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Introduction
Awareness of the hybrid threats imposed by Russia has obviously 
come too late. The Western world lived in a “Post-historic nirvana” 
for longer than two decades, believing that the era, where cooperation 
between the West and Russia takes place on the basis of international 
law, has finally arrived. But suddenly – with Russia’s invasion into 
Ukraine in 2014 – the West was thrown back in history, where Russia 
is weak, aggressive, and (as it was realized with surprise) has never 
followed the rules. The beautiful Fata Morgana – peace with Russia 
and the rule of law around the world – went up in smoke, and this 
smoke was felt during the Maidan massacre in full scale.

This was the beginning of a new chapter in international relations, 
which includes military, cyber, informational, and psychological 
activities. Located along the external border of the European Union 
and NATO, the Baltic countries are an integral part of these relations. 
Nevertheless, the relevance of the lessons to be learned from the Baltic 
story extends far beyond the three small Baltic countries, since the so-
called hybrid warfare reaches the West as well. 

History matters. It creates preconditions for the future, changes 
demographics, and leaves a significant mark in the mind-set of society. 
It influences expectations, fears, opinions, perceptions of reality, 
and therefore also actions and political decisions and consequences. 
Concerning the Baltic countries, their history – the Second World 
War, the Soviet occupation, the Red Terror, and the ongoing 
attempts of Russia to regain control over the “hearts and minds”1 
of Baltic societies after the end of the Cold War – has left a clearly 
visible footprint in the countries’ demographics, language situation, 
struggles, and vulnerabilities. This has led to a resilience deficit against 
various actions of Russia’s foreign policy, particularly in fields such as 
language, media, and integration policy in the Baltic countries. 

 Tensions in Baltic-Russian relations originate in fragmented 
history cognition, deformed memory policy, broadly cultivated myths 
about Russia as the liberator of the Baltic States, and attempts to 
construct the identity of the Baltic countries through the politization 
of history and massive propaganda. These aspects lead to pockets of 
confrontation and ethnic tension in the Baltic countries. Russia likes 
weak democracies that lack coherence in national and Euro-Atlantic 
identity, because such conditions allow for all kinds of operations 
(including military) to be executed.

The level of societal resilience2 to the foreign policy executed by 
Russia in the Baltic countries directly affects the security of Europe and 
challenges NATO. The war waged by Russia in Ukraine and the hybrid 
threats inflicted beyond Ukraine’s borders have exposed the entire 
Euro-Atlantic space and confirmed that the power of information is 
incredibly strong. Russia has invested massively in anti-European, anti-
American, and overall anti-Western activities, in order to undermine 
the rule of law, the authority of NATO, and the basic values that have 
defined the Euro-Atlantic community since its inception – solidarity, 
the rule of law, human rights, humanity, democracy, and democratic 
freedoms.3 Therefore, it is a very important task for Latvia, Lithuania, 

1 A soft-power term, introduced by 
Joseph Nye.

2 Societal resilience reflects society’s 
abilities or capacities to tolerate, 
absorb, cope with, and adjust 
to environmental and social 
threats of various kinds, mainly 
of external origin. For empirical 
studies, important is the definition 
of the risks or threats that the 
society is exposed to. Three types 
of capacities form the societal 
resilience – coping capacity; 
adaptive capacity; transformative 
capacity. See more: Keck, M., 
Sakdapolrak, P. What is social 
resilience? Lessons Learned and 
Ways Forward. In: Erdkunde, 
Vol. 67, No. 1, 2013, pp. 5–19.

3 See more: Reire, G. Euro-Atlantic 
Values and Russia’s Propaganda 
in the Euro-Atlantic Space. In: 
European Neighbourhood Policy 
after the Arab Spring and Russia-
Ukraine hybrid war. Yearbook 
of the Institute of East-Central 
Europe, Volume 13 (2015), Issue 
4, pp.9–28.
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and Estonia, together with their Western partners, to overcome these 
tensions in order to make the Baltic societies integrated and stable. 

One of the possible scenarios in building societal resilience is to 
look for the solution within the close neighborhood, in the so-called 
Nordic model. Although there are differences in approach, the Nordic 
countries are among those who take the transatlantic relationship 
seriously and consider it to be at the core of their foreign and security 
policy. 

Three traditions of Russia’s foreign 
policy against the Baltic countries
Analysis of strategic documents of the Russian Federation proves 
that Russia is predictable and that it performs in a rational manner. 
However, this rationality differs from the Western one – “we have 
fundamentally different understandings not only of what constitutes 
as an acceptable international behavior, but also of the goals and 
‘natural’ drivers that underpin it.”4 

Russia’s goals and interests are 
clearly listed in the country’s national 
security and defense documents. 
These documents uncover a broad 
spectrum of information that has 
been laid down on paper since the 
fall of the Iron Curtain but appeared 
as a surprise for the Western world 
in 2014.5 Therefore, the first lesson 
concerning Russia’s performance 
in the international arena is to read 
Russia’s official documents; they reveal 
much more than one could await.

Fear for the alien
As de Haas points out: “A first tradition in Russian security thinking 
is fear for the alien, a feeling of being surrounded by enemies […].”6 
In the beginning of the 1990s, in order not to be alienated from the 
region, “Russia strived to normalize and formalize relations as quickly 
as possible with their close neighbors that appeared along the vast 
majority of Russia’s borders after the fall of the USSR”7. Nevertheless, 
the fear of being surrounded by enemies grew with the years, and, 
instead of building stronger international cooperation, Russia sought 
for an external enemy. 

The recently adopted National Security Strategy of the Russian 
Federation pictures the enemy very clearly: “The buildup of the 
military potential of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
and vesting it with global functions implemented in violations of 
norms of the international law, boosting military activity of the 
bloc’s countries, further expansion of the alliance, and the approach 

4 Liik, K. How to talk with Russia. 
ECFR Policy Memo, December 
2015, p. 1.

5 See more: Reire, G. A Fresh Start 
for US–Latvia Relations is Needed. 
In: Spruds, A., Potjkomkina, 
D. (eds.) Latvia and the United 
States: Revisiting a Strategic 
Partnership in a Transforming 
Environment. Latvian Institute of 
International Affairs, Riga: 2016, 
pp. 62–82.

