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Estonians from Upper Bulanka. Krasnoyarsk region, Siberia.

		  Photo: Aivar Jürgenson, 1999.

These acts are rituals for organizing the world and they have to 
guarantee that the unfamiliar becomes familiar. The heroic and usually 
mythologized first inhabitant of a village plays the role of a demiurge 
who, after leaving his former homeland, has to carry on his shoulders 
the responsibility of creating a new world. Inhabitants of the Esto-
nian settlements describe in very lively ways how the first inhabitants 
had to fight the wild natural environment of Siberia. The archetype is 
followed even here: nature symbolizes the chaos that people fell into 
after leaving their former homeland. A battle with nature is a battle 
with chaos. If in myths the gods defeat dragons who symbolize nature 
and from whose bodies the world is born (Eliade, 1992, pp. 65-66), 
then the wild natural environment is just like a dragon that has to be 
defeated. 

It is said that settlements were pulled out of the wild landscapes 
with the help of the culture taken along. Coppices were removed and 
trees were chopped down—even nowadays the inhabitants of the 
settlements describe how thick the trees used to be there. People 
prepared fields and built houses. But it is important that people 
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continued working just the way they used to work in their former
homeland. 

Creating a homeland is connected to giving names to new places. 
Those names are usually lent from the familiar toponymy of the former 
homeland. There are six villages among the Estonian settlements in Rus-
sia that are called Estonia, two villages called New-Estonia, six villages 
called Liivimaa (Livonia), and one called Baltika. There are even more 
toponymes which were taken from the former home village or home-
town. Giving an orientation to the unknown also includes the transla-
tion of toponymes from the foreign language: Kamenitsa < Kivisaare 
(Stone Island), Telkino < Vasikaküla (Village of a Calf) (Maamägi, 1980, 
pp. 12-13). Names in their own language were not only given to villag-
es but also to objects in nature, such as mountains, rivers, and so on. 

The letters that settlers sent to their former homeland reflect the 
heroic elevation of the migration era, which is described as a creatio 
ex nihilo. A pattern of an “empty place” (Sack, 1992, p. 50) belongs 
here as well: When we arrived, nobody lived in this place. The new land is 
described as a place where nobody lived before the arrival of the set-
tlers. The pattern of an “empty land” is used (in the letters, for example) 
even when it is not historically correct. For example, Chinese people 
had been living and cultivating the lands in the Russian Far East when 
the Estonians arrived and established their villages. In spite of this, 
the settlers—just as some of their descendants do even today—used 
to describe that this land was empty before the Estonians arrived: we 
were the first. In the creation of a new homeland this kind of a reac-
tion is understandable as an element of the creation of the world—
everything that is not our world is not a world at all (Eliade, 1992, 
p. 57). Strangers belong to a non-world as a part of a disordered land 
by merging into an amorphous chaos from which the world has yet to 
be created. 

Thus we can speak of a model of settlements that ignores the for-
mer history of those settlements. Time starts only with the creation 
of the world, and so the history of a settlement is frequently just the 
history of the settlement itself. 

In the history of world migration we can also find a settlement pat-
tern in which the former history of the settlement plays an important 
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role. In this case we have to talk about a model in which the migrants 
have created a myth about the origin of the existing settlement in 
the specific land based on pseudo-scientific constructions. Let’s think 
about the Scandinavian settlers’ propagated statements concerning 
the arrival of the Vikings 1000 years ago to the land where the Scan-
dinavian settlers live today. Let’s think about the German archaeolo-
gists’ searches for Germanic roots in Polish lands or about the former 
Baltic-Germanic searches for Goths in the Baltic lands. Estonian sci-
entists have also searched for aboriginal Estonian settlements beyond 
the borders of Estonia (Kurs, 1994, p. 5; Arens, 1958, p. 113; 1970, 
p. 2; Moora, 1956, p. 111ff; Raag, 1998, pp. 16-17).

Pseudo-historical myths help to legitimize colonization and rein-
force the identity of settlers in the specific location. A historical justifi- 
cation is given to the creation of a homeland, and this means that the 
homeland is not created, but restored in its former location. 

		  Estonian village Upper Suetuk in Krasnoyarsk region, Siberia.
		  Photo: Aivar Jürgenson, 1999.

Connecting the homeland with artificial settlement-myths is not 
unknown even to the Estonian settlers. Even in the Estonian villages 
in Siberia imaginations about the aboriginal existence of Estonians in 
these places are present. The sources of these opinions are probably 
various scientific theories—such as the Ural-theory (an ancient home 
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of the Finno-Ugrian people in the Ural region) and also information 
presented in Siberian media about archaeological data of white people 
who once inhabited Siberia—that have lost their scientific condition-
ality and turned into a collective memory of the settlers.

Today’s Estonians in Siberia find proof of so-called pristine Esto-
nians in Siberia in toponyms actually of Turkish, Slavonic, and many 
other origins: the village of Suetuk (Estonian soe tukk = hot char, actual-
ly named after the river Suetuk), the Oja river (Estonian oja = stream), 
and the Šušenskoje settlement (Estonian suss = shoe) being only a 
few on the toponymes on this list. Thus even today the inhabitants 
of these settlements claim that their ancestors have inhabited these 
places long before the others. This kind of a continuity construction 
helps the descendants of these settlements to legitimize the existence 
of the settlement and to reinforce the local identity. 

Adapting to the new homeland
The motives of paradise or a holy land were very strong in the 

emigration phases and sometimes even during the phases of estab-
lishing the settlements. But even decades later those motives had not 
disappeared. Even almost half a century later the settlers expressed 
their thoughts as if they had been freed from hell (Estonia) and gotten 
into paradise (Siberia). In spite of this, Estonia remained as an identi-
fication territory for the first generation of settlers. Connections with 
Estonia were strong in spite of the great distances; the settlers ordered 
newspapers and books from Estonia and had an active correspondence 
with their close relatives. However, the active communication between 
motherland and settlements ceased after the First World War and the 
Estonian separation from Russia in 1918. Acculturation processes 
took place during the second and especially the third generation of 
settlers, mixed marriages were made, the skill of speaking the Russian 
language improved, and so on. Today’s settlers of the Estonian villages 
in Siberia identify themselves above all according to their birthplaces. 



148

Migration and Identity

Conclusion
On the one hand, homeland is something very realistic and 

empirical in the human consciousness, yet on the other hand it is an 
ideal image. This two-dimensionality causes an ambivalent attitude: 
there is an urge to leave the homeland that does not offer protec-
tion and safety anymore, but there is also an urge to preserve the old 
because it offers behavioral patterns which can be trusted. This option 
is imaginary in reality: a new homeland that offers protection, safety, 
and everything that the former homeland lacked can emerge only as a 
selective version of the former homeland. Leaving the homeland that 
offered identity necessitates a demand for the creation of a new home-
land. The alternative for a homeland can only be another homeland: 
the loss of a homeland can only be compensated by returning to the 
old homeland or by creating a new one. 
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 “FROM WILDERNESS TO POLAND”—
THE FATES AND IDENTITY OF

KURPIE MIGRANTS IN PODLASIE.
CASE STUDY: PRZYTUŁY-LAS

Poles are a nation of eternal migrants—political as well as eco-
nomic. The 20th century is probably not very exceptional in this sense, 
however, we know the most about the 20th century mass migrations. 
But we certainly do not know everything. Unconventional historical 
sources, among which oral accounts are still being counted, at least in 
Poland, provide fascinating new information and, first of all, a possibil-
ity of studying how the past shapes the present and how the present 
gives meaning to the past.  
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The methodological basis of my research is oral history taught by 
Alessandro Portelli. Oral history is, most of all, a dialogue. Dialogue is 
at the heart of the term “encounter” and is the opposite of objectifica-
tion. The condition of encounter and dialogue is always a horizontal 
space and not a hierarchical one, which is determined by the relation: 
subject—object. The individuals who meet during an interview are 
equal to each other, although different.

