 
protests in Riga and other major cities. 

 Knowledge of the state language is seen by Latvians as an important 
indicator of loyalty to the Latvian state and as a necessary precondition 
for societal integration, as stated clearly by offi cial policy positions: “the 
Latvian language and cultural space create the foundation for national 
identity” (Cultural Ministry of the Republic of Latvia  2011 , 19). Yet, at 
the same time the ability to retain their culture, which is centred on the 
Russian language, is equally important to Russian speakers. Thus, language 
fundamentally illustrates the identity boundaries separating Latvians from 
Russian speakers. For Latvians, Russians should assimilate into Latvian 
culture and communicate in Latvian in all public spheres of life. To this 
end, the government notes that “even though Latvian language skills have 
increased signifi cantly in the past twenty years, a number of trends still 
indicate that the use of the Latvian language in the public sphere is not 
showing equal achievements” due to widespread use of the Russian lan-
guage in large cities, especially in the service sector and in private business 
(Cultural Ministry of the Republic of Latvia  2011 , 21). 

 For Russians, however, integration is distinct from assimilation and 
should be based upon an acceptance of the multiethnic and multicultural 
character of contemporary Latvia. This framing is, however, threatening 
to Latvian societal security, as demonstrated by the highly emotional and 
highly divergent positions taken on the 2012 referendum on recognizing 
Russian as a second offi cial state language. While Russian speakers involved 
in organizing the referendum pointed to “Latvian ethnic ‘totalitarianism’ 
that wants to deprive Russian families of their children”, Latvians saw the 
“fact that the majority of Russophones do not recognize Latvian as the 
only state language in Latvia … as a sign of the disintegration of Latvian 
society that might jeopardize the very existence of independent, demo-
cratic Latvia” (Ijabs  2015 , 11). 
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 A fi nal area of difference concerns the question of who legitimately 
can claim membership in the Latvian polity. From the Latvian perspec-
tive, only citizens can fully stake such a claim, although non-citizens do 
have rights as members of Latvian society. After the restoration of inde-
pendence in 1991, citizenship was automatically granted only to those 
residents of Soviet Latvia who could establish a legal link to the interwar 
independent Latvia. The reasoning behind this decision is a critical com-
ponent of Latvian identity and is tied to group historical memory and to 
offi cial policy on language: when the Soviet Union collapsed the offi cial 
Latvian policy was based upon the legal reasoning that the Soviet period 
was one of occupation, in which case the Latvian republic never ceased to 
exist and only citizens of that republic and their descendants could legiti-
mately claim citizenship (Ijabs  2015 , 4). Essentially, Latvians constituted 
the “core nation”. All others, namely those who immigrated to Latvia dur-
ing the Soviet period, would need to apply for naturalization, even if they 
were born in Latvia or had lived there for many years. 

 This issue had, and to a certain extent continues to have, the greatest 
impact on the possibility for intergroup confl ict and indeed refl ected the 
construction of a hard identity boundary by the majority to exclude the 
minority from the new polity; that is, the confl ict over citizenship was “a 
contest over the (re)construction of boundaries in society” (Eglitis  2002 , 
65). European involvement eventually balanced the right of Latvia to set 
its own citizenship policy against the rights of the nearly thirty percent of 
the population who did not initially qualify for citizenship and thus found 
themselves without citizenship in any country. Latvia “assumed dubious 
leadership in Europe on the number of ‘non-citizens’ without citizenship 
status”, a group that reached 365,000 in number (Patsiurko and Wallace 
 2014 , 188). Pressure and set conditions for integration into European 
institutions resulted over the next decade in a relaxing of naturalization 
requirements (Galbreath  2006 ), but the process of exclusion generated 
enormous grievances in the Russian-speaking community (Herd and 
Löfgren  2001 , 281), which is refl ected in continuing isolation from the 
state (Ijabs  2015 , 6).  

   IS DESECURITIZATION POSSIBLE? 
 While these differing perceptions of group belonging could contribute to 
societal tension, indeed even regional confl ict in this case, there are oppor-
tunities for desecuritization if the majority and minority can move toward 
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a less contested, perhaps even shared understanding of national identity 
(Kachuyevski and Olesker  2014 , 312). In the Latvian case, ample research 
establishes that the Russian-speaking minority does indeed possess a com-
plex, nuanced identity in which they identify culturally with Russia but 
also identify territorially and civically with Latvia (Cheskin  2013 ; Cheskin 
 2015 ; SKDS Survey  2014 ). Further, they tend to identify as a group based 
upon language, which removes a direct connection between language and 
ethnicity as “identifi cation with language became one way of escaping nar-
row ethnic labels” (Patsiurko and Wallace  2014 , 198). Finally, improved 
knowledge of Latvian, particularly after the 2004 school reforms, indicates 
that language is no longer a barrier to societal integration (SKDS Survey 
 2014 ). 

 These factors all point to the possibility for desecuritization in Latvia. 
Yet, the brief above discussion of contested historical memory, confl icting 
views on what status the Russian language should have in contemporary 
Latvia, and grievances over exclusionary citizenship policies serve as cau-
tionary points and indicate that identity boundaries may need to be re- 
negotiated in order for desecuritization to be sustained. Indeed, despite 
linguistic assimilation, shared civic values and similar socio-economic sta-
tuses, Russian speakers do not fully feel a part of Latvian society as they 
do not feel accepted by the majority into the dominant concept of “us.” 
Sustained desecuritization and true societal integration will need to rec-
oncile group narratives on these three issues. This will require great effort, 
given that current narratives imbed each group’s identity in positions that 
deny the fundamental legitimacy of the other’s narrative. 

 Within the current security environment, there are certain to be addi-
tional pressures given Russian policy, but it is important to distinguish 
Latvian Russian speakers from Russian policy, as research shows they 
themselves do. Relaxed policy on supporting Russian language media and 
a reconciliation of historical memory would go a long way to build upon 
the sense of belonging to Latvia that Russian speakers already have and, 
in fact, would limit the ability of Russia to play a negative role in Latvian 
society. Alternatively, more directed steps to act against Russian infl uence 
by limiting access to media and controlling the use of the Russian  language 
are likely to result in increased disaffection and feelings of discrimination 
among Russian speakers. Fully integrating Russian speakers into Latvian 
society, therefore, is the best option to unlock perceptual borders inside 
Latvia, but may also improve regional relations.  
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    NOTE 
     1.    The term “Russian speakers” refers to those nationalities living in 

former Soviet republics who speak Russian as their main language of 
social communication. They may or may not be ethnic Russians.          