6 De Haas, M. Russia’s Foreign 
Security Policy in the 21st Century. 
Putin, Medvedev and beyond. 
Routledge, 2010, p.3.

7 Leichtova, M. Misunderstanding 
Russia: Russian Foreign Policy and 
the West. Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 
Farnham, 2014, p, 42.
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of its military infrastructure to Russian borders create a threat to the 
national security.”8

Since the end of the Cold War, the control over the post-Soviet 
countries, including the Baltic States, has always been under the 
radar of Russia. Every movement in this area has been perceived 
as a threat to Russia’s national security and as a danger to losing 
ideological influence across its borders and finding itself face-to-face 
with the “enemy”. In order not to be surrounded by enemies, Russia 
has used various strategies, but the most influential one is dependency. 
Of course, the degree of dependence on Russia among the Baltic 
Countries varies, but altogether it can be considered as high. 

Firstly, the energy supply strongly holds Latvia together with 
Russia. Secondly, large numbers of geographically concentrated ethnic 
populations – the so-called compatriots - are located in the regions 
close to Russia’s borders in Latvia and Estonia. The presence of these 
Russians is likely to prove a major obstacle to Western efforts to wean 
these formerly constituent republics away from the Russian strategic 
grasp.9 Thirdly, Lithuania is vulnerable to demands from Russia for 
a corridor across its territory to the 
Kaliningrad exclave10, which is part of 
Russia’s Western Military District and 
where Russian ballistic missiles are 
deployed and facilities for storage of 
tactical nuclear weapons are located.11 
Fourthly, the level of dependence on 
Russia is maintained and nourished 
with the help of the fifth form of 
strategic power – the infosphere12, 
and the number one tools in this 
form of power are propaganda and 
information war. 

Ideological buffer zones
As the second characteristic of Russia’s foreign policy, de Haas 
mentions “an insatiable desire for security, which expresses itself 
in expansion and buffer zones […]”.13 Of course, in the 21st century, 
buffer zones do not exist in the same way as they existed in the Cold 
War atmosphere of direct hostilities, for instance, in the form of 
the Warsaw Pact. Nevertheless, the annexation of Crimea executed 
by Russia in 2014, the constant efforts to control the situation in 
the Baltics, the creation of the Eurasian Economic Union (which 
Russia fails to control) and the Commonwealth of Independent 
States (which also does not serve Russia’s interests as intended), and 
repetitive threats to NATO regarding the alliance’s recurring rounds 
of enlargement are proof that buffer zones of ideological influence are 
still relevant in international politics.  

The “compatriot’s policy” must be named as an additional trend 
in Russia’s attempts to create ideological buffer zones. The Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation even has a website 
designed especially for this policy.14 Moreover, Russia’s Foreign policy 

Dependence 
on Russia is 
maintained and 
nourished with 
the help of the 
fifth form of 
strategic power – 
the infosphere.

8 Стратегия национальной 
безопасности Российской 
Федерации (National 
security strategy of the 
Russian Federation), http://m.
rg.ru/2015/12/31/nac-
bezopasnost-site-dok.html, last 
time accessed on 01.04.2016.

9 Cohen, S.B. Geopolitics: The 
Geography of International 
Relations. Rowman & Littlefield, 
2015, p.219.

10 Lucas, E. Written testimony given 
to the House of Commons Foreign 
Affairs Committee in the U.K. 
on Sept. 3, 2014. http://www.
kyivpost.com/opinion/op-ed/
edward-lucas-russia-a-revisionist-
power-greater-dangers-lie-ahead-
363081.html, last time accessed 
on 01.04.2016.

11 Oldberg, I. Kaliningrad’s Difficult 
Plight Between Moscow and 
Europe. Swedish Institute of 
International Affairs UI Paper 
No. 2 (2015), http://www.ui.se/
eng/upl/files/111799.pdf, last time 
accessed on 12.10.2015.

12 There are four basic forms of 
strategic power – sea, land, air, 
and space. All have their own 
physical environments that 
have unique characteristics. 
D.J. Lonsdale argues that 
nowadays it is possible to speak 
about the fifth dimension of 
strategy: the infosphere. It 
includes political agitation 
and subversion, cyber-attacks, 
hostile propaganda, and other 
destabilizing effects. See more: 
Lonsdale, D.J.  Information Power: 
Strategy, Geopolitics, and the Fifth 
Dimension in Gray, C. S., Sloan G. 
(eds.) Geopolitics. Geography and 
Strategy (Frank Cass Publishers), 
2003, pp. 137-157.

13 De Haas, M. Russia’s Foreign 
Security Policy in the 21st Century. 
Putin, Medvedev and beyond. 
Routledge, 2010, p. 3.

14 See website of the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of the Russian 
Federation, section Compatriots 
Outside Borders, http://archive.
mid.ru/bdomp/sitemap.nsf/
kartaflat/03.04, last time accessed 
on 01.09.2016.
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15 Концепция внешней политики 
Российской Федерации 1993 года 
(Foreign policy conception of the 
Russian Federation). In: Шаклеина. 
Т.А.Т.ІУ (Ed.) Внешняя политика 
и безопасность современной 
России. 1991 - 2002. Хрестоматия 
в четырех томах. Документы 
(The foreign policy and security of 
contemporary Russia. 1991-2002. 
Chrestomathy in four volumes. 
Documents). Мoscow: 2002. 

16 Концепция внешней политики 
Российской Федерации (Foreign 
policy conception of the Russian 
Federation). http://archive.mid.ru//
Bl.nsf/arh/19DCF61BEFED61134325
699C003B5FA3, last time accessed on 
01.04.2016.

17 Концепция внешней политики 
Российской Федерации (Foreign 
policy conception of the Russian 
Federation). Концепция внешней 
политики Российской Федерации 
15 июля 2008 года http://kremlin.ru/
acts/news/785, last time accessed on 
01.04.2016.