“Field work is meaningful as the encounter of two subjects who 
recognize each other as subjects, and therefore separate, and seek to 
build their equality upon their difference in order to work together.” 
(Portelli, 1991, p. 43)

An additional element which was important during my field 
research, and is also important now, at the stage of interpretation, is 
the fact that I am a “native intellectual”, which means that I am con-
nected with the people that I talked to by territorial descent ties and 
even blood ties, but despite that there are many differences between 
us. (Portelli, 1991, pp. 38-42)

The subject of this paper is the cultural identity of internal 
migrants in Poland, specifically the people from the Kurpie region in 
Podlasie and the settlement of Przytuły-Las (Przytuły-Forest). The 
inspiration to undertake this research was a surprising story that 
I heard in 2001 from my grandmother’s brother. He told me how 
in 1932 my grandfather was going a-courting to the young maiden 
Zalewska. The maiden was from a respectable “noble” family, whereas 
my grandfather was a Kurp, from the Kurpie region. The village that he 
was visiting was a “noble” village. 

Marta Kurkowska:
	 And what did it mean that they were “nobility”?

Lucjan Zalewski: 
	 Well, they were Poles. Maybe nobility and maybe not. They 
	 used to be talked about in this way, as “nobility”.

M. K.: 	 But why? Did they have any coats of arms?

L. Z.: 	 Nothing of the kind, what coats of arms? Maybe there were coats 	
	 of arms… some time ago. But then. Just… nobility. Assumed to be 	
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	 better and richer. But they didn’t have to be richer. Peasants were 	
	 rich, too, if they were on good land and if they managed it wisely. 	
	 But the nobility assumed themselves to be better.”1

Then my interlocutor told me what difficulties my grandfather had 
encountered from the “noble” youths when he was seeking a “noble” 
girl’s hand: the horse that he was riding was unleashed from the rope 
and chased out of the yard, his bicycle tyres were punctured, a wire was 
put across the road, the youths stood under the window of Miss Zal-
ewska’s house and shouted “A Kurp, a Kurp!” and “He must be wearing 
sackcloth trousers and shirt!”. In brief, it seemed like a social misalli-
ance was going to take place, despite the fact that my grandfather was 
a wealthy bachelor and used to work in Warsaw as a taxi driver. “They 
were stupid. He was a Kurp, but when he went out in a grey suit, then 
well well, what a master!” recollected uncle Zalewski. These words—as 
well as the following: “Until he threatened those roughnecks that were 
yelling. He went out on the stairs and fired with the Browning that he 
used to carry with him. In the air, as a warning shot. Beause they were 
valiant, these Kurpies,”—have intrigued me regarding how very vivid 
these divisions are, even today, in the recollections of the oldest gener-
ation. What divisions exactly? Social? Ethnic? Cultural? It seems that 
it is rather about the culture, considering that none of my interlocu-
tors was able to define what “nobility” was and is (because this expres-
sion is sometimes used even today). A historical justification has no 
value socially—no one even mentioned the coats of arms or the past. 
People for whom “nobility” and “peasants” still exist in Podlasie, define 
it rather on the grounds of culture—the customs of everyday life and, 
of course, genealogy. 

And so, into this landscape a new element appeared—the 
Kurpies. Several families from a few villages in the nearby region of 
the Green Wilderness came to this territory in 1931. It was an inter-
nal migration with an economic background—exchanging arable lands 
for better ones, under the condition of clearing the forest which was 
growing there—and seemingly easy for the migrants. They were not 
changing their country and they were not changing their social status; 
as ethnic Poles they were moving in quite a close group for a distance 
of merely 100 kilometres to the territory inhabited by other ethnic 
	 1	 Lucjan Zalewski, interview by author, Konarzyce, July 2001.
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Poles. However, this distance appeared to be much bigger. The migrant 
Kurpies were double strangers, both as newcomers and, what is more, 
as representatives of an expressive folkloric group. Their pride and the 
basis of their identity was the fact that Kurpies had never been serfs. 
On the other hand, they were seen as a poor and backward population, 
which the abovementioned short story proves. 

Ethnographers have been interested in Kurpies for a long time, 
and the most meritorious for basic knowledge of Kurpie culture is 
Adam Chętnik, who in 1924 published a book describing “the people 
of the Wilderness”, as the Kurpie used to call themselves (from the 
Green Wilderness). It was Chętnik who wrote: “Kurpies did not know 
serfdom, therefore they have a well developed personal dignity, you 
will not see excessive fawning and humility here. Between themselves, 
they address each other as “you”, while they also often address each 
other as “brother”. Sometimes they address visitors and newcomers in 
the same way.” (Chętnik, 1924, p. 14) It should be noted that in Polish 
culture with noble roots, the basic expression used in everyday com-
munication is “sir” or “madam”.

Starting with my uncle’s story, I began systematic field research 
in 2003, visiting the village founded by Kurpie hands. It was the only 
one on this territory—within a radius of at least 60 km—and the 
centre of the migrants from Kurpie. I interviewed people individually 
and in groups, recording my interlocutors with audio and video tech-
niques. Heather Weyrick from the USA, a young film school gradu-
ate who spoke some (though not much) Polish, helped me in filming 
the interviews. We attempted to make an experiment: for obvious 
reasons, Heather aroused the interest of my interlocutors. Neverthe-
less, as we appeared there together—the “native intellectual” and the 
“Total Stranger”—people treated her in a very friendly way, rather as 
an acquaintance from a distant country instead of a “researcher”. I 
immodestly believe that I myself was a guarantee that she was not an 
intruder. All of the interlocutors assumed that Heather knew noth-
ing about the Polish countryside or the specific character of their life 
and work, thus they thought it proper to explain everything to her in 
detail. That is why we agreed that, from time to time, Heather would 
ask questions which were not appropriate for me to ask. As a “native” 
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(both in a local sense because of my grandfather, and in a national 
sense), I should have known those things. Asking a “naïve” question 
is sometimes a chance to receive an answer that reaches the deepest 
layers of the interlocutor’s world outlook and his or her identity. Such 
questions were: “What are the Kurpie?” or “Are you a Kurp?”

We interviewed two generations of the village’s inhabitants: the 
first generation (born in Kurpie region), their “non-Kurpie” spouses, 
and their children.

What does it mean to be a Kurp?
Narrators from the oldest generation do not use the term 

“Kurpie”. Does it indeed have an offensive connotation for them, as 
the historians and ethnographers claim? (In dialect “Kurpie” means 
bast clogs.) Telling about her youth “in the Wilderness” or “on the Wil-
derness”, Mrs. Karolin (called “Karulska” by neighbours) never referred 
to the inhabitants of the Wilderness as “Kurpies”, always only as “the 
people”. This does not apply only to the people of Kurpie descent; 
Mr. Turski’s wife, a “noblewoman”, also did not use this term. Telling 
about her marriage, she emphasized that she is from the same village 
as my grandmother and this led to the conclusion that thanks to her, 
the “noble” girls came to like the boys from Przytuły-Las, despite the 
fact that they were from the Wilderness and not from Podlasie. How-
ever, Mrs. Turska did not use the term “Podlasie”. In the next sequence 
of her story—about how it was difficult for her to understand the dia-
lect of her husband’s grandmother—she began to make comparisons, 
such as what were the customs “here, in Poland” and “there, in the Wil-
derness”. A fact described by Chętnik appeared in her memories: she 
was surprised and, at the same time pleased, that at one of “their” wed-
dings that she was invited to, everyone addressed each other as “you” 
and there was no distance between them; everyone talked to everyone 
and everybody asked each other for a dance, even the strangers.2 It was 
important for the narrators to emphasize that people from the Wilder-
ness liked to sing and dance “even if someone played the fence with 

	 2	 Janina Turska, interview by author, June 2003.
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a stick for them”. 3 My female interlocutors eagerly agreed to sing. 
Doing this, they have retained an archaic style of guttural singing, 
which is very characteristic of Kurpie. 