   REFERENCES 
    Balzacq, Thierry. 2005. The Three Faces of Securitization: Political Agency, 

Audience and Context.  European Journal of International Relations  11: 
171–201.  

    ———. 2011.  Securitization Theory: How Security Problems Emerge and Dissolve . 
London: Routledge.  

    Berdyaev, Nikolai. 1947.  The Russian Idea . London: Geoffrey Bles.  
    Buzan, Barry. 1983.  People, States, Fear: The National Security Problem in 

International Relations . Brighton, Sussex: Weatsheaf Books.  
    Buzan, Barry, and Ole Waever. 2003.  Regions and Powers: The Structure of 

International Security . Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  
     Buzan, Barry, Ole Waever, and Jaap de Wilde. 1998.  Security: A New Framework 

for Analysis . Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers.  
       Cheskin, Ammon. 2013. Exploring Russian-Speaking Identity from Below: The 

Case of Latvia.  Journal of Baltic Studies  44: 287–312.  
    ———. 2015. Identity and Integration of Russian Speakers in the Baltic States: A 

Framework for Analysis.  Ethnopolitics  14: 72–93.  
     Christou, George. 2010. European Union Security Logics to the East: The 

European Neighbourhood Policy and the Eastern Partnership.  European 
Security  19: 413–430.  

   Concept of the Foreign Policy of the Russian Federation. 2013. Accessed 27 
February 2016.   http://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/offi cial_docu-
ments/-/asset_publisher/CptICkB6BZ29/content/id/122186    .  

         Culture Ministry of the Republic of Latvia. 2011.  Guidelines for National Identity, 
Civil Society and Integration Politics (2012–2018) . Riga.  

    Eglitis, Daina Stukuls. 2002.  Imagining the Nation: History, Modernity, and 
Revolution in Latvia . University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press.  

    Fein, Lisa C. 2005. Symbolic Boundaries and National Borders: The Construction 
of an Estonian Russian Identity.  Nationalities Papers  33: 333–344.  

          Feklyunina, Valentina. 2015. Soft Power and Identity: Russia, Ukraine and the 
‘Russian World(s)’.  European Journal of International Relations . 
doi:  10.1177/1354066115601200    .  

     Galbreath, David J. 2006. European Integration Through Democratic 
Conditionality: Latvia in the Context of Minority Rights.  Journal of 
Contemporary European Studies  14: 69–87.  

THE “RUSSIAN WORLD” AND THE SECURITIZATION OF IDENTITY... 245

http://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/official_documents/-/asset_publisher/CptICkB6BZ29/content/id/122186
http://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/official_documents/-/asset_publisher/CptICkB6BZ29/content/id/122186
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1354066115601200


    Herd, Graeme P., and Joan Löfgren. 2001. ‘Societal Security’, the Baltic States 
and EU Integration.  Cooperation and Confl ict  36: 273–296.  

         Ijabs, Ivars. 2015. After the Referendum: Militant Democracy and Nation- 
Building in Latvia.  East European Politics & Societies . 
doi:  10.1177/0888325415593630    .  

    Jutila, Matti. 2006. Desecuritizing Minority Rights: Against Determinism.  Security 
Dialogue  37: 167–185.  

      Kachuyevski, Angela, and Ronnie Olesker. 2014. Divided Societies and Identity 
Boundaries: A Confl ict Analysis Framework.  International Journal of Confl ict 
Management  25: 304–321.  

             Laitin, David. 1998.  Identity in Formation: The Russian-Speaking Populations in 
the Near Abroad . Ithaca: Cornell University Press.  

    Laruelle, Marlène. 2014. The ‘Russian Idea’ on the Small Screen: Staging National 
Identity on Russia’s TV.  Demokratizatsiya  22: 313–333.  

       ———. 2015.  The “Russian World”: Russia’s Soft Power and Geopolitical 
Imagination . Washington, DC: Center on Global Interests.  

    Makarychev, Andrey, and Alexandra Yatsyk. 2014. (Un)locking Political Borders. 
 Problems of Post-Communism  61: 34–45.  

        McDonald, Michael. 2008. Securitization and the Construction of Security. 
 European Journal of International Relations  14: 563–587.  

    Melvin, Neil. 1995.  Russians beyond Russia: The Politics of National Identity . 
London: The Royal Institute of International Affairs.  

    Muižnieks, Nils, ed. 2010.  How Integrated Is Latvian Society? An Audit of 
Achievements, Failures and Challenges . Riga: University of Latvia Press.  

      Onken, Eva-Clarita. 2007. The Baltic States and Moscow’s 9 May Commemoration: 
Analysing Memory Politics in Europe.  Europe-Asia Studies  59: 23–46.  

        Patsiurko, Natalka, and Claire Wallace. 2014. Citizenship, Europe and Ethnic 
Boundary Making among Russian Minorities in Latvia and Lithuania.  Migration 
Letters  11: 187–205.  

       Putin, Vladimir. 2001. Address of the President of the Russian Federation 
V.V. Putin to the Congress of Compatriots. October 11.   http://old.nasledie.
ru/politvnt/19_44/article.php?art=24    .  

   ———. 2007. Address to the Federal Assembly. April 26.   http://archive.kremlin.
ru/appears/2007/04/26/1156_type63372type63374type82634_125339.
shtml    .  

    ———. 2014a. Address by President of the Russian Federation. March 18.   http://
en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/20603    .  

   ———. 2014b. Conference of Russian Ambassadors and Permanent 
Representatives. July 1.   http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/46131    .  

    Roe, Paul. 2004. Securitization and Minority Rights: Conditions of 
Desecuritization.  Security Dialogue  35: 279–294.  