18 Концепция внешней политики 
Российской Федерации (Foreign 
policy conception of the Russian 
Federation). http://archive.
mid.ru//bdomp/ns-osndoc.nsf/
e2f289bea62097f9c325787a0034 
c255/c32577ca0017434944257b160
051bf7f!OpenDocument, last time 
accessed on 01.04.2016.

19 Указ Президента Российской 
Федерации от 17 декабря 1997 
г. № 1300 “Об утверждении 
Концепции национальной 
безопасности Российской 
Федерации” (Order by the President 
of the Russian Federation, 12,17,1997, 
No. 1300 “On adoption of National 
security conception of the Russian 
Federation). In: Российская газета 
(Russian Newspaper), 12.26.1997.

20 Стратегия национальной 
безопасности Российской 
Федерации в редакции Указа 
Президента Российской Федерации 
от 10 января 2000 г. № 24 (National 
security strategy of the Russian 
Federation, in edition of the order 
by the President of the Russian 
Federation, 01.10.2000, No. 24), http://
www.scrf.gov.ru/documents/1.html, 
last time accessed on 01.04.2016.

21 Стратегия национальной 
безопасности Российской 
Федерации до 2020 года (National 
security strategy of the Russian 
Federation), http://kremlin.ru/
supplement/424, last time accessed on 
01.04.2016.

22 Стратегия национальной 
безопасности Российской 
Федерации (National security 
strategy of the Russian Federation), 
http://m.rg.ru/2015/12/31/nac-
bezopasnost-site-dok.html, last time 
accessed on 01.04.2016.

Table 1. Post-Soviet space as Russia’s ideological buffer zone

Document Contents  (excerpts from documents)
CFP199315 Post-Soviet area as a main priority of Russian foreign policy.

Warns post-Soviet countries to exploit the collapse of the USSR 
for their own benefit, endangering not only the relations with 
Russia but also the rights of Russians living in these countries.
Third parties, who would assert their power in post-Soviet space, 
should respect Russian interests as the Russian government 
will be carefully evaluating and diplomatically reacting to the 
activities of these parties.
Opposition to the placement of any military infrastructure in 
post-Soviet space.

CFP200016 Creation of a zone of allied countries along Russia’s borders.
A continuing priority for Russia’s interests in Europe – the Baltic 
States, the situation of the Russian-speaking minority and 
Russia’s border regime with the Baltic States.

CFP200817 A continuing priority for Russia’s interests in Europe – the Baltic 
States, the situation of the Russian-speaking minority and 
Russia’s border regime with the Baltic States.
Promotion of Russian culture and language and adopting the 
role of a world-class civilization; comprehensive aid abroad.
An anti-American tone; Russia’s interest in cooperating with 
European states in ensuring European security.

CFP201318 Russia maintains a negative attitude towards enlargement of 
NATO and moving closer of the NATO war infrastructure to the 
borders of Russia.
Comprehensive defense of rights, human rights and lawful 
interests of Russia’s citizens and compatriots living abroad.
Multi-billion Russian diaspora as a partner in foreign policy, 
including expansion and consolidation of the space of 
Russian language and culture. Promotion of consolidation 
of organizations of compatriots with the aim to ensure more 
effective defense of their rights. 

NSC199719 Threat: NATO’s expansion to the east.
NSC200020 Threats to national security: the creation of regional security 

blocks; NATO’s expansion to the east; efforts to position military 
facilities close to Russia’s borders; the weakening of the CIS’ 
integration; conflicts on Russia’s borders or borders of the CIS; 
third parties’ efforts to weaken Russia.

NSC202021 Reserves to right to use force in the event of an outbreak of 
conflicts in close proximity to Russia’s borders that could directly 
threaten Russia’s security or lead to the creation of a hostile 
environment near its territory.

NSC201522 The position of the West, which is oriented to counteract to 
the integrational processes and create tensions in the Eurasian 
region, poses a negative influence on implementation of Russia’s 
national interests. 
Growing of force potential of NATO and assignment of global 
functions to it, which are to implement by violating the norms of 
international law, activation of war performance of the members 
of the bloc, further enlargement of the alliance, approach of its 
military infrastructure to Russian borders, create a threat to the 
national security.
Anti-constitutional coup d’état, which is supported by the USA 
and the EU, has led to deep split in the Ukrainian society and 
emergence of an armed conflict. Consolidation of an ultra-right 
nationalistic ideology, determined formation of the image of 
Russia as an enemy in the Ukrainian society, unconcealed aim 
to solve internal discrepancies with the use of force, deep socio-
economic crisis makes Ukraine the factor of instability in Europe 
in long term, and directly at the border of Russia.



7

conception of 2013 sees the multi-billion Russian diaspora as a partner 
in foreign policy, including expansion and consolidation of the space 
of the Russian language and culture.23 

Russia’s feeling of superiority
 “A third characteristic of traditional Russian security thinking is a 
feeling of superiority, which is expressed in references to the unique 
status of Russia and its leading role in the world.”24 The traditional 
Russian security thinking as a feeling of superiority corresponds to the 
idea that “there is an understanding amongst Western policymakers 
that Russia wants to be treated as an equal, but disagreement about 
equality remains. For Russia, it means having the right to set and 
tweak ‘the rules of game’”.25 

A special component of Russia’s security thinking, as a unique 
and superior state, is the idea of the “Russian world”, which can be 
regarded as a part of the new Russian ideology. Nevertheless, it is 
worth mentioning that “the Russian world” idea serves a very local 
purpose: Putin uses it to convince his core electorate that he is willing 
to help compatriots who live abroad and who, presumably, are being 
oppressed by local authorities.”26

Although Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia are now full-fledged 
members of NATO and the EU, Russia’s attempts to regain control 
over these three Baltic countries have not ceased. Using different 
information warfare techniques, including sports, culture, the 
educational system, language policy, and the low trust in NATO 
and the EU that exists in some parts of society, Russia fights for its 
ideological influence in the Baltics. 