The second generation of interlocutors, born in Przytuły-Las, are 
people who either stayed in the village to run a farm or are educated 
people, often graduates of advanced studies who have emigrated from 
the village. In both groups the definition of a Kurp (as an answer to 
Heather’s question) represented positive stereotypes and myths func-
tioning in the culture: “A Kurp is brave and valiant”, “Kurpies didn’t 
know serfdom”, “Kurpies were good shooters”, “Kurpies were good for-
est beekeepers”. Use of the past tense is evidence of the fact that this is 
a “borrowed” definition, not one based on individual experience. How-
ever, they have also experienced “being a Kurp”. Here Mrs. Kamińska 
recollects that in the 1950s, when she was attending a nearby elemen-
tary school, she was many times “nicknamed “a Kurp’”. 4Another nar-
rator remembered the linguistic errors that he used to make at school: 
by instinctively using a dialect, he exposed himself to the reprimands 
of the teacher (who took care that the students used proper Polish lan-
guage) and to the derisions of his classmates (who also used a local dia-
lect, but different from the Kurpie dialect). This trauma is still inside 
him today, along with a regret that he allowed a part of his identity to 
be taken away from him—the identity that he now wants to nurture 
by reading ethnographic literature about Kurpie, listening to record-
ings of folk music, etc.  

The second generation grew up under a communist regime, 
which, as we all know, licensed folk culture. Folkloristic groups and 
a national cooperative of craftsmanship and folk art were to retain 
soothed folklore, adjusted to the needs of entertainment. Besides 
that, all displays of local cultural dissimilarity were destroyed. For 
quite a long time the Kurpies—like the Podhale highlanders—resist-
ed attempts to be uprooted from their culture. Unfortunately, in the 
case of a lonely island like Przytuły-Las, there were additional circum-
stances which caused the children of the migrant “strangers” to want 
to quickly assimilate with the community. As far as after founding 
the village standard, the first generation participated in processions 
	 3	 Weronika Karolin, interview by author, August 2003.
	 4	 Halina Kamińska, personal communication in May 2003.
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dressed in traditional Kurpie costumes, e.g. during the celebration of 
Corpus Christi, but the next generation did not appreciate this value. 
The thick, checked, woollen skirts were used as floor runners in homes.

The abandoned homeland and 
the present homeland

The oldest interlocutors have surprised me. I expected to hear 
nostalgic stories about the Green Wilderness and the “abandoned 
homeland” (Łukowski, 2002, pp. 73-93). They left this homeland of 
their own free will, after all, for economic reasons. That is why today 
they repeat popular sayings about the Kurpie region, probably coined 
by the neighbours from Podlasie, such as “the Kurpie sands”, “sandy 
and foresty” (that is, poor arable land), and “even a hare will die of hun-
ger there” to justify their parents’ decision to emigrate. Meanwhile, the 
second and third generations discover their roots and visit the villages 
their ancestors came from. There is even one case of someone buying 
an old hut in a village in Kurpie—a kind of return to the abandoned 
homeland.

What kind of “little homeland” (Ossowski, 1967, pp. 201-226) is 
Przytuły-Las for the two generations of its inhabitants? It is striking 
that all of them emphasize that the village is untypical due to its spatial 
structure, where farms are loosely scattered and surrounded by their 
own fields and meadows (as opposed to the prevailing structure in this 
region, where villages are concentrated along a main road). Paradoxi-
cally, they emphasize that this type of housing arrangement was con-
ducive to being good neighbours: “People don’t fight over fences, don’t 
gossip, don’t look into each other’s pots.”5 Interlocutors of all ages 
dedicate a lot of space in their biographical narrations to the village’s 
“golden age”, which is supposed to be during the 1960s. The people I 
talked to were between the ages of approximately 60 and 80, hence 
their youths and active, mature years fell precisely during that period 
and it is therefore easily understood that they eagerly recollected that 
time. In the 1960s there were many youths in the village who, as stated 
	 5	 Helena Zapert, interview by author, July 2003.
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in the stories, “lived on good terms with each other, liked to work and 
have fun together”.6 The same youths had gone to school together, four 
kilometres away from the village, where they met children from other 
towns and villages. As is often common in a rural environment, groups 
of youths from separate villages stuck together, often against the oth-
ers. This seems to also have been the case in Przytuły-Las: “We didn’t 
go to Karwowo for dances. There the “nobility” used to fight” and “One 
was afraid to go to there, such louts used to live there”.7 As a curiosity 
of Przytuły-Las, attributed to the temperament typical of Kurpie, the 
interlocutors recalled weekly dances organized at homes, to the accom-
paniment of an accordion or a neighbourly folk band. Dances together 
with a group of Gypsies, who might be passing the winter at the home 
of one of the families, also sometimes took place. One can wonder why 
the Gypsies chose exactly this village? Why did this very village take 
them in for a long winter stay?  

Kurpies, together with the Podhale highlanders, are one of the 
most mobile groups in Poland. In Przytuły-Las this “Kurpie spirit” 
revealed itself already in the 1950s, when the first migrations to the 
so-called Regained Lands began. The 1970s brought another tide of 
departures for economic reasons—to Silesia, Pomerania, and the USA. 
However, despite the fact that the village itself is almost deserted 
today, the ties that emerged between the inhabitants of Przytuły-Las 
have survived, maybe as a result of a certain “insular character” of this 
community. In 1991 Stanisław Niciński and Lucyna Zapert, both from 
the 1960s youth generation, initiated the first (of three so far) reunion 
of the inhabitants. The event was organized on one of the local farms. 
Former inhabitants of the village, of all ages and from all over the 
world, came to the reunion in great numbers. Some of them emigrated 
from Przytuły-Las even before World War II, and yet despite the many 
years they felt the need to meet with their old neighbours. I participat-
ed in the reunion of 2003 as an observer. There was a folk band playing 
traditional Kurpie music and there were national costumes, borrowed 
from the community centre. Who were these people who once again 
returned to their village? Migrant Kurpies? Surely not. This was no 
longer a group of Kurpies in strange territory, although it was just that 

	 6	 Edward Niciński, interview by author, June 2003.
	 7	 Ibid.



158

Migration and Identity

sort of experience that had shaped them. They were just Przytuły-Las, 
no matter where they now lived. 

Translated by Renata Żmuda

Helena Zapert

Władysława Kamalska and Janina Turska
Photo: Heather Weyrick
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CURONIAN LANGUAGE IN SWEDEN:
SAVED BY MIGRATION

Warning bells regarding endangered cultures ring out and reach 
us through life stories in the Latvian Oral History collection. 

Each language—even those spoken by only a few hundred people, 
or just a few dozen people—contains some unique aspect of human-
ness, expresses a specific world view, and preserves certain survival 
skills. Half of the estimated 6,500 human languages are under threat 
of extinction within 50 to 100 years1.   The Hans Rausing Endangered 
Languages Project at the University of London was established for doc-
umenting as many endangered languages as possible and to encourage 
the development of relevant skills across the world. 

	 1	 http://www.hrelp.org/languages



161

Migration and Identity

Just as the safeguarding of biological diversity is a serious task 
and challenge for humanity, so is the safeguarding of linguistic and 
cultural diversity. Natural diversity and also cultural diversity ensures 
a favourable environment and a foundation conductive to the develop-
ment of civilization. Linguistic diversity represents the value of intan-
gible cultural heritage just as the regional cultural experience is very 
useful in acquiring global experience. If a fragment is extracted, the 
entire system is thrown out of balance. 

In this article I would like to pay attention to examples in the 
testimonies of the Latvian Oral History collection which allow one to 
estimate how cultural heritage, such as the language of a small group, 
is influenced by migration. However, in some instances the opposite 
process can be observed, namely, that in some rare cases migration 
turns out to be a sort of salvation for a culture and language that has 
died out in its original homeland. The title of this article brings our 
attention to one such example that we encountered during our life 
story fieldwork in Sweden.

		  Photo  	 Martin Sakuth		  Verner Sakuth

During the fieldwork within the Baltic-Nordic Network Project 
in 2006 we met and recorded three brothers from the Sakuth family 
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Brothers in Sweden, 1940s. Photo from family archive

The Sakuth family, 1950s. Photos by Ieva Garda-Rozenberga
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who spoke in an ancient dialect with each other: the Curonian (Kurse-
nieki2) language, which has close ties to Latvian. The Zakuts brothers 
were born into a Kursenieki family in Nida3  and managed to escape by 
boat to Sweden at the end of World War II. “Then we put our things in 
a small boat and headed for Sweden. I would rather die at sea than in 
Siberia,” remembers Martin (1930) of their flight.

In Sweden their parents lived long lives (their mother lived until 
age 93), and the whole family, including the brothers, who continued 
their traditional work as fishermen, spoke the Curonian language.