246 A. KACHUYEVSKI

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0888325415593630
http://old.nasledie.ru/politvnt/19_44/article.php?art=24
http://old.nasledie.ru/politvnt/19_44/article.php?art=24
http://archive.kremlin.ru/appears/2007/04/26/1156_type63372type63374type82634_125339.shtml
http://archive.kremlin.ru/appears/2007/04/26/1156_type63372type63374type82634_125339.shtml
http://archive.kremlin.ru/appears/2007/04/26/1156_type63372type63374type82634_125339.shtml
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/20603
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/20603
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/46131


   Ross, Marc Howard. 2000.  Psychocultural Interpretations and Dramas: Identity 
Dynamics in Ethnic Confl ict . Paper presented at the annual meeting of the 
International Studies Association, Los Angeles, California, March.  

           SKDS Survey. 2014.  Piederıb̄as sajūta Latvijai.    http://providus.lv/article_
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        INTRODUCTION 
 The three Baltic countries—Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia—share a dif-
fi cult history with Russia. Once a part of the Russian Empire and Prussia, 
they also enjoyed a period of independence and were later integrated 
within the Soviet Union. These sutures turned out to be rather unstable, 
as the Soviet Union disintegrated, following which the three republics 
sought independence. By becoming members of the EU and joining 
NATO, Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia have drawn a geopolitical and a 
cultural boundary with Russia that has been reifi ed both from the Russian 
and the European sides. In other words, the new identities not only help 
delimit the representations of self, but also construct national interest (cf. 
Hopf  2012 ), essential for foreign policy. 

 Despite the EU’s self-perception as a “normative power” (Manners 
 2002 ; Diez  2005 ), which strives to remove boundaries from within, it 
inadvertently creates boundaries to the outside. Following the Baltic 
countries’ accession to the EU and especially to NATO, these countries 
are predominantly viewed in Russia as part of the Other (Lehti et al.  2008 ) 
and adherents to “Gayropa” values (Riabova and Riabov  2015 ). Thus, the 
othering of Baltic countries is not only carried out in geopolitical terms 



but also in biopolitical terms, often employing the narratives of deviant 
sexuality and Russia’s “sexual sovereignty” (Riabova and Riabov  2013 ; 
Makarychev and Medvedev  2015 ). An important point of contention 
lies in the commemoration of the Great Patriotic War, where Baltic states 
insist on “Soviet occupation” as opposed to the Russian narrative of liber-
ation from fascism. The latter issue became especially prominent after the 
Bronze Soldier controversy in Estonia (2007), and has been extrapolated 
to the other Baltic states as well. Russian media often discuss Latvian for-
mer SS legionaries (RIA Novosti  2015 ) and the general tendency within 
Baltic states to question the Russian narrative of the Great Patriotic War. 

 The notion of boundaries was one of the central concepts in Yuri 
Lotman’s  Universe of the Mind. A Semiotic Theory of Culture  (1990). 
Lotman, himself a resident of the Estonian university city of Tartu in the 
Soviet Union’s Western borderland, argued that a boundary cannot be 
visualized by means of the concrete imagination. A boundary represents a 
space of multiple collision points between internal and external spaces that 
also act as translation fi lters for the actors that adapt them to a given semi-
otic sphere. Thus, a semiotic boundary is a crucial mechanism that allows 
for the interaction of non-semiotic and extra-semiotic spaces (Lotman 
 1990 , 131–138). 

 The issue of translation taken up by Lotman has great relevance to the 
Baltic countries. All three are essentially bilingual due to the large eth-
nic Russian or Russian-speaking minorities (Ehin  2001 ), even though the 
Russian language has not been recognized as an offi cial second state lan-
guage in Latvia, Lithuania or Estonia. During the Soviet era, not learning 
Russian was a way of cultural resistance in the Baltics, but in post-Soviet 
time the situation has reversed: Estonians resent the fact that most eth-
nic Russians haven’t been able to learn enough Estonian to communicate 
(Melchior  2015 ). The issue of the Russian language has had political con-
sequences for Latvia, where Russian non-citizens comprise about 14 % of 
the population (Roxburgh  2005 ). Thus, the issue of language has always 
been a constitutive issue in identity-building and identity performance 
that spills over to mass media and popular culture. 

 Lotman’s idea of semiotic boundary is a very useful concept to describe 
the suture that the Baltic Sea Region represents. Through the notion of 
boundary it is possible to show collisions and intertwining of key dis-
courses that defi ne the semiosphere(s). Discourses constitute boundaries, 
and boundaries defi ne the semiotic space. Borders are supposed to defi ne 
semiospheres, but it is very problematic, as Baltic countries and Russia 
used to belong to the same semiosphere, and the new political identities 
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require redefi nition of cultural space as well. By means of semiotic analysis 
it is possible to go beyond discourse analysis and focus on cultural manifes-
tations of identity constructs that are reinforced by the general public (cf. 
Mogil’ner  1999 ). Baltic states in this regard, despite their belonging to 
the EU and NATO, remain a quintessential semiotic borderland between 
Russia and the West, not only because of their literal bilingual characters 
(cf. Lotman  1990 , 136), but also because of their former belonging to 
the Russian Empire and Soviet Union. Thus, Baltic states also represent 
a space where the border between Russia and the West is constructed by 
both sides and through different notions. 

 This chapter takes Lotman’s notion of semiotic boundary and explores 
its empirical applicability on major ruptures between Russia and the Baltic 
states that have been brought to the fore throughout the Ukraine crisis. 
Lotman’s boundary has been created by means of three types of discourses: 
geopolitical, memorial and biopolitical. These discourses constitute the 
differing semiotic spaces of Russia and the Baltic countries. The reason 
this chapter focuses on these three specifi c boundaries is because these 
three issues have been identifi ed as pivotal in Russia’s post-Soviet identity 
(Laruelle  2014 ; Zhurzhenko  2014 ; Gudkov  2005 ; Sharafutdinova  2014 ), 
and due to the suture in the relations with the Baltics they have been inter-
nalized and redefi ned in the Baltic space. In one way or another, all these 
boundaries are related to the national identities of the countries in ques-
tion and are manifested not only in their foreign policy but also and pri-
marily on the grassroots and popular culture level. This chapter explores 
the period between 2014 and 2015, i.e., the aftermath of the events in 
Ukraine, and analyzes mainstream mass media through Integrum World 
Wide software, social media and the infl uence of collective memory on 
redrawn boundaries.  