To sum up, the basic characteristic of Russia’s foreign policy 
towards the Baltic States is the conception that there is a direct 
connection between national security and the interests of Russia and 
the security of its surroundings regions. “This security should be 
understood not only as the absence of conflict but also as the absence 
of other strong actors whose activities are outside the boundaries of 
Russia’s control.”27

Linguistic Imperialism
Russia’s sociolinguistic policy towards 
the Baltics has deep roots, starting in 
1939, and continues to be operational 
even nowadays. Meanwhile, there is a 
complex background to the language 
policy in Latvia where, since regaining 
independence in 1991, the country has 
promoted Latvian as the only state 
language, though Russian and other 
languages are widely used publicly. 

The echo of the Russian language 
imperialism that existed during Soviet 

23 Концепция внешней политики 
Российской Федерации (Foreign 
policy conception of the Russian 
Federation), http://archive.
mid.ru//bdomp/ns-osndoc.nsf/
e2f289bea62097f9c325 
787a0034c255/c32577ca001743
4944257b160051bf7f!OpenDo
cument, last time accessed on 
01.04.2016.

24 De Haas, M. Russia’s Foreign 
Security Policy in the 21st Century. 
Putin, Medvedev and beyond. 
Routledge, 2010, p. 3.

25 Liik, K. How to talk with Russia. 
ECFR Policy Memo, December 
2015, p. 1.

26 Inozemtsev, V.L. Russia’s Putin 
and Putin’s Russia: How They 
Work and What We Should 
Expect. In Forging Western 
Consensus on Eastern Policy 
Working Paper Series, DGAP, 
CTR, 2015, p. 8.

27 Leichtova, M. Misunderstanding 
Russia: Russian Foreign Policy and 
the West. Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 
Farnham, 2014, p. 65.
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28 Paulston, C.B. Linguistic 
Minorities in Multilingual 
Settings. Clevedon: Multilingual 
Matters, 1992, p. 2.

Non-citizens 
have the 
same social 
guarantees as 
Latvian citizens.
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times can still be heard – in Russia’s admonishments about compatriots’ 
rights and the Russian speaking situation in the Baltics, in regular 
warnings and attempts (mostly related to soft power instruments) to 
expand and strengthen the role and usage of the Russian language in 
Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia. As Paulston points out regarding Latvia, 
“it is exactly this past Latvian subordinate/Russian superordinate 
relationship that dominates present-day language policies in Latvia”.28 
This conclusion also concerns Estonia and Lithuania.

Due to unbalanced sociolinguistic functions and prestige, all 
three Baltic States developed two separate linguistic communities: a 
monolingual Russian community and bilingual Latvian, Lithuanian, 
and Estonian communities. This deep-rooted trend could not be 
rapidly whisked away after the regaining of independence. Thus, this 
Soviet legacy, which can be described as a linguistically split society, 
still exists in the Baltic countries, although it does have a positive 
tendency to diminish over the years. 

Victimization of Russian-speakers by Russia
Muižnieks mentions three “stages” and periods regarding the Russian 
Federation’s policy towards Russian-speakers in Latvia. In the initial 
phase, Moscow expanded the category of the Russian minority to also 
include people of any Slavic origin who speak Russian, increasing the 
number of “victims of Baltic discrimination”. The inclusion of other 
Russian-speaking ethnicities in the sphere of “victims” made the issue 
more universal, less based on ethnic considerations, and potentially 
more disruptive for the Baltic governments, which were portrayed as 
ardent nationalists and xenophobes.

The reality is that, after regaining independence, authorities of the 
Baltic States faced the situation where large numbers of persons, who 
had immigrated to the Baltic countries during the period of Soviet 
occupation and who had lost USSR citizenship upon the disruption of 
the Soviet Union, were permanently residing in each Baltic country. 
However, these people had never been citizens of the Republic of 
Latvia, Lithuania, or Estonia. Though circumstances were similar in 
all three countries, the situation shall be further explored from the 
Latvian perspective. 

In Latvia, a special temporary status was established for former 
USSR citizens, since these individuals were not eligible for automatic 
acquisition of citizenship. This status was called „the former citizens 
of the USSR without the citizenship of the Republic of Latvia or any 
other country”, so called „non-citizens.” It is important to stress 
that Latvia’s non-citizens are not stateless persons. The protection 
provided to non-citizens in Latvia extends beyond that which is 
required by the 1954 Convention Relating to the Status of Stateless 
Persons. Non-citizens enjoy equal protection under the law, both in 
Latvia and while living or traveling abroad, and are the only group 
of persons, besides citizens, who are granted permanent residence 
in Latvia ex lege. They can have permanent residence in a foreign 
country while retaining all rights and privileges, inter alia, to 
travel freely and to return to Latvia at any time. Non-citizens have 
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the same social guarantees as Latvian citizens, and they enjoy the 
majority of political rights, including, for example, pensions and 
unemployment benefits. The only significant differences between 
Latvian citizens and non-citizens are the rights to vote, to work in 
the civil service, and to occupy posts directly related to national 
security.29 All prerequisites have been created for persons with the 
non-citizen status to acquire the citizenship of Latvia. 

Language that splits
After the Cold War, the Baltic Countries adopted language and 
citizenship legislation that meets international requirements. 
Nevertheless, Russia has used domestic and ethnic tensions in Latvia 
for its own benefit. Of the three Baltic States, Latvia has received 
the most attention on the issue of its minorities. The Russian 
Federation has fostered a reality where the status of Russian-speakers 
in Latvia has been one of the central issues of bilateral relations 
since the unsuccessful coup of 1991 and the restoration of Latvia’s 
independence.30

It is true – the Baltic societies are split along the lines of native 
language, separating Estonian-speaking, Latvian-speaking, Lithuanian-
speaking, and Russian-speaking communities. These communities 

have opposing views on a number 
of significant issues, including 
the geopolitical orientation of the 
country, human rights, and other 
issues. This conclusion is clearly 
reflected in Figure 1. Preferable 
orientation of Latvian foreign policy 
(Latvian-speakers, %) and Figure 
2. Preferable orientation of Latvian 
foreign policy (Russian-speakers, %). 
The overwhelming majority of the 
Russian-speaking population prefers 
that Latvian foreign policy be oriented 
towards Eastern countries, including 
the Post-Soviet space, which does 
not correspond to Latvia’s existing 
foreign policy course at large. It is 
also noteworthy that only half of the 
Latvian-speaking population prefers 
foreign policy orientation towards the 
West, and this data is alarming from 
the point of view of societal resilience 
against Russia’s foreign policy. 