“Five or six hundred years ago some people from Kurzeme were 
fishing in the sea. There was a storm and their boat was wrecked near 
the Curonian Spit. They could not get home. So they got married and 
stayed to live on the Curonian Spit. One part of us has descended from 
these people.” Such is the legend of the brothers’ family history that 
was told to them in their native language4. 

The brothers’ former home territory formed the borderland 
between East Prussia and Lithuania. The Curonian Spit is almost 98 km 
long and 0.4 to 4 km wide. The Baltic Sea borders it on one side and the 
Curonian Lagoon (Kurse mar in Curonian) borders it on the other side. 

		  Photo	 The coast of the Curonian Lagoon, Lithuania. Photo by Mara Zirnite

	 2	 Western Baltic people who migrated during the Middle Ages from various 
Latvian counties to the Curonian Spit, which now belongs to Lithuania.

	 3	 A Curonian fishing village on the Curonian Spit.	
	 4	 From Aigars Lielbārdis’ video documentary “The Sakuth Brothers”, 2006.
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The key word describing this area is “protected”: the dunes, the 
rare animal and bird species that live in this territory, as well as the 
fish, flora, and local inhabitants, all need to be protected. (Shifting 
dunes obliterated 14 villages in the 19th century.) 

Until World War II, the Curonian Spit was considered to be the 
best fishing place in East Prussia. The locals—the Kursenieki—had 
emigrated to the area around the 16th century. They spoke their own 
Kursenieki language on the Curonian Spit, and their dune-dweller cul-
ture developed through interaction with the conditions on the coast. 
Their culture was inseparably linked to fishing and the battle with the 
shifting dunes. Generation after generation formed relationships with 
the local natural environment and developed techniques for working 
in the local conditions. The peoples’ ethnic characteristics were an 
amalgam of many different components, of which language and the 
world view, skills, and experience associated with it played the most 
determining role. The Kursenieki language satisfied the needs of the 
dune-dwellers; the fishermen spoke in it and believed that the fish-
ing was better if they spoke in the Kursenieki language. They were a 
small, ethnically different cultural island in a sea of Germans and Lith-
uanians. They attended the Lutheran church, but placed pagan turtle-
shaped crosses by the graves of their deceased.

In Sweden the Sakuth brothers kept alive until the 21st century a 
language whose number of speakers had steadily declined throughout 
the 20th century5. This attests to the conservative quality of native 
language in exile if it is supported by a favourable situation, as the 
Zakuts brothers have in Sweden.

Conversely, the events of World War II led to such great changes 
in the local social environment on the Curonian Spit that the Curonian 
language is now no longer spoken there. The previous homeland of 
the Kursenieki on the Curonian Spit has now been included on the 
UNESCO list of world cultural and natural heritage sites6. In the 
Lithuanian area, the landscape attests to the conservation of culture: 
	 5	 “Curonian is still spoken by 3000 persons living in Nida, Preiļi, Pervelka, 

Juodkrante, Melnrags, and elsewhere,” writes R. Malvess in his 1932 
manuscript “Ceļojuma iespaidi Kuršu kāpās”. Latviešu konversācijas 
vārdnīca, Vol. 10, Riga 1933 – 1934, column 19062.

	 6	 J. Bučas. Kuršiu Nerijos Nacionalinis parkas. Vilnius, 2001, p. 255.
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		  Photo 	 The Curonian Lagoon in Nida, Lithuania. Photo by Mara 		

		  Zirnite

well tended and restored vernacular houses and an occasional Curonian 
descendent, though most of them have moved to Germany and only 
visit in the summer. Language competency has disappeared, for there 
are no longer those with whom to converse. Kristel remembers only 
one hymn that her grandfather sang in the Curonian language. 

		  Photo 	 Kristel Zakut in Nida, the Curonian Spit. Photo by Mara 		
		  Zirnite

Kristel was born in 1938 in Nida, which was populated by Kurse-
nieki at the time. Her mother Ģertrude and her mother’s parents—her 
grandfather Fridrihs and grandmother Marija—were all Kursenieki. 
When the war began, her father was drafted into the army and her 



166

Migration and Identity

mother was sent to work in a munitions factory on the Polish-German 
border. At the end of the war, Kristel and her grandparents fled to the 
West, but the Soviet army was already ahead of them in Eastern Prus-
sia, and they returned home.

Lithuanians moved into Kursenieki territory on the Curonian 
Spit after the war. Kristel did not know the Lithuanian language, and 
after her grandfather died she was looked upon as a German. She mar-
ried a Lithuanian, and her children, grandchildren, and great-grand-
children are now Lithuanians. She remarried and moved to Germany 
with her second husband. She now lives in Germany during the winter, 
but as soon as summer comes, she returns to the Curonian Spit. She is 
one of those Kursenieki who are working to renew the pre-war culture 
and collaborates with researchers of Kursenieki language and culture.

The Curonian Spit suffered serious damage during World War 
II: trees were felled and rare species of animals were killed. After the 
war, the area was included in the USSR’s border zone and much of the 
territory was occupied by military installations. The situation has not 
changed much on the Russian side of the Spit, except that an interna-
tional border (Lithuania—Russia) now divides the Spit in two.

		  Photo 	 The National Park of the Curonian Spit, Russia. Photo by 	
		  Mara Zirnite

After World War II, only displaced persons and those who came 
for work lived in the current Russian area. This is similar to the sit-
uation in the former Finnish town of Vyborg. In neither place have 
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the migrants (those displaced and those seeking jobs) settled perma-
nently. We interviewed several migrants of the older generation. They 
settled here after the war as a particular category: those with work 
permits or as voluntary migrants. Now, after the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, they are isolated, having lost the chance to return to their for-
mer home states. This area has weak economic relations with the Rus-
sian interior. In their life stories, the migrants reveal nostalgia for their 
former homes and a lack of understanding about the lifestyle of the 
earlier residents in this territory—notably, the Germans, who were 
forcefully evacuated from their homes, which remain as witnesses to 
their cultural heritage. The largest family of Orthodox Old Believers, 
whose family members we interviewed, practice their faith isolated 
from the surrounding environment, landscape, and memory of place.  

		  Photo	 Orthodox Old Believer in Rasite

In 1987 the Soviet Union established a national park on the 
Curonian Spit. The core of architectural culture has served as cultural 
testimony for 50 years, despite the fact that no one extended a caring 
hand to its preservation and the territory has been a site for Soviet, 
and now Russian, defence. After the collapse of the USSR, the Curoni-
an Spit was divided between Lithuania (on the East) and Kaliningrad 
district of Russia (on the west) and was renamed the Russian National 
Park of the Curonian Spit. Lithuania, which regained its independence 
from the USSR in 1991, also established a national park on its half 
of the Curonian Spit. The border between the Lithuanian section and 
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Kaliningrad district of Russia also marks contrasting territorial devel-
opment in one and the same environmental circumstances. 

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, former inhabitants now 
living in Germany began to visit and to invest in restoring their earlier 
homes. They have also restored the former Lutheran church in Rasite 
(Rybachy, in the current Russian area), adapting it to current Ortho-
dox practices. 

		  Photo	 Lutheran church in Rasite, adapted for Orthodox practices. 	
		  Photo by Mara Zirnite

For centuries this territory has served its varying inhabitants: the 
Germans occupied a former Old Prussian area, as indicated by the old 
place names. Old Prussian belongs to the Baltic language family and is 
related to Curonian. Old Prussian has been considered extinct for sev-
eral centuries now. Even so, enthusiasts are trying to reconstruct Old 
Prussian and are organizing regular conferences that attest to civiliza-
tion’s unwillingness to accept what has been lost.

The strongest weapon in the extermination of “cultural islands” 
is war. War is closely followed by the forced relocation of populations 
or the “voluntary” flight of refugees, in other words, the loss of home 
and native territory. A whole layer or stratum of culture containing 
work techniques, traditions, values, customs, and spirituality is thus 
destroyed.
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		  Photo	 Street vendors in Königsberg, an Old Prussian city, 20067. 	
		  Photo by Mara Zirnite

Similar examples of lost ethnic and linguistic identity can be 
found along the North-western coast of Latvia, which was the last 
homeland of the ethnically distinct Livonian people. The Livonian 
language belongs to the Finno-Ugric language family and is related to 
Estonian, Finnish, and Hungarian. The Livonians were driven from 
their homes during both world wars and only a fraction returned after-
wards. After World War II many of them were yet again forced to leave 
their homeland due to the lack of civilian employment opportunities 
on the geographic margins of the Soviet empire. 