   GEOPOLITICAL BOUNDARY  1   
 An obvious and visualized geopolitical boundary, from a realist perspec-
tive, separates Russia from the Baltic states. If during the Soviet era Baltic 
countries were a part of the space behind the Iron Curtain, they are now 
independent states, actively disavowing this belonging. However, a geo-
political border is not only based on customs or military bloc alliances, it 
is also based on the way these features are perceived and represented in 
their respective countries. A geopolitical boundary in this respect consists 
in the perception of the actors as being members of opposing blocs and 
the inherited Cold War antagonistic rhetoric that comes with it. 
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 As President Putin remarked, the collapse of the Soviet Union was “the 
greatest geopolitical catastrophe” of the twentieth century. For the Baltic 
countries it was hardly a catastrophe: it was the long sought after inde-
pendence from the Soviet Union, which induced a drift towards Western 
European and Atlantic institutions. However, when the three Baltic states 
joined NATO in 2004, there was almost no reaction from the Russian 
leadership. Putin categorized it as “not a big deal”—a far cry from his 
reaction to Ukraine’s bid to join NATO in 2008 or signing association 
agreement in 2013–2014. 

 Despite the initial seemingly neutral reaction to Baltic NATO member-
ship, by joining the organization Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania became 
geopolitical Others and, as a result, were subjected to a particular rheto-
ric and attitude associated with this perception. For instance, the narra-
tive of “encirclement” or “enemy at the gates”, terms borrowed from 
Cold War rhetoric, were employed by the Russian Foreign Ministry and 
pro-government mass media (Meduza 21 July  2015 ). This argument was 
even more obvious in the aftermath of the Ukraine crisis, when NATO 
stationed additional troops in the Baltic countries at the latters’  request 
(Barnes  2015 ). 

 Baltic countries framed Russia as a threat (Jæger  2000 ) even before join-
ing NATO, perpetuating the discourse of Russian Otherness and European 
Sameness. This securitizing narrative primarily harks back to the 1939–1940 
Soviet occupation and the perceived threat of another Russian invasion in 
the wake of renewed independence (Kostadinova  2000 ). Mass media in 
Baltic states was concerned with a possible Russian invasion even more so 
after the military activity in the Donbas region (Mälksoo  2014 ). After track-
ing Russian mass media discourse on Baltic countries on Integrum World 
Wide, it is possible to observe a notable spike in its frequency in June 2015 
corresponding to the discussion on additional NATO troops in the Baltic 
countries. In the following, I analyze how the increase of NATO troops in 
the Baltics was covered by Russia’s most popular media outlets. 

 According to the Levada sociological service, Channels One ( Pervyi 
Kanal ) and Two ( Rossiya ) are the primary source of information for 96 % 
of Russian citizens (Volkov and Goncharov  2014 ). Russia’s Channel One, 
the most accessible source of information for Russian citizens, reacted to 
the NATO troops in a news segment called “Estonians are being con-
sistently scared by war” (Pervyi Kanal 2015), in which the newscaster 
emphasized that 70 % of Estonians did not believe in the Russian threat, 
but NATO and the USA were goading the country and its corrupt elite 
into military exercises and bunkers to protect itself from the war with 
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Russia. Thus, Estonians as a nation were not framed as enemies of Russia, 
but Estonia’s political affi liation with NATO countries was what created 
the rupture in relations between the countries. 

 LifeNews is a Russian media outlet that caters to an audience interested 
in more boulevard-type news often disregarding journalistic ethics and 
hunting down celebrities for a scoop. In the light of NATO troops sta-
tioned in the Baltics, LifeNews came out with the headline: “The USA is 
preparing a foothold [ platzdarm ] for NATO troops at Russian borders” 
(LifeNews  2015 ). The “ platzdarm ” that LifeNews referred to is situated 
in Poland and the Baltic countries, thus it constructed the Baltics as enemy 
territory that conspired with the US. Nevertheless, the LifeNews article 
is a typical example of anti-American rhetoric that spills over to American 
allies in Europe, making the Baltic countries appear as enemies by proxy. 

 Komsomolskaya Pravda, a newspaper with a highest circulation in 
Russia, despite also belonging to a class of newspaper that could be char-
acterized as “boulevard”, where xenophobic and pro-government points 
of view are frequently expressed,  2   came out with a much “softer” head-
line and article. It quoted Foreign Minister Lavrov saying that NATO’s 
deployment of extra troops in Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland and 
Romania was a violation of an agreement between NATO and Russia, 
claiming “NATO itself is creating a public opinion that it is then reacting 
to” (Komsomolskaya Pravda, 9 July  2015 ). In all three cases, one notices 
that Baltic countries were not seen as separate geopolitical actors, but con-
strued as “minions” of the bigger entity—the West, or its embodiment as 
NATO. 

 The Russia Today channel, despite its audience being much more “high-
brow”, displays a similar use of rhetoric, putting forward the headline, 
“Russia is reacting to NATO provocations at its borders” (Russia Today 
 2015a ). The slightly more sophisticated turn on a similar piece of news 
consists in the absence of the US in the headline, concentrating on NATO 
as an enemy agent. Yet, the Baltic countries play essentially the same role 
of enemy co-conspirators. At the same time, Russia Today emphasizes the 
reactive nature of Russian activity, it being a mere answer to the hostil-
ity from the West. Russia Today has been chosen as an  example because 
according to journalistic investigations (Delovoy Peterburg  2014 ; RFERL 
 2015 ), there is a special “troll army”,  3   i.e., a team of fake Internet bloggers 
who are hired to promote pro-Kremlin discourse utilize Russia Today and 
Pervyi Kanal discursive constructions. After the leak of the “bot manuals”, 
even a regular Internet user was able to track identical comments that pol-
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luted social networks (Gunitsky  2015 ) with Channel One or Russia Today 
rhetoric as an example to follow. 