A recent survey by SKDS Research Center (see Figure 3. Evaluation 
of Russia (Latvia)) illustrates that Latvians and Russians in Latvia 
live in two different realities. More than 70% of Russian-speaking 
population expressed a positive opinion about Russia in 2015, while 
only 20% of Latvian-speaking population had the same opinion in the 
same period. 

29 See Citizenship policy in Latvia. 
Working session 1: Democratic 
institutions. OSCE Human 
Dimension Implementation 
Meeting, Warsaw, 22 September – 
3 October 2014. HDIM.
DEL/0155/14, 22 September 
2014, http://www.osce.org/
odihr/124297?download= 
true, last time accessed on 
01.15.2016.

30 Muižnieks, N. Russian Foreign 
Policy Towards “Compatriots” 
in Latvia. Muižnieks, N. (ed.). 
Latvian−Russian Relations: 
Domestic and International 
Dimensions. Rīga: LU 
Akadēmiskais apgāds, 2006, 
p. 119
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31 Zakem, v., Saunders, P., Antoun, 
D. Mobilizing Compatriots: 
Russia’s Strategy, Tactics, and 
influence in the Former Soviet 
Union. CNA, November 2015, 
p.i.i.

It is evident that the Russian-speaking population has a totally 
different opinion about Latvia’s international orientation. They see 
Russia from a different angle, which is constructed by Russia, its 
controlled mass media, the pro-Kremlin party Harmony Centre, 
and the Kremlin’s sponsored NGOs, operating both in Latvia and 
internationally. In addition, an important role is also played by the 
Rossotrudnichestvo foundation, which has many representative offices 
co-located with Russian embassies.

Such a situation in society weakens the resilience capabilities 
throughout the country as a whole, because a split society is easy to 
manipulate, including politics. “To the extent that they identify with 
Russia not only culturally but also politically, Russian compatriots can 
amplify Russia’s political influence in the former USSR and provide 
political, economic, and military intelligence. […] their alienation 
from their own governments creates a latent, potentially firm unrest, 
and other possible lever.”31

Figure 1. Preferable orientation of Latvian foreign policy (Latvian-speakers, %). Source: SKDS, 03.2008.-03.2016.

Figure 2. Preferable orientation of Latvian foreign policy (Russian-speakers, %). Source: SKDS, 03.2008.-03.2016.
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32 See Reire, G. Latvia and Russia in 
the United Nations: The Human 
Rights Card. In: Ozoliņa Ž. (Ed.) 
Latvia–Russia–X. Rīga: Zinātne, 
2008, pp. 58–86.

The Human Rights Card
The Baltic countries have ratified all of the main human rights 
instruments, consulted with experts of international human 
rights, and followed the recommendations of various international 
organizations (UN, OSCE, CoE, etc.). The countries’ legislation and 
practices fully conform with international standards. 

 However, Latvia’s and Estonia’s relations with Russia have not 
substantially changed since the fall of the Iron Curtain, and the 
relations of these states in the international arena remain marked by 
the human rights issue. “Many years ago Russia discovered that this 
issue works in international relations and alone creates international 
tension and evokes caution among others. Russia is using this 
internationally sensitive issue as a political instrument and does not 
shy away from applying double standards.”32 

Lack of adequate understanding of human rights
The division line between languages can be observed in regard to 
guarantees of human rights in Latvia and Estonia. 68% of Russian-
speaking population agree that minorities in Latvia have much less 
democratic rights than Latvians. In contrast, 62% of Latvian-speaking 
population disagree with this expression. (See Figure 3. Society’s 
opinion about guarantees of democratic rights in Latvia)  

In Estonia, the numbers are more optimistic. More than 60% of 
Russian-speaking respondents consider that the human rights of 
speakers of languages other than Estonian are always guaranteed or 
mostly guaranteed, while slightly over one-fourth consider human 
rights as not guaranteed at all or mostly not guaranteed. (See Figure 4. 
Are human rights guaranteed in Estonia for inhabitants with a different 

Russia is 
using this 
internationally 
sensitive issue  
– human rights – 
as a political 
instrument.

Figure 3. Evaluation of Russia (Latvia, all respondents, %). 
Q: Is your opinion about Russia very positive, rather positive, rather negative or very negative? Source: SKDS, 01.2008.-08.2015.
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33 See Linguistic Human Rights 
and Security. Estonian 
Institute of Human Rights, 
2015. www.aastakonverents.
eihr.ee, last time accessed on 
01.10.2016.

34 Ibid.

native language?) “Among Estonian-speaking respondents, 88% consider 
the human rights of speakers of languages other than Estonian to be always 
guaranteed or mostly guaranteed. This is an important difference between 
the attitudes of Estonians and other ethnicities; at the same time, there is a 
lack of a significant difference based on citizenship.”33

In Latvia, the Russian population is mostly concentrated in Riga and 
in the Latgale region at the border with Russia, although generally it is 
spread across the whole country. In Estonia, Russian-speaking population 
is concentrated in two major territories: in Tallinn and in the Ida-Viru 
County (also at the border with Russia; it has almost 95% Russian-speaking 
population). As the public opinion data shows, Ida-Viru County has a greater 
than average share of people who express doubts that human rights are 
guaranteed (See Figure 6. Have you been unfairly treated due to ethnicity or 
native language? (Estonia)).

“It is possible that their opinions are influenced by a misconception 
disseminated by the Russian Federation, which states that members of this 
social group have the right to Estonian citizenship even if they do not meet 
the requirements (the claim being that the Estonian state has allegedly 
deprived or “stripped” them of citizenship), as well as by the personal 
inability to receive Estonian citizenship due to low language proficiency.”34 

Figure 4. Society’s opinion about guarantees of democratic rights in Latvia (all respondents, n=~1000, %). 
Q: In Latvia, the minorities have much less democratic rights than Latvians? Source: SKDS, 11.2011.