In the Latvian Oral History collection there are over 40 life sto-
ries from the Livonian older generation and local inhabitants on the 
Livonian coast, taped in the 1980s and 1990s. Many of them were no 
longer living in their former local territory. Inhabitants born in the 
1930s and afterwards, who migrated from the Livonian coast to other 
places in Latvia, no longer recognized any need for maintaining their 
original language. They surrendered to the Latvian language majority 
around them. 

	 7	 This photo brings to mind the text written by Arno Surminskis (in the 
novel The Summer of 1944):

		  The streetvendors in Königsberg – an Old Prussian city. Having cut the 
stems on these flowers, this woman wrapped them in newspaper. The man 
handed her five marks, and she handed him the bouquet of flowers.
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Today there is a couple of families whose members understand 
and use the Livonian language, but it is maintained primarily by young 
academic specialists who have managed to learn the language from its 
practitioners. Though the language continues to be learned by enthu-
siasts, the Livonian settlements have changed dramatically. The tradi-
tional buildings and houses and other signs of material culture have 
disappeared. Former fishing villages are changing into settlements 
of summer homes for people from the city. The sharp changes in the 
landscape, such as the summer homes of varied size and grandeur, 
reflect the newcomers’ wealth, rather than the locals’ cultural heritage.

War is a powerful factor motivating mass migration, but it is not 
the only factor that tears people from their familiar home places and 
destroys minority cultures. The descendants of the former inhabit-
ants of the Livonian coastal territory did not return after the depar-
ture of the military powers. At most, they established summer homes 
along the coast, but the number of inhabitants in fishing villages has 
decreased overall. The few who tried their hand at the traditional occu-
pation of fishing had lost their skills and were also subject to European 
Union regulations. Other current economic policies also did not moti-
vate the return of native groups to their historic territory. 

The pragmatism of modern society and consumerism, together 
with changes in the style and function of the household, also degrade 
witnesses to former life styles. When the values of non-material cul-
ture have disappeared together with the residents, then festivals and 
mass displays of culture try to compensate, but they are only able to 
conjure up superficial exteriors, or, over time, the interest to research 
and renew the culture. In such cases, the testimony of the Livonians in 
life stories provides considerable support.

Translated by Amanda M. Jatniece
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Interviews
From the Latvian Oral History Archive (NMV): 

		  Kristel Zakut in Nida, Lithuania; 

		  Fjokla Artemjeva in Rasite (Rybachy), Russia;

		  Martin, Herbert, and Verner Sakuths  in Kristinehamn, Sweden. 
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THE EXILE COMMUNITY
AS A SOCIAL MOVEMENT:

LATVIANS IN SWEDEN

Researchers from the Latvian Oral History project have made 
several study expeditions to Sweden and have collected about three 
dozen life story interviews with Latvian people who emigrated from 
Latvia at the end of World War II. The present study revisits these sto-
ries and brings to the forefront narratives depicting individual lives 
as being part of the community. It will also touch upon the question 
of how to look (analytically) at such specific emigrant communities— 
exiled people and their active social position.

In studying the lives of exiled Latvians in Sweden I was primary 
interested in the emergence and maintenance of such essential factors 
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as community ties among emigrants. To preserve lifestyle, identity, 
and to cope with problems in an alien country everyone needs support 
in the form of a community of similar people. A feeling of commu-
nity grows out of regular activities in organizations (or, for instance, 
in a theatre troupe, which is often mentioned in Latvian life-stories), 
communal experiences, narratives told to each other, and social dis-
tance from the host nation (Swedish society). In the social sciences 
community is characterized in terms of geographical and social ties, 
as a localized interaction reproducing shared meanings and symbols 
which define boundaries and let people become aware of belonging 
to a community (Cohen, 1985). Keeping community ties is a way for 
people to deal with personal problems as well as public issues, and the 
given statement is a starting point for our discussion on how to con-
ceptualize community and its specific aspects in the specific situation 
called Exile.

A feature of emigration or escape from Soviet expansion is that 
to a great extent there were people from specific social classes against 
whom the Soviet regime had special objections. These were largely sol-
diers who fought on the “wrong” side, wealthy people, entrepreneurs, 
and intelligentsia. Apart from a few personal belongings, those peo-
ple also took with them intangible things (skills, social and symbolic 
capital), which could usually not be immediately employed in a profes-
sional field in the destination country, and which were mostly in the 
creative and socio-political realm. We will turn closely to this realm.

From Sweden we have quite a lot of fascinating life-story inter-
views with socially active Latvian people. Because some of them took 
part in significant events of political and cultural life, they actually 
represent this above-mentioned socio-political realm in alien society. 
They picture a Latvian community which exists not just because of 
geographical proximity or shared culture and history. From their sto-
ries we see that true proliferating structures of civil society were cre-
ated there—a sphere between private family life and the public life of 
the state; a system of action which is not market self-interest driven or 
imposed by the state (Edwards, 2004). These are voluntary groupings, 
“nongovernmental organizations”, local associations, and more, and 
they are organized “from below”.
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This might be a rather large field for historical work to explore 
when, how, and under what condition these structures of civic soci-
ety where established, in what forms they existed (whether these were 
informal interest groups or formal associations, clubs, or parties), how 
they related to each other, and many similar questions. In interviews 
people most of all mentioned the Central Council of Latvia, the Latvian 
Relief Committee, and the Daugavas Vanagi Association; but various cul-
tural activities around theatre and chorus singing were mentioned as 
well. Without doubt one can find and count many more. 

In fact it all belongs to exterior. It is a big job, but one can count 
and describe. Of course, we can admit that biographical interviews 
hardly reveal the full range of activities and motivations. However, 
they show that a notable part of the diaspora performed actions for 
the sake of their own culture and country. And these actions could be 
seen under the particular angle that we are going to present. What I 
would like to do is to narrow our view on community and civic society, 
and to see social activism among emigrant Latvians within the concept 
of “social movement”. I suggest that this more precisely describes 
what happened in the field of civic initiatives during the years of exile. 
By listening to life stories we realize that the scope and expression of 
individual activities were so manifold that it is difficult to attach them 
to tasks of any formal organization that flourished within emigrant 
society. It was really a social movement that grew out of micro-level, 
local initiatives aimed to keep the Latvian spirit alive and to do some-
thing against the proliferation of Soviet power in the homeland. When 
general discontent, different struggles, and insurgency are linked 
together at a regional or even a transnational level to reinforce protest 
action, they become social movements (SM). It is a collective effort to 
join in action outside the traditional social institutes in order to fulfil 
certain aims (even dreams). More specifically, Mario Diani writes that 
social movements are informal networks of individuals and organi-
zations who engage in social conflict on the basis of a shared collec-
tive identity, while retaining their autonomy and specific group and 
organizational identities (Diani, 1992).

I think a large part of personal and community activities fall under 
that definition and thus compose a kind of social movement. When 
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we look through life stories, in almost every one we see quite strong 
feelings of protest against the occupation of Latvia by Soviet troops—
this is the conflict component. Then, many persons tell that they were 
engaged in more than one organization and they had relations with 
mass media and people or politicians outside the local community 
(even outside the country and in Soviet Latvia, too)—so, different net-
works were employed in their activities. Interviews also revealed some 
more or less persistent disagreements and frictions within the Latvian 
diaspora along the lines of leftist and right-wing politics and in their 
daily lives because of suspicions about collaboration with the secret 
services of the Soviet state. This shows that participation in organiza-
tions and community may be restrictive to one`s identity. In that case, 
to maintain individual autonomy people are likely to be a part of a SM, 
rather than a particular organization. This is one difference between 
an organization and a movement—a SM does not require one specific 
loyalty, as is the case within an organization. So, although migrants 
might be split due to political or other specific preferences, the need 
to preserve their collective identity—in this instance, to bring the 
Latvian independence problem to the international arena—tied them 
together in an exile social movement. We also have to remark that per-
forming different activities with reference to Latvia is a way of express-
ing one’s own lifestyle and sustaining an identity.