 This view of Baltic countries being proxies of NATO or the US threat 
is very much related to Russia’s understanding of itself as a “subaltern 
empire” (cf. Morozov,  2015b ; Etkind  2011 ). While Russia does not 
regard Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia as its “hinterland”, it projects a 
colonialist perspective on relations within NATO and between the US 
and its allies. The problem of Soviet colonialism in the Baltics (Annus 
 2012 ) was highlighted in a number of occasions and is still a relevant 
issue in Russian foreign policy, especially given the nervous reaction 
from Baltic countries regarding Russian actions in the post-Soviet space. 

 However, it is the Russian-speaking minority in the Baltic states 
that has been singled out as Russia’s geopolitical asset (Ehin and Berg 
 2013 ; Jurkynas  2014 ), especially given that ethnic Russians are more 
susceptible to the rhetoric in Russian mass media accessible in the Baltic 
countries. According to Russian legislation on “compatriots”, all former 
Soviet citizens are eligible for Russian citizenship. This encompassing 
defi nition of compatriots might seem purely declarative, but in fact it was 
employed during the war in Georgia and as a justifi cation for the annexa-
tion of Crimea. Russian speakers, or people who used to own Soviet 
passports, were issued Russian passports in South Ossetia and Abkhazia 
before and after the 2008 war (Sakwa  2012 ). In a meeting with military 
offi cers in November 2011, then President Medvedev insisted that the 
war in Georgia was an “absolutely necessary action to save large numbers 
of our citizens” from the Georgian threat (Sakwa  2012 ). 

 This issue was been taken up in the Military Doctrine of the Russian 
Federation that states, under the rubric “The use of Armed Forces and other 
troops during immediate threat of aggression and war”, that Russian armed 
forces could be used “to ensure the protection of [Russian] citizens, outside 
the Russian Federation in accordance with the generally recognized princi-
ples and norms of international law and international treaties of the Russian 
Federation” (Voennaya Doktrina Rossiskoy Federatsii  2014 ), which makes 
the post-Soviet countries with large Russian  minorities especially anxious 
(cf. the media coverage of the Ukrainian crisis in Estonia in Mälksoo  2014 ).  

   MEMORIAL BOUNDARY 
 Another group of discourses that are very useful for creating a semiotic 
boundary that is particularly relevant for the Baltic space is the commemo-
ration of World War II.  It could be considered as constitutive for geo-
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political reasoning that affi rms the Baltic Otherness, but the memorial 
boundary is hardly visible in American–Russian antagonism or Russia–EU 
antagonism. Fascism is not only considered synonymous with an exis-
tential threat, or a main historical Other, but fi ghting it is equated with 
adopting a higher moral ground, and not only in Russia. The narrative of 
a fascist existential threat is inextricably linked to the memory of World 
War II, which is remembered differently in Russia than it is in the rest of 
the world. The “Great Patriotic War”—as it is known, commemorates not 
just the defeat of fascism, but also the survival of the nation in the face 
of extinction. It is also the most important heroic and unifying event in 
recent Russian history and is now actively used in nation-building efforts 
(Gudkov  2005 ; Kucherenko  2011 ). Hitler and Nazi Germany represent 
an almost universal symbol for an existential threat in the Russian collec-
tive memory, and they are often used as a way to indicate who is “on the 
wrong side of history”, thus representing the quintessential example of 
“usable past”. Negative enemy association with Baltic countries could in 
part stem from the Soviet era tradition of casting Baltic actors as villains in 
movies, especially as Nazis (Nazis and Blondes  2008 ). 

 According to Integrum World Wide, the fascism discourse spiked par-
ticularly high around the Ukraine crisis (cf. Gaufman  2015 ). Even though 
in most cases fascism discourse has been connected to the situation in 
Ukraine, Baltic countries have also been framed in a similar conjunction 
by the media. One of the major points of contention is the Molotov–
Ribbentrop Pact of 1939 and its secret protocol that divided Eastern 
Europe and the Baltic region in particular into “spheres of infl uence”. 
The Soviet Union consistently denied the existence of the protocol up 
until the Glasnost era, when parts of it were declassifi ed and published. 
The offi cial Russian justifi cation for it is still related to “creation of a buffer 
zone” between Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union. The Baltic countries, 
however, viewed the 1939–1940 advance of Soviet troops as occupation, 
especially given the subsequent political repressions and deportations to 
Gulag (Grinkevicǐūtė  2002 ; Avižienis  2006 ). 

 After Hitler’s attack on the Soviet Union on 22 June 1941, Nazi forces 
were in a certain respect greeted in Lithuania as liberators and even the 
“fi nal solution” found a lot of support (Friedman  1994 ; Benz and Neiss 
 1999 ).  4   Levels of collaboration with Nazi military and civilian forces were 
high, leading to the creation of special battalions from local citizens. 
Dieckmann ( 2002 ) notes that, in occupied Lithuania there were only 660 
German offi cials and 20,000 Lithuanian subordinates. 
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 After World War II, the Baltic states ended up as part of the Soviet 
Union, and were forced to follow the party line: a number of monuments 
to concentration camps and mass execution places were created in all three 
countries. As Etkind notes ( 2013 ), Soviet commemoration of World War 
II did not specifi cally include the commemoration of the Holocaust, and 
the erected monuments were dedicated to Soviet citizens, civilians or sol-
diers, neglecting the specifi c targets of the fi nal solution. This kind of 
remembrance might have contributed to the dichotomous perception in 
the Baltic states that the two sides in WWII included the Soviet occupi-
ers and the people who fought against them, i.e., making the Nazi forces 
perceived to an extent by some as a force for good (Stone  2004 ). 