Figure 5.  Are human rights guaranteed in Estonia for inhabitants with a different native language?  
(Russian speaking respondents, %). Source: Linguistic Human Rights and Security. Estonian Institute of Human Rights, 2015. 
aastakonverents.eihr.ee, last time accessed on 01.10.2016.

Hard to answer

Age
15–34
35–64

65 +

Region
Tallinn

Ida-Viru county
Elsewhere in Estonia

Citizenship
Estonian

Russian
Undetermined

806040

9
13

23
62

68
25

200

0 100908070605040302010

Disagree

Agree

Russian speaking

No

Latvian speaking

Yes

72

63

66

18

28

25

59

61

63

33

33

29

63

68

59

29

21

33



13

The Estonian Institute of Human Rights has done research that 
shows that many Russian-speaking inhabitants lack an adequate 
understanding of human rights.35 For this reason, inconveniences 
and difficulties in the use of Russian language fall into this category; 
however, these issues are not related to human rights. This conclusion 
can also be applied to Latvia’s case. It emphasizes the widely 
accepted theory that values and ideologies are (socially) constructed, 
reconstructed, and deconstructed within social interaction and 
through language.36 In Latvia’s and Estonia’s case, it is Russia who 
constructs the opinion, values, and ideology of compatriots, but the 
governments of the Baltic countries still have to find effective means 
for deconstructing this attitude and building stronger ties with their 
Russian-speaking populations.

Latvian and Estonian legions were not members  
of the criminal SS organization
Russia attempts to discredit the Baltic countries internationally, using 
falsified historical facts about the Latvian and Estonian so-called 
“voluntary” SS Legions, their activities in the Second World War, and 
commemoration of soldiers. 

It is true that Latvians and Estonians participated in German military 
units during the Nazi occupation. Nevertheless, it is only one side of the 
truth, because “there is absolutely no reason to claim that there were 
any direct links between the Latvian Legion, which was established 
only at the beginning of 1943, and the war crimes that were previously 
committed by military or paramilitary organizations.”37 The Legion in 
Latvia and Estonia was established by direct and forceful mobilization. 
“The fact is that the establishment of the Latvian Legion was a process 
during which the Germans frequently ignored international laws and 
The Hague rules of land-based military activities.”38

The Nuremberg military tribunal issued a ruling on the 1st of 
October, 1946, in which it produced quite a precise list of those people 

35 See Estonian Human Rights 
Report 2012.  Estonian Institute 
of Human Rights, 2013, http://
www.eihr.ee/en/estonian-human-
rights-report-2012/, last time 
accessed on 01.10.2016.

36 See Rojo, M., van Dijk, T. There 
was a problem and it was solved: 
Legitimating the exclusion of 
illegal immigrants in Spanish 
parliamentary discourse. 
Discourse & Society, 1997, 8(4), 
pp. 523–567; and Van Leeuwen, 
T. Discourse and Practice: New 
tools for critical discourse analysis. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2008.

37 Feldmanis, I., Kangeris, K. The 
Volunteer SS Legion in Latvia. 
Ministry of Foreign Afairs of 
the Republic of Latvia, http://
www.mfa.gov.lv/en/prague/
information-about-latvia/the-
volunteer-ss-legion-in-latvia-
by-inesis-feldmanis-and-karlis-
kangeris, last time accessed in 
01.10.2016.

38 Ibid. www.mfa.gov.lv/en/policy/
information-on-the-history-of-
latvia/the-volunteer-ss-legion-in-
latvia

NoYes

Figure 6. Have you been unfairly treated due to ethnicity or native language? (Estonia, Russian speaking 
respondents, %). Source: Linguistic Human Rights and Security. Estonian Institute of Human Rights, 2015. aastakonverents.eihr.ee, last time 
accessed on 01.10.2016.
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who could be seen as members of the criminal SS organization. The 
tribunal said that exceptions could be made with respect to those who 
were mobilized through force (as was the case of Latvians), provided 
that these people had not committed any war crimes.39 There has never 
been a court case in which a member of the Latvian Legion had been 
accused of war crimes committed in the context of the Legion. 

Stranga argues that Russia’s “so-called ‘fight against Fascism’ in 
Latvia is being pursued with resources which suggest that this ‘anti-
Fascism’ is actually very similar to true Fascism.”40  He also warns that 
“Latvia will not experience true, as opposed to artificial, integration if 
the people of Latvia, irrespective of their nationality, do not accept at 
least the important segments of our collective memory and experience 
as their own.”41

Security of the Infosphere
The Western world is caught in an inability to devise an effective 
answer to Russia’s strategic political communication, propaganda, and 
manipulative techniques (victimization, pseudo-plurality, labeling, 
moral superiority, in-out grouping, and others)42.

The level of dependence on Russia is maintained and nourished 
with the help of the infosphere. Russia has broken into the Baltic 
infosphere; using Soviet legacy, stereotypes, threats, and lies, it 
weakens societies’ trust towards national institutions and creates a 
separate pseudo-informational space. Much of the Russian Federation’s 
media or media related to Russia are involved in the Baltic media 
market. The most significant are TV channels CTC (entertainment 
format, uploaded with ideology), 1BM (First Baltic Music Channel 
with Russian origin; local product with mainly Russian content), PBK 
(Pervy Baltiysky Kanal, local product with mainly Russian content), 
RT, TVc, MIR TV, RTR, Perviy kanal, newspaper Rossiskaya gazeta, 
news agencies RIA Novosti and ITAR TASS, and radio station Golos 
Rossii. 

It is important to mention that, in many cases, Baltic media cannot 
compete and match forces with Russian media because of financial 
restrictions. “The most popular Russian TV channels are under 
direct or indirect Kremlin’s control, therefore options of choice for 
the Russian speaking population, theoretically, exist, but they are not 
made usefully in praxis.”43

The information sources used by the Estonian and Russian-
speaking communities are predominantly different, and the 
information space is characterized by extensive language-based 
segregation. The Russian-speaking population is consolidated in 
Tallinn and Ida-Viru County and commonly shares the same world-
view promoted by Russia. Therefore, the situation of information 
consumption is more challenging for Estonia than for Latvia, where 
Russian-speaking population is spread across the whole country, not 
to mention Lithuania, where only 5% of the population is Russian-
speaking (see Map1. Percentage of ethnic Russians residing outside of 
Russia in former Soviet Union States). 