For understanding and explaining social movements there exist 
two main approaches in sociology. They are known as the Resource 
Mobilization Theory and the New Social Movement theories. What 
follows is a few words about both of these and how they fit to describe 
the Latvian or any other exile movement.

Resource Mobilization Theory (RM). This school of social 
movement analysis, developed from the 1960s onward, has been 
and remains the dominant approach among sociologists. The most 
remarkable theoreticians in this field are the Americans John Mc- 
Carthy and Mayer Zald, whose works coined the name of this approach 
(McCarthy, Zald, 1973). RM theory stresses the ways in which a poten-
tial for protest behaviour becomes an actual activity. Researchers look 
at how groups in that process organize to pursue their ends by mobi-
lizing and managing resources. RM theorists argue that affluence and 
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prosperity tend to foster SM activity. Prosperous societies generate a 
number of resources that can aid SM mobilization. Resources can be of 
a material (money, organizational facilities, manpower, means of com-
munication, etc.) or non-material nature (legitimacy, loyalty, author-
ity, moral commitment, and solidarity). Researchers highlight that 
when the groups possess dense interpersonal networks, members are 
readily mobilizable. Networks provide a base for collective incentives. 
For successful mobilization a movement needs several factors, among 
them, for instance, leadership and political opportunity. Leaders iden-
tify and define grievances, develop a group sense, formulate strategies, 
and facilitate mobilization by utilizing the above-mentioned resources. 
Many of our life story tellers remember and notice in their narratives 
different essential figures within the exile social landscape. The theory 
says that the challenge for social movements is to identify and seize 
opportunities for action. This implies a cost-benefit assessment of the 
likelihood of success, given their evaluation of the possible outcomes 
of their actions and the responses of their adversaries as well as those 
of their allies. In life stories this aspect is found as memories about 
strong trust in and reliance on the help of western democratic gov-
ernments (British or United States), reminiscences on the attitudes 
of native Swedes (their open hostility towards refugees), and political 
“openness” (but also pro-Sovietism to a degree). 

In short, the main point of RM is to look at the process of mobi-
lization to influence political events and, if we collect appropriate data, 
it could also be used to analyze what (and how) has been done by polit-
ical entrepreneurs of the Latvian exile community. The given theory 
is especially interested in direct, measurable impacts of movements 
on political issues, and less interested in the expressive, ideological, 
identity-shaping, and consciousness-raising dimensions of move-
ments. RM draws attention to rational factors and instrumental action 
(to what extent it is successful in achieving defined goals), but a social 
movement may be an end in and of itself—for, let us say, identity mat-
ters because a SM can help to define and express one`s identity. 

For people in exile the immediate success of their actions might 
be less important because the establishment of community and the 
constitution of a collective identity is a goal in itself. This aspect 



178

Narrating Migration in Nordic Countries 

strongly appears in the latter developed approach, which in the 1980s 
came to be known as the New Social Movement (NSM) theories. 
What I wish to bring to the forefront with the aid of these theories is 
the cultural dimension of the social movement process.

NSM studies were developed in Europe as an alternative to the 
mostly American theories of resource mobilization. Their main task 
was to explain the rise of new and special kinds of social movements, 
such as the peace, human rights, feminist, environmental, and similar 
movements. Traditional movements, whose prototype was the labour 
movement, have their roots in the sphere of production and have a 
corresponding class base. It was a conflict between producers and own-
ers. In contrast, contemporary movements are basing their action in 
the fields of politics, ideology, and culture and have other sources of 
identity, such as ethnicity, gender, or sexuality (Buechler, 1995).

In this article we can only presume whether it is accidental or 
not, however the social movement of the Latvian exiles emerged and 
was active at the same time as the western world experienced a shift 
and displacement of people and social mobilization moved from the 
traditional field of economical struggles (labour movements) to the 
field of culture. Likewise, for Latvians abroad protest was not associ-
ated with material needs, but the desire to live in the democracy and 
cultural environment of one’s motherland. As that goal had not yet 
been achieved, participation in the movement was a way to maintain 
the Latvian collective identity, and it also served for the rest of the 
Latvians as a sign or message that stated that oppositional tenden-
cies and modalities were still alive and available. Therefore, in order to 
study this historical phenomenon of exile action, I suppose the NSM 
theories are quite an appropriate way to conceptualize the individual 
and community action of Latvian refugees. And in short we can sum 
up why. To answer this question, we may use the main characteristics 
of the NSM theories provided by sociologist Steven Buechler (1995):

•	 on the whole NSM theories give emphasis to symbolic 
action in civil society and to the cultural sphere as a major 
arena for collective action;
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•	 these theories accent the importance of processes that pro-
mote autonomy and self-determination, instead of strate-
gies for maximizing influence and power;

•	 theorists emphasize the role of post-materialist values in 
much contemporary collective action, as opposed to conflicts 
over material resources; 

•	 they tend to look closer to the often fragile process of con-
structing collective identities and identifying group inter-
ests, instead of assuming that conflict groups and their inter-
ests are structurally determined;

•	 within that theory studies recognize a variety of submerged, 
latent, and temporary networks that often keep up col-
lective action, rather than assuming that centralized organi-
zational forms are prerequisites for successful mobilization.

I believe that numerous life stories of Latvian exiles and oral his-
tory studies through the lens of social movement theories could sup-
port these theses at large.

To summarize, in this article we have brought social activism 
in exile to the forefront. To cope with problems—but also to express 
themselves and to pursue common good—the exiles rapidly estab-
lished various structures of civic society (groups, organizations). The 
so-called “in itself” condition of these structures promoted a process 
of adaptation and preservation of lifestyle. But many of them also 
operated “for itself” (carrying expressive goals, such as the liberation 
of Latvia) and were outwardly oriented to the large-scale public arena. 
That included secret work with the homeland and work with public 
opinion in Sweden and with agents on an international scale. In order 
to describe that process, it seems more fitting to use a more narrow 
term than civic society or community. In my opinion such emigrant 
social activism could be conceptualized as a social movement in the 
sociological sense, and in the paper I asked to what extent that might 
be so. The social movement concept is narrower than civic society, yet 
it offers a more specific look at what happened in the community dur-
ing the exile years and how key persons we interviewed had acted. It 
reveals the broader meaning of exile activism, which often reached 
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across borders and linked together various efforts in the fields of cul-
ture and politics. 
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TWO HOMELANDS

The Baltic countries have experienced many dramatic periods of 
exile in their history. During World War II about 70.000 people fled 
Estonia, amounting to 9% of the republic’s population. Many inno-
cent people had already suffered Soviet violence previously, making 
the need to leave even greater; but everyone who wanted to get away 
did not do so in time. Many fled believing they would only be away 
for a short time that they would be back as soon as the war was over. 
They thought it would only be a temporary absence followed by a quick 
return to their abandoned homes and everything they had left behind. 
In the minds of many it was to be only a temporary absence.

28.369 Estonian refugees fled to Sweden in 1944 (Raag 1999, 
p. 70). After a brief period in refugee camps, they were provided with 
jobs. The young men worked in the forests and the women in textile 
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mills or at jobs which did not require extensive training. Jobs were 
also found for the elderly and educated; they went to work in various 
archives. Life in post-war Sweden was considered better than in many 
other countries, but during the first years, many families continued to 
live “out of suitcases”, expecting to return home forthwith. 

The emigrant does not fully grasp the meaning of a permanent 
home until years later. What does home mean to different people, and 
how does that meaning change? The answers to these questions can 
be gleaned from autobiographical accounts that have been gathered 
during the last ten years by the Estonian Literary Museum and from 
books by Estonian writers abroad.

The Archives of the Estonian Literary Museum contain about 
30 written memoirs by Estonians in Sweden and about 50 life story 
interviews conducted in Sweden. When Baltic refugees are asked the 
reason for fleeing their countries, the answer up until 1990 is always 
the same: we fled ahead of the advancing terror of the Soviets but in 
the hope that, at the end of the war, the Allies would bring justice and 
Estonia would be liberated.