 A journalistic investigation by Daniel Brook ( 2015 ) shows that Lithuania 
is struggling to balance its fi ght for independence and Nazi collaboration 
narratives. In striving to create a continuity of independence narrative, 
“memory entrepreneurs” (Mink and Neumayer  2007 ) in Lithuania have 
come to identify Nazi collaborators as “fi ghters against Soviet occupation” 
(Stone  2004 ). “Soviet occupation” is obviously an unacceptable narrative 
for Russia that concentrates on the struggle against fascism and not the 
annexation that preceded it. For example, the “Museum of Genocide” 
in Vilnius is explicitly about human rights abuses during the Soviet era, 
which is characterized as a “genocide”, while the Holocaust is viewed as a 
“repression against Jewish and other populations of Lithuania” and is not 
the main part of the museum’s exhibit (Brook  2015 ). 

 One example of such a contention is the memorial complex of Paneriai 
(Ponary/Ponarach). This place outside of Vilnius was an execution spot 
and mass grave for mostly Jewish citizens of Lithuania. Today the memo-
rial complex includes not only a monument to the victims of the Holocaust 
and Poles, but also to a monument to Lithuanian SS collaborators, who 
were also executed at the same spot after refusing to further cooperate 
with the Wehrmacht. The so-called “double genocide” narrative, where 
communist deportations are equated with the Holocaust, and Nazi col-
laborators are regarded exclusively as fi ghters for independence (Stevick 
 2012 ), would be unthinkable for the overwhelming majority of Russians, 
and this kind of rupture is probably the most diffi cult to suture. There 
are, however, some signs of change: thousands of people gathered in the 
Lithuanian village of Moletai (Malat) to commemorate the massacre of 
the local Jewish community by the March of the Living, with mayor of 
Moletai acknowledging the role of local Lithuanians in the Holocaust as 
well as numerous attempts to save the Jews (Meduza  2016 ).  
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 Russia Today’s documentary “Renaissance” discusses the rebirth of fas-
cism in Europe  5   by juxtaposing testimonials from the Salaspils concentra-
tion camp in Latvia and memories of a former member of SS troops—Mr. 
Lacis (Russia Today  2015b ). Even though the documentary is supposed 
to be mainly about Latvia, apart from featuring archive footage from the 
Salaspils concentration camp, it shows footage of neo-Nazi demonstra-
tions in the UK, Svoboda and Right Sector’s marches in Kyiv, as well as 
videos of the Azov Batallion.  6   The documentary fi nishes with the shot of 
a man who puts on a uniform with Nazi insignia and leaves his apartment. 
The historian’s monologue comments on how Goebbels’ would “rejoice 
in his grave” after hearing that Nazis nowadays regurgitate his propaganda 
about “Russian barbarians”, against which Europe is supposed to protect 
itself. 

 Even though the documentary raises an important issue of airbrush-
ing Latvian collaboration with Nazi troops, its main message still consists 
in the fallacy of “Western” Ukraine storytelling, which supposedly disre-
gards the role of neo-Nazi groups during Euromaidan and the military 
confl ict in Donbas. Especially gripping is the footage of Salaspils survivors 
watching the clips of the Ukrainian far right nationalist party, Right Sector 
and Azov batallion members, telling the journalist that people never learn 
from history. The documentary fails to mention similar tendencies in 
Russia—the infamous “Russian marches” each year on November 4th also 
bring together big crowds of Hitler admirers (Verkhovsky  2014 ). Thus, 
the countries that are shown to be fascist-friendly are primarily Latvia,  7   
Ukraine and the UK. This restricts the problem of neo-Nazi groups to 
“Western” Europe and neglects the same tendencies in Russia proper. 

 The Bronze Solider controversy in 2007 is actually the reason Estonia 
emerged on the enemy image radar. Estonian authorities decided to 
remove Alyosha, a bronze statue in the centre of Tallinn that commemo-
rated the Soviet soldiers who fought against Nazi troops in World War 
II. The statue was widely seen as a symbol for Soviet occupation by many 
Estonians. After the statue was relocated to a military cemetery, there 
were several waves of protest, both in Estonia and in Russia (Hackmann 
and Lehti  2013 ). This event already showed how important the Great 
Patriotic War narrative is for Russians. Demonstrations in front of the 
Estonian embassy organized by the pro-Kremlin movement “Nashi”, an 
attack on the Estonian ambassador in Moscow and, fi nally, a cyber attack 
on the Estonian government showed a high degree of popular outrage in 
which the role of the Russian government was seen as encouraging, if not 

(RE)DRAWING BOUNDARIES: RUSSIA AND THE BALTIC STATES 257



sponsoring, the protests(Lenta.ru  2007 ). Moreover, Russia stopped the 
oil supply to Estonia for a brief period of time and a number of Russian 
companies refused to buy Estonian products (Delfi   2007 ). 

 Even though the Estonian government was branded as “fascist” by pro- 
Kremlin movements (Lassila  2014 ), representations of Estonia were far 
from the existential threat narrative. Integrum World Wide data shows 
that mention of Estonia never reached the frequency of threats like terror-
ism, migration or the West. Moreover, the Estonian threat did not seem 
to feature a specifi c personifi cation, which also could have contributed to 
the relative failure of the threat narrative. At the same time, the situation 
around the Bronze Soldier could be seen in retrospect as an antecedent to 
Russia’s reaction to the events in Ukraine in 2014. 

 The head of the Simon Wiesenthal Center, Ephraim Zuroff, repeatedly 
made statements about the lack of prosecution efforts in Baltic countries 
vis-à-vis Nazi collaborators. At the same time, after independence there 
were a number of trials that featured former Red Army soldiers accused 
and sentenced for war crimes. The case of Vassily Kononov, formerly a Red 
Army partisan, is particularly telling in this regard, as he was sentenced in 
Latvia for war crimes he committed against Latvian civilians. At the same 
time, surviving Nazi collaborators are not prosecuted for their role in the 
Holocaust (Wiesenthal Centre  2005 ). 

 In sum, the attempt of the Baltic countries to build an identity that 
was explicitly non-Soviet resulted in an account that runs against one of 
Russia’s crucial foundational narratives The Russian frame of liberation of 
Eastern Europe from fascism was also supposed to seal Russia’s identity 
as a great power (Zhurzhenko  2007 ), and the Baltic states’ counter-frame 
undermined this argument. At the same time, the “double genocide” nar-
rative in the Baltic states (Budryté  2004 ; Stevick  2012 ) confi rmed the 
Russian framing of Baltic states as (historical) Others.  