39 See Nuremberg Trial Proceedings. 
Yale Law School, Avalon Project: 
Documents in Law, History and 
Diplomacy, http://avalon.law.
yale.edu/imt/count.asp, last time 
accessed on 01.10.2016.

40 Stranga, A. A Few Words About 
History, Russia and Latvia. 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 
the Republic of Latvia, http://
www.mfa.gov.lv/en/policy/
information-on-the-history-of-
latvia/quot-a-few-words-about-
history-russia-and-latvia-quot-
address-by-prof-aivars-stranga-
university-of-latvia-april-28-2005, 
last time accessed on 01.10.2016.

41 Ibid.
42 For more about manipulative 

techniques used by Russia in its 
information campaigns, see The 
manipulative techniques of the 
Russian information campaign 
against Ukraine, Center for 
International Studies, NATO 
StratCom COE, 2015, http://www.
stratcomcoe.org/manipulative-
techniques-russian-information-
campaign-against-ukraine, last 
time accessed on 01.10.2016.

43 Kudors, A. Krievijas izpratne par 
publisko diplomātiju: starp maigo 
varu  un manipulāciju. (Russia’s 
Understanding about Public 
Diplomacy: Between Soft Power 
and Manipulation) In: Kudors, 
A. (Ed.) Krievijas publiskā 
diplomātija Latvijā: mediji un 
nevalstiskais sektors. (Russia’s 
Public Diplomacy in Latvia: 
Media and Non-governmnetal 
Sector) Rīga: Austrumeiropas 
politikas pētījumu centrs, LU 
Akadēmiskais apgāds, 2014, p. 48.
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In the Estonian case, these two “Russian-speaking islands” are 
hardly reachable informationally and ideologically, because they 
form consolidated communities. It is a difficult task to shape the 
world-view of a monolithic societal group with particular historical 
and ideological identity. As Lippmann has noted, individuals cling 
on to their “system of stereotypes” because it provides an “ordered, 
more or less consistent picture of the world, to which our habits, our 
tastes, our capacities, our comforts, and our hopes have adjusted 
themselves.”44

Latvia has a multiform and fragmented media system, which is 
characterized by oligopolistic competition. TV Channels that are related 
to the Russian Federation have big influence, not only on the Russian-
speaking audience, but on the Latvian population as well. The whole 
society of Latvia is more or less influenced by Russian propaganda, 
which creates anti-Western mind-sets and builds opinions about world 
events, framed specifically according to Russia’s national interests. 

The information received is determined by the consumed 
information channels and formulates an individual’s or groups’ 
mind-set, which shapes their behavior. From the viewpoint of societal 
resilience, a secure Baltic infosphere is of the utmost importance for 

44 Lippmann, W. Public Opinion. 
New York: Harcourt Brace & Co, 
1922, p. 59.
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the Western world, since the Baltic countries are located along the 
external border both of the European Union and NATO.

Therefore, if the information war waged by Russia will continue 
to expand, the situation in the Baltic countries could be classified 
as a hybrid threat. When third parties (Russia, DAESH, etc.) are 
putting big efforts into influencing the Euro-Atlantic information 
environment, societies can become very receptive to the information 
provided, can be easy to manipulate, and may face challenges in 
changing the existing strategic political course. As William Thomas 
put it very clearly: “If men define situations as real, they are real in 
their consequences.”45

Recommendations
Democracy must be protected every day. New types of threats demand 
new types of responses, and this involves the further development of 
international law and the adaptation of international organizations to 
the existing state of affairs. 

• Awareness of the openness and vulnerabilities of the Western system of 
values

Societies of the Baltic countries are very vulnerable in some important 
points (trust of national/Russian media, evaluation of Russia, divided 
informational spaces, and Russia’s influence on compatriots). This 
means that Baltic and Western leaders must start acting because the 
crisis situation has already developed to the medium level. 

The West must be aware of the 
means and tools that Russia uses in 
the information war and be ready to 
address a variety of new challenges 
and defend its foundational values. 

A very precise and firm policy and 
message must be developed in the 
framework of deterrence activities. 
Even in situations where the interests 
of the West and Russia coincide, 
a clear focus and the ability of 
multitasking must remain. No part of 
the crisis should be used in bargaining 
with Russia. The European Union 
and the United States cannot afford 
any form of crisis, tensions, and wars 
slipping out of their grasp. 

• Applicability of the principle of self-
defending democracy 

Today we experience renewed interest 
in the concept of self-defending 
or militant democracy and its 

45 Thomas, W. I.,m Thomas, D. S. 
The Child in America: Behavior 
Problems and Programs. New 
York: Knopf, 1928.
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applicability to hybrid threats, with the help of national constitutional 
law and further development of international law. “Militant democracy 
is a political and legal structure aimed at preserving democracy against 
those, who want to overturn it from within or those, who openly 
want to destroy it from outside by utilizing democratic institutions as 
support within the population.”46 

In the case of the Baltic countries, to defend the democracy and 
unity of societies, the toolset of a self-defending democracy must 
include a response to the information war waged by Russia and the 
activities of NGOs financed by Russia, which act against the Baltic 
countries by spreading lies, disinformation, hate, and false “expertise” 
in international organizations, especially concerning the human rights 
of the Russian-speaking population. The toolset should also include 
precise regulation of the mass media market.

• Capabilities of Western institutions

In the Warsaw Summit, which is being called the most critical NATO 
summit since the end of the Cold War, NATO, in regard to Russia, 
shifted from reassurance to deterrence. Despite the decision that 
NATO will deploy four multinational battalions to Estonia, Latvia, 
Lithuania, and Poland, in order to secure the external border, military 
tools are not enough. Societal resilience must also be addressed, 
because political uncertainty (or even political subversion) is not only 
highly possible but also is as dangerous as a military intervention 
in the region. Therefore, NATO must now prove that it is capable of 
implementing and making the provisions of the Wales declaration and 
the new hybrid war strategy47 operational.