On December 6, 2008, during the Finnish Independence Day cel-
ebration in Tartu, the opening speaker began her presentation with 
these words: I am an Estonian who lives in Finland; Estonia is my “birth-
land”, Finland is my homeland. My mother tongue is Estonian; my “home” 
tongue is Finnish. For the sake of translation into English I have used 
the word “tongue” and put emphasis on “birth” and “home” as the pri-
mary considerations for every Estonian. Homeland means country, 
but it is the dual meaning of the word “land” that is important; land is 
where the home is and home is where the “home” language is spoken. 

In the event of a complete change—especially a change that 
involves leaving one country for another—the primary concerns are 
the reasons for leaving and the expectations involving the new loca-
tion. The problems surrounding migration and leaving the country 
of one’s birth have led to one of the most productive themes gleaned 
from life story studies, namely the crisis of identity. Life stories became 
the focus of social studies at the beginning of the 20th century when 
a group of sociologists in Chicago briefly raised their importance to a 
significant level of academic eminence. One of the best known stories 
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to come out of that project involved a Polish emigrant. Studies involv-
ing European emigration are older than the first publications on the 
subject, i.e. Thomas and Znaniecki 1974 (Roos 1987, pp. 17-21) Thus, 
the continually expanding diaspora of migration is at the base of this 
theme and the actual backdrop to all the studies.

Georg Simmel has viewed the emigrant as a unique social type 
and the emigrant community as a specific lifestyle. In his “A Note from 
Exile”, Czeslaw Milosz speaks of the desperation which occurs at the 
beginning of exile, caused by the fear of losing one’s name and of failing, 
as well as the added moral dilemmas that occur (Milosz 2002, p. 29).

Everything fell apart; we had to flee to Sweden. In Sweden—at 
least in the beginning—we were nothing but poor refugees. As refu-
gees we had no status. We could not speak the language, we had no 
work, no place to live. [A woman born in 1934]

Milosz also states that our planet is entering an era of unification, 
with many people living in a foreign country. Often they feel they are 
offered the means to embrace places and events from the whole Earth simul-
taneously. At the same time they are annihilated and become anony-
mous members of the mass. He no longer even exists as a person whose 
virtues and faults were known to his friends (Milosz 2002, p. 29).

The Estonian refugees in Sweden organized themselves quickly. 
Estonians established a cultural life in Sweden: they published Esto-
nian language newspapers; they founded an Estonian publishing 
house; they formed congregations, schools, and a variety of social 
committees. Local organizations became part of the Estonian national 
organizations, which in turn sponsored international events. Esto-
nians adjusted quickly to the economic life of their adopted country. 
Stockholm and its surroundings became the primary hub of Estonian 
cultural activities. A secondary centre was Göteborg, and a third centre 
developed in the southern part of Sweden in the neighbouring towns 
of Lund and Malmö. A “Little Estonia” was organized in place of the 
lost Estonia and this becomes a “home” island in a strange sea. 

The journeys into exile were as varied as the destinations, but 
all journeys eventually end and all travellers eventually reach safe 
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harbour. Is the harbour a hostile place or is it a “home-harbour”, as the 
language suggests? 

Home is a primary term in all the narratives. It is the centre of the 
spatial world, a place of safety and protection. The national identity is 
always bound to the language, the territory, and the culture. But what 
happens when the nation is moved outside its geographical territory?

Territory is an anthropological term, as well as a place. It has an 
important role both in the individual and group identity of its people, 
linking the group with a common history, shared memories, and places 
or “memory sites”.  Home is a politically and emotionally loaded word; 
it is fraught with history and the past. A former life. It is also tied to 
the future, especially if it is located on the boundary of the old and the 
new.

Can home replace the homeland?
Exile preserves but also changes the image of the nation. You may 

ask, therefore, whether the image of the homeland itself is home, or 
are we speaking only of a physical location? Is being Estonian a con-
nection to the language or a connection to the land? Finally, is home 
connected to the culture or to the language? For refugees and those 
who have resettled, these nuances and definitions are not just the stuff 
of speeches on festive occasions—they are an inseparable part of daily 
life. Home has identifiable boundaries such as the house, the garden, 
a nearby forest. The largest of them is the homeland (kodumaa) or 
fatherland (isamaa), to which each writer alludes. Aivar Jürgenson has 
written about the meaning of homeland and the Estonian concept of 
homeland. For him, home primarily means stability: ...on the one hand 
a subjective area of safety and, on the other hand, an objective, purely spa-
tial orientation. These are two major characteristics that provide an oppor-
tunity to concentrically broaden the boundaries of home (Jürgenson 2004, 
p. 109).

While waiting on the island of Kuresaare for transportation into 
exile, Julia, a mother of five under-age children, made this observation: 
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they were refugees about to leave their homeland, but they found time for 
a last-minute prayer in their own church. Here is an example of how the 
word homeland (kodumaa) becomes synonymous with the word home 
(kodu). A woman born in 1918 recalls that she proposed to her brother 
that they flee together, because that way they would be able to help 
each other: My brother was offended. Do you really want to leave home? 
Are you going to abandon your home and leave? In this example home is 
equal to homeland, with homeland being the larger boundary of the 
same concentric sphere. For the exile, a lost home means both the 
structure and the territory have been violently torn away. 

But home is also a portable place, the place where the family gath-
ers. A forestry specialist (born in 1900) working as a surveyor, who 
was separated from his family for long periods of time, comes home 
after a month away and recalls: I call this place home. This is where I am at 
home. This is where I am welcomed by a warm room and the smell of freshly 
baked white bread (KM EKLA reg 1993, 45).

A. Jürgenson states: For the 70.000 Estonians in exile, their com-
munities became their home land and home place in their new countries of 
residence /–/ On the other hand, the territory of the Republic of Estonia 
that they carried in their minds also remained their homeland and home 
place (Jürgenson 2004, p. 110).

The first generation of refugees carried their loss with them even 
while constantly faced with the reality that the road back home was 
cut off. 

The forestry specialist acknowledged: ...the road back home is closed 
and, at 50, I am too old to emigrate again. His goal was to build a per-
manent home in Sweden. He was proud that he had done and made 
everything himself and often worked 18 hours a day. He managed to 
do this by living frugally and said in his memoir: The time passed. After 
eight years we obtained our citizenship and made headway financially. His 
daughter recalls: The greatest interest my mother and father shared was 
gardening. Wherever they lived, they cultivated a garden, with flowerbeds 
and benches. Their garden became their portable home. Home is not 
only in the mind, but also physical; real and tangible. The adaptation 
represented the old in a new environment.
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The older 1944 refugees were first generation exiles. Their losses 
were the greatest, having lost both home and homeland. Refugees who 
were born between 1900 and 1930 lost their normal lives, as well as 
their homes and homeland. Many never conquered the acquired lan-
guage and found little of interest in Swedish life, as it revolved around 
them, except when absolutely necessary.  

The older generation never fully accepted the concept of two 
homes and two homelands. They did not think in terms of homeland 
versus Sweden, but rather, as Marie Under puts it, in [terms of] what 
was taken from us and what is left! (Under 1954, p. 38) Here Estonia 
acquires a double meaning. The “Estonia that was taken from us” is 
also “what is left”, namely the homeland they brought with them and 
recreated in exile. Sometimes it’s only a photograph of home, a mem-
oir, or a piece of fictional writing that becomes the symbol of better 
times and better fortunes.  

Among the younger generation, the refugee memories have 
begun to dim or have been lost altogether. For them, occupied Estonia 
became just another country, or the place where the devil himself is in 
residence (Nõu 1969, p. 46).

Estonian literature published in exile until the early 1960s exceed- 
ed the number of titles and the total number of pages published in Esto-
nia. In addition to original works of fiction, a large number of mem-
oirs were written about life in Estonia as well as the flight into exile. 

The life stories of refugees and deportees all begin with the jour-
ney, followed by accounts of the various injustices encountered, and 
they evoke, overall, a nostalgic picture of a lost homeland. In all the 
memoirs the traumatic and dramatic events are described more vividly 
than periods of stability. Descriptions of fleeing across the water occu-
py an important place, even if the sea was calm. Very often accounts of 
the refugee camps meld into the flight itself, as a critical turning-point 
in their lives. This can be viewed as a heroic journey into the unknown, 
ending in “the promised land”, as it were, after overcoming great dif-
ficulties.