   BIOPOLITICAL BOUNDARY 
 Biopolitical discourses intended to defi ne another boundary between 
Russia and the Baltic countries are probably the most problematic ones 
in the Baltic–Russian context. According to a number of experts (Riabova 
and Riabov  2013 ,  2015 ; Sharafutdinova  2014 ; Makarychev and Medvedev 
 2015 ), such topics as sexuality and reproduction have become the main 
signifi ers of otherness in Russian–European relations. However, given that 
Baltic countries share a very similar understanding of sexuality with Russia, 
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biopolitical “similarity” between policies in the EU and Baltic countries 
seems to be under question. 

 By becoming members of the EU, the Baltic countries also became part 
of what previously was the source of “pestilent infl uence”. Collective mem-
ory of Russia’s spiritual superiority over other (Western) countries can be 
traced all the way back to the Middle Ages. The perception of the danger-
ous “Latin”, i.e., Western, infl uence on Russia’s mores has been pointed 
out in a number of works (Morozov  2009 ; Nefyodov  2010 ; Tselikovsky 
 2014 ). The famous Russian émigré philosopher Berdyaev noted in “The 
Sources and Sense of Russian Communism” (1937(1990)) that the reason 
that remnants of the Russian Empire were easily adapted to the commu-
nist belief system was because it was founded on the existing narratives 
of the “special Russian way” and prophecies anticipating “Moscow as the 
Third Rome”. The Soviet regime, despite its explicit atheist policies, still 
managed to galvanize the whole cultural narrative as well: representations 
of the West were usually built on its consumerist nature, which suggested 
that Russians had more to offer than plain desire for material objects. 

 The expression itself,“ tletvornoe vliyanie zapada ”(Western pestilent 
infl uence), is a term that was used, albeit in a tongue-in-cheek manner, in 
a Soviet blockbuster comedy “The Diamond Hand” (Brilliantovaya ruka) 
(1969). This all-time favorite, frequently shown on Russian TV, especially 
on New Year’s Day or other holidays, follows the story of a simple Soviet 
citizen who gets accidentally entangled in a ploy by smugglers who are 
trying to get precious stones into the Soviet Union, by taking a cruise on 
(presumably) the Mediterranean Sea. The protagonist, more of an arche-
typical schlimazel, helps to bring the smugglers to justice in the movie 
despite his clumsiness. In the movie, the phrase “Western pestilent infl u-
ence” was used by Upravdom (the head of the house committee), who 
mostly spied on the inhabitants of the apartment block where the family of 
the protagonist lives. As a demonstration of this pestilence, she lists going 
to restaurants, excessive drinking, having a mistress and practical jokes. 

 The Ukrainian crisis managed to penetrate the discussion on “cultural 
bonds” as well—a Putinite term that quickly came to signify all sorts of 
“traditions,” from Orthodoxy to a ban on homosexuality, and from a 
proposed ban on abortion to “respect of host traditions”. Euromaidan 
for many pro-Russian commentators became synonymous with not only 
fascism, but also other Western “evils”. It is unsurprising that social net-
works refl ected the intensifi ed references to “Gayropa”—according to the 
defi nition by Riabova and Riabov, this term was adopted for the “desig-
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nation of European gender deviance and Europe as a whole and even to 
refer to European values and European democracy” ( 2013 ). Although the 
term “Gayropa” is frequently encountered on social networks, which is 
to be expected in an informal setting, its appearance in the offi cial media, 
according to Integrum World Wide, gained traction in late 2014, espe-
cially after the Eurovision Song Contest in May 2014. 

 A similar intensifi cation of the mention of “Gayropa” in the media was 
noticeable during the trial of Pussy Riot—another symbol of “liberasty” 
for people who are concerned with “traditional” values. Other important 
spikes in “Gayropa”’s frequency are related to the military campaign in 
Ukraine and to the May–June 2015 American Supreme Court ruling on 
gay marriage. It is ironic, that despite the fact that the gay marriage was 
legalized on a federal level in the United States, it was still the Gayropa 
meme that spiked. While the US is discursively often connected to a geo-
political threat, Europe (and the EU in particular) is seen as a biopolitical 
threat to Russia, with the Baltic states being a part of the said (bio)political 
bloc. 

 “Gayropa” is only one of the terms used to refer to gender roles in the 
world of politics. Ukraine is then represented by Russian commentators in 
the form of a woman (or a female prostitute) or a homosexual man, but 
in any case not in the form of a “real man”. Thus, commentators con-
structed the “submission” of Ukraine to the West/EU/US through the 
sexual act and subsequent emasculation of Ukraine itself. As Riabova and 
Riabov note, a negative assessment of Europe helps to achieve a positive 
self-identity because emasculation of Others constitutes remasculinization 
of Russia ( 2013 ). 

 The narrative of European deviancy, often connected to homosexu-
ality (a very common Other image) (cf. Riabova and Riabov  2011 ) is 
not unique to events in the Ukraine. On social networks even before 
Euromaidan, there were numerous posters, offering a choice between 
heteronormal and “deviant” representations of sexuality. The latter ones 
operated with synonymy of homosexuality and drug abuse, or homosexu-
ality with pedophilia (Gaufman  2014 ). Moreover, homosexuality was also 
put in a Huntington-esque “clash of civilizations” context, with Russia 
being “on the right side of history”. 

 The Eurovision Song Contest of 2014 added to the personifi cation of 
homosexuality with its winner. Conchita Wurst was even often described 
as “eto” in Russian, which suggested she did not have a soul.  8   Thus, 
the personifi cation of the “homosexual threat” caters also to the discus-

260 E. GAUFMAN



sion of the Russian identity as opposed to the European, i.e., a corrupt 
one. Moreover, in the comments surrounding song contest words like 
“Gayropa” and claims that Europe was trying to propagate “this” (i.e., 
homosexuality) in Russia were also ample. At the same time, in the Baltics 
only Lithuania gave Conchita Wurst a high score (10 out of 12), while 
Estonia gave 4, Latvia 6 and Russia 5. The voting could be considered 
somewhat representative, as the votes in all four countries are 50 % based 
on the television viewers’ opinion (Eurovision tv  2014 ). Thus, on the 
face of it, there does not seem to be an overwhelming acceptance of non- 
heteronormal sexuality in the Baltic space as well. 