The most important aspect in regard to resilience in the 
Baltics and the European Union is the ability to develop a united 
standpoint in important issues such as energy security and relations 
with Russia. In addition, it is crucial to put the NATO-EU joint 
declaration, which was signed at the Warsaw summit, in motion. It 
involves strengthening the European Union’s military capabilities 
and NATO’s willingness and ability to expand its role beyond the 
classic military alliance. 

In May of 2016, the European Commission came up with a 
new legislative proposal amending the Audiovisual Media Services 
(AMS) Directive.48 With this initiative, the European Commission 
has planned to calibrate rules in order to shape technological 
developments, to create a level playing field for emerging audiovisual 
media, to combat racial and religious hatred, etc. The results of this 
legislative process will show the level of willingness and capacity of 
the European Union to grasp the problematics of the information war 
in its wholeness and its ability to develop legal instruments against 
misuse of the European infosphere.

• Media literacy skills and strong national media in the Baltic countries

The Baltic countries should use the resources that UNESCO provides 
in the field of media literacy – a number of initiatives to engender 
media and information literacy as an engaging civic education 

46 Pfersmann, O. Shaping Militant 
Democracy: Legal Limits to 
Democratic Stability. In: Sajó, A. 
(Ed.) Militant Democracy. Eleven 
International Publishing, 2004, 
p. 7.

47 Adopted in the Meeting of NATO 
Ministers of Foreign Affairs in 
Brussels on December 1, 2015. 
The document is based on several 
principles, including preparation, 
prevention, and defense, and 
involves consultations under 
Article 4, which allows any of the 
NATO member states that face 
hybrid war elements to ask other 
members for assistance.

48 European Union’s Audiovisual 
Media Services (AMS) Directive. 
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-
single-market/en/audiovisual-
media-services-directive-avmsd, 
last time accessed on 07.16.2016.
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movement and a tool for lifelong learning.49 In addition, media literacy 
skills can be taught in schools and higher education institutions and 
be promoted by NGOs and experts. The challenge is to reach the whole 
society, especially those people who do 
not attend any educational institution 
and are not active participants in civil 
society. Effective social campaigns 
should be considered in such cases.

An urgent task for Latvia and 
Estonia is to unify the infosphere 
and create competitive and attractive 
national media content. Both countries 
need clear strategies on how to attract 
the Russian-speaking population 
to the Latvian and Estonian media 
content and how to finance them 
adequately.

• Societal integration plans – revisited, improved, and implemented

The Baltic countries have to revisit, improve, and implement their 
societal integration programs and strategies. It is important to include 
positive stimuli to learn and use the state language and, at the same 
time, to ensure social security and inclusion. Moreover, strategies and 
programs must not only be written but also be effectively implemented 
and communicated. Since the consolidation of society in the Baltic 
countries does not correspond to Russia’s national interests, it is 
easy to foresee that countermeasures will be initiated. Nevertheless, 
narrowing the gap between languages is the only possible way for the 
Baltics to build a stable society that is non-receptive to Russia’s foreign 
policy and wide-spread propaganda.

• The Baltic countries have to continue explaining the history  
of World War II

Incomplete understanding of the history of the Baltic countries 
creates a basis for Russian slander. Explaining this history is a time-
consuming process, which can be compared to Sisyphus’s task of 
rolling an immense boulder up a hill, as it requires over coming deeply-
rooted myths and stereotypes repeatedly. 

Not only politicians and diplomats should be doing this work; 
individual engagement is possible and also necessary. Moreover, the 
history of the Baltic countries must be explained to both international 
and domestic audiences. As the saying goes, those who do not know 
history are doomed to repeat it.

• The communication of the Baltic governments must be revisited

Despite the low trust in state institutions, the Baltic governments 
and other state institutions must find ways to address the Russian-
speaking population and in Latvia’s case – also part of the Latvian-
speaking population. The countries should develop strategic 
communication plans to counter Russian propaganda. This involves 
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49 See Media Literacy, http://
www.unesco.org/new/
en/communication-and-
information/media-development/
media-literacy/, last time accessed 
on 01.20.2016.
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targeting audiences, sufficiently using the Russian language, and 
communicating through a variety of channels (printed, audio, video, 
internet, social media, meetings, and conferences).

In reaching the Russian-speaking audience, it is important to go 
beyond simple communication or political rhetoric; these must be 
supplemented with strategic communication and action. It is obvious 
that changing the context of political rhetoric is needed, since the old 
ones have not worked. Narratives should include history, psychology, 
sociology, ethnology, and images. Barthes believed that it is possible 
to identify common structures of a society through deductive 
theory.50

• Finding solutions in the Nordic model

The cooperation model of the Nordic countries is an example where 
the three Baltic countries can find some answers to existing challenges. 
Although the Nordic countries do not work together in international 
relations as a block, they are a noteworthy group in contemporary 
international relations and have provided substantial support to the 
Baltic countries during their transition from a totalitarian system to 
democracy after regaining independence in 1991. The strength of 

the Nordic countries lies in strong 
commitment to democratic values and 
in their diversity of approaches. Being 
close neighbors and sharing common 
threats and geopolitical similarities, 
the Baltic countries can look for 
solutions in the Nordic model. 

The key point that the Baltic 
countries must seek is the know-
how of building a strong and mature 
democracy, an integrated market 
economy, a strong sense of social 
responsibility, innovative social 
programs, equality in competitiveness 
of innovation and business, and 
coordinated decision-making on 
international stages. The Nordic 

Council of Ministers can serve as an example of a very effective 
institutional cooperation framework for coordinating decision 
making both on national and international levels. The work of the 
Baltic Assembly can be strengthened on the basis of this example, 
and the cooperation between the Baltic Assembly and the Nordic 
Council of Ministers can be promoted in a more intense manner. 

50 Barthes, L., Duisit, L. An 
Introduction to the Structural 
Analysis of Narrative. In: New 
Literary History 6, no. 2 (Winter 
1975), p. 237–272.
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can look for 
solutions in the 
Nordic model.

In reaching 
the Russian-
speaking 
audience, it is 
important to go 
beyond simple 
communication 
or political 
rhetoric; 
these must be 
supplemented 
with strategic 
communication 
and action.
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