The life stories usually consist of three segments: life in Estonia, 
the journey into exile, and, lastly, life in the new homeland. Some parts 
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of the autobiographical narrative tend to be fictional. Some novels 
include both: life in the homeland and new beginnings. Seldom are the 
segments clearly separated. 

Those exiles who could not survive the loss of their homeland 
stayed in the refugee boat forever. Karl Ristikivi writes: Don’t say that 
all is well so / that such is life / for you cannot grasp / the depths of my 
fatherland-lessness. The questions of Marie Under, the most beloved 
Estonian poet, are even more painful: Who am I / walking here alone / I 
am a stranger even to myself.

Helga Nõu was 10 years old when her family escaped from Pärnu 
in the autumn of 1944. Estonia has acquired an important place in her 
novels. In 1994 Helga and Enn Nõu became the owners of an apart-
ment in Tallinn that had belonged to Helga’s parents before the war. 
Her thoughts about home and homeland:

Home is the place where the dog waits for me and wags his tail when I 
come home. That is its primary function. Homeland is more of an intellectu-
al-theoretical concept and does not necessarily have to be tied to a home at 
all. Ideally, the home is located in the homeland, but due to circumstances, 
it may not be. One can also have several homes, nor does one home have to 
be better than another. One can also have several homelands, although the 
Estonian word “kodumaa” does not lend itself to that concept, /–/ the mean-
ing of “kodumaa” is somehow sacred.

Indrek (born in 1937) is three years younger than Helga. He 
speaks about his new home in Sweden: I think I was 12 when I start-
ed going to Swedish school, and I didn’t know much Swedish. I had stud-
ied Swedish in Estonian school; I knew how to write pretty well, but there 
was still the language part to overcome. But, of course, that too was quickly 
accomplished by going to Swedish school, and I did not have any other prob-
lems. I eventually made friends with Swedish children, but because there 
were five or six Estonian boys in the school and we always stuck together, 
there was no real need to seek Swedish friends, and they were not particular-
ly anxious to get to know us either. I cannot say that the teachers were in any 
way hostile towards the Estonians. Quite the opposite—the Estonians were 
looked up to for their good manners, they studied hard, and we had learnt 
in elementary school to stand up when answering a teacher’s questions. He 
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concludes: I had no problems as an Estonian in dividing myself between the 
two communities—Estonian and Swedish.

The uprooted-ness of exile is best illustrated in the way people 
remember the lost homeland. Ilona Laaman, an Estonian poet in Swe-
den, writes about her past: There is an imaginary land. I came from there.

Estonian writer Elin Toona takes a more pessimistic approach 
in her 1974 novel “Sipelgas sinise kausi all” (The Ant Under the Blue 
Glass Bowl): “Estonianism” robbed me of my natural future. In “Kaleviküla 
viimne tütar” (Kalev-ville’s Last Daugher, 1988) she flees the Ameri-
canization of her culture. The need to regain an original identity crops 
up again with Ilona Laaman: I thought my home was in space. It is in time.

Elin Toona writes: The difference between an exile and an immigrant 
is that the former does not leave voluntarily, arrives with foreboding, and 
exists in a country that will never become “home”. It becomes “paradise lost”. 
The latter cannot wait to get away, retains almost nothing of the past, and 
has only hopes and dreams for the future.

The “paradise lost” legacy is passed on to the children, who have three 
choices: honour the responsibility bequeathed to them by their loved ones 
(promising to right past wrongs), or reject it and carry a burden of guilt for 
the rest of their lives. The third option is to acquire the skills of a master jug-
gler who can keep several worlds and cultures spinning through the air “with 
the greatest of ease”, without breaking anyone’s heart! 

Each generation has a different answer. In 2006, when the inter-
view took place, Indrek’s daughters were fully grown: When I ask them 
how they see themselves—as being more Estonian or more Swedish—they 
always reply more Swedish, but in fact, genetically speaking, they are pure 
Estonians. But it is doubtful whether they will find themselves Estonian 
husbands; they are few and far between, and the choices on both sides are 
limited, so I think their generation will inevitably marry Swedes. But I still 
think the Estonian thing means a lot to them. Maybe like in the past, when 
you were an Estonian, you were always able to meet other Estonians in other 
parts of the world. You spoke the same language and had the same culture, 
something that was yours for free, without paying for it.

Leida (born in 1918), who fled in 1944 and came to Australia via 
Germany, ends her memoirs in 1998 with similar ideas: My husband 
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and I have made several trips overseas and have been able to go back to 
Estonia and visit family and friends. It was wonderful to see them all, but 
home is now here in Australia.

Similar statements have been made by other 1944 refugees who 
went to live in Canada, the USA, or closer to their original homeland 
in Sweden. Helene, born in 1928 and now living in Sweden, explains: 
Time has passed, and I will not go back to live in Estonia. My children and 
grandchildren are here, and—there is no reason to deny it—so is an apart-
ment with all the comforts. If my health permits, I visit my old homeland a 
few times a year. 

The above statements were taken from a series of life stories 
whose authors fled Estonia in 1944. Leida wrote her life story in 1992. 
Helene made her statement during an interview in 2007. 

Both segments deal with opposite ends of a time spectrum: in the 
past is the trauma of fleeing the homeland and then adjusting to a new 
country. The texts, however, deal with the here and now. In comparing 
the past to the present, the narrators state that they have no wish to 
return to the past because the past is over, they have moved on, and 
they are happy with their new lives and their new homes. This testifies 
that their entire outlook has changed and they no longer view the past 
as they used to.

Estonianism is now like a global club or organization—that is 
Indrek’s conclusion. Enn Nõu’s view is: Home marks my nest, my perma-
nent town and shelter, my children and their families, my things, my self-
awareness and personal freedom. Definitely many emotions, memories, and 
warmth. 

Also stability, in some cases throughout history. Sometimes the home 
is also associated with a certain melancholy (lost parents, past, etc.). In an 
ideal situation the home is located in the homeland. In such a case, the home 
and the homeland are one and the same. For us, this changed in the autumn 
of 1944, when we had to flee.

For us Estonians, the words kodumaa/home, isamaa/fatherland and 
sünnimaa/’birth’land are synonymous and refer to our origins, identity, 
nationality, language, culture, and historical past. That is why Sweden never 
became my homeland, even though I established a home there and Sweden 
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is still now my home. Sweden is my country of residence, not my homeland. 
Estonia remained my homeland even when I was unable to return to it, and 
it still is my homeland. For our children, it is less of a homeland, but still 
partly so, because of the language and frequent visits. /–/ A person can have 
many homes. One may have ties to the homeland, another not.”

On the subject of defining the kodumaa/homeland concept, in 
her book “Three Suitcases and a Three-year-old” (published in Australia 
in 1999) another Estonian, Anu Mihkelson (born in Sweden in 1945), 
places her recollections somewhere between a memoir and belles-lettres 
when she writes: I had spent my lifetime searching for what I was afraid 
would die with my parents.

For third-generation writers in exile writing in the language of 
their adopted countries, the question now is: who am I and where do 
I belong? Linda Kivi (writing in English) wants to know if home is a 
place to run to or from (Kivi 1995). For refugees, the West—the away-
country—was always tied to leaving, submission, losses, and dispos-
session.

The third generation no longer has to fear someone coming to 
take their possessions. They have grown up in a new society, in the 
West, where homes are no longer taken away. K. Linda Kivi’s action 
takes place on two levels: first there is the grandmother, the mother 
Sofi, and their aunt Helgi in 1943-1944; next is their daughter and 
grand-daughter, Esther, in 1990. For Esther the homeland is not the 
romantic, lost paradise that E. Toona describes in her “Kaleviküla 
viimne tütar”, the misty mountain realm of “Udumägi” (an Estonian 
classic) to which Tiiu wants to return. Esther goes to the land of her 
grandparents and finds The house was dark, but which house was this? 
Esther wants to know whether her “kodumaa” is tied to her nation-
ality or her home. Esther had come to believe that it was important not 
to stand out, not to ask for much, not to inspire the greed and