 Biopolitical discourses show how increasingly diffi cult it is to create 
a semiotic boundary between Russia and the Baltic countries: neither 
Latvia nor Lithuania nor Estonia is associated with gay rights protec-
tion in Russian popular opinion. “Gayropa” seems to be just an umbrella 
derogatory term for the Other. The attitude towards homosexuality 
seems to be one of the contention points intended to defi ne allegiance 
to a certain camp of “cultural values”. It is also notable that the EU has 
conditioned protection against discrimination, including LGBT rights, 
but overall negative attitudes towards gays and lesbians remain common 
(Davydova  2012 ; Pelz  2014 ). Thus, conversely, Baltic countries seem to 
share the conservative views on sexuality widespread in conservative circles 
in Eastern and Western Europe as well (Kovats and Poim  2015 ).  

    CONCLUSION 
 Baltic countries and Russia are struggling to construct a belonging to dif-
ferent semiospheres by (re)drawing discursive boundaries. However, given 
that they used to be a part of the same semiosphere, this effort has proven 
to be a challenging task. That is why Russia and the Baltic countries reco-
alesce through their discursive struggles to a single semiosphere. The fact 
that the above mentioned discursive boundaries even exist shows that the 
collective memory of the existing semiosphere pulls Russia and the Baltics 
together. As Morozov notes ( 2015a ), Russia defi nes itself in European 
terms and European terminology, so EU and the Baltic states assumed the 
image of “false” Europe (see also Ehin and Berg  2013 ; Makarychev  2008 ). 
This categorization by no means makes the Russian position European in 
a normative sense, but the “falsity” is theorized  inter alia  in a normative 
way through at least three types of boundaries: geopolitical, memorial and 
biopolitical. Thus, despite the fact that the Baltic countries used be part 
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of the Russian state, after the break-up of the Soviet Union both sides are 
trying to deepen and to a certain extent redraw identity boundaries. 

 The geopolitical boundary in this respect is in a lot of ways a vestige 
of the Cold War era, the difference consisting in extending the enemy 
territory to the Baltic countries. What is remarkable in this respect is that 
all the Baltics are denied agency and autonomy: in this narrative Latvia, 
Lithuania and Estonia are seen as proxies, obeying the main enemy—the 
United States or its other “face” of NATO. The Baltic countries, on the 
contrary, are striving to affi rm their geopolitically Western status based on 
the narrative of a Russian threat to their independence. The Ukraine crisis 
contributed to the mounting fears in the Baltic states of instrumentalizing 
Russian minorities in order to stage a new Russian invasion. 

 The memorial boundary is also rooted in collective memory and the 
traumatic post-memory of the Great Patriotic War (Gudkov  2005 ; Rutten 
et al.  2013 ). Even though the division between “fascists” and “non-fas-
cists” is not new and not unique to Russia, this rupture is also fed by 
the Baltics’ striving to redefi ne themselves in the post-Soviet space. This 
includes competing narratives of “occupation” versus “liberation”, where 
Baltic countries commemorate and honour Nazi collaborators because they 
fought against the Red Army that occupied their countries in 1939–1940. 

 The biopolitical boundary is an equally old rupture that has been mov-
ing geographically but has always included the notion of a “Western”, 
non-spiritual world in opposition to the Russian and spiritual one. As 
Russia considers itself a “real” Europe,  the meme “Gayropa” has become 
quite handy. The notion of homosexuality as a signifi er for false values is 
not really confi rmed by media representations of the Baltics: “Gayropa” 
is another attempt to establish the subordinate role of Europe and the 
Baltics in particular in international relations. This set of discourses shows, 
however, that this semiotic boundary does not run as deep as the others 
and that perception of sexuality on a grassroots level in the Baltics is quite 
similar to the Russian one. 

 On the whole, the types of discourses that are supposed to constitute 
boundaries in this chapter single out the Baltic region not only as a liminal 
area (Neumann  2012 ) between the EU and Russia, but also as a quintes-
sential suture. By reinforcing the boundaries in between on both sides, 
the actors end up inscribing the Other identity as an indispensable part 
of their own Self. Thus, by redrawing boundaries both Russia and the 
Baltics affi rm the existence of “traces of externality” that were left behind 
after the fall of the Soviet Union. By trying to erase substantial differences 
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and form “a consistent, naturalized, organic whole” within the EU, these 
boundaries have an additional meaning of sutured closure for the Baltics, 
but not necessarily for Russia.

             NOTES 
     1.    For more on geopolitical ruptures, see Makarychev and Linsenmeier, 

this volume.   
   2.    Komsomolskaya Pravda became particularly infamous among mem-

bers of the Russian liberal opposition when one of its columnists, 
Ulyana Skoibeda, lamented in her piece about the fact that the ances-
tors of today’s liberals should have been made into lampshades—
referring to the practices of some concentration camps and the Jewish 
origins of the politician she was criticizing (Lenta.ru 15 May  2013 ).   

   3.    An Internet troll is an internet user who tries to provoke his coun-
terparts into an emotional reaction and/or promotes a specifi c point 
of view that is supposed to elicit a specifi c reaction in the audience 
(see also Zvereva 2011).   

   4.    Estonia, for instance, was the fi rst country in Europe to be declared 
“ Judenfrei ”—“Jew-free” (Weiss-Wendt  1998 ).   

   5.    See the documentary here:   http://rtd.rt.com/fi lms/renaissanse/
#part-1    .   

   6.    The neo-Nazi militant Ukrainian group that fought on the Ukrainian 
government’s side against the self-proclaimed Donetsk and Luhansk 
republics.   

   7.    There were also clips of Estonian far right demonstrations.   
   8.    All Russian nouns are divided into animate (“soul-having”) and 

inanimate (“non-soul-having”). With the neutral demonstrative 
pronoun “eto” the author of the poster reduces a person to the sta-
tus of an inanimate object.          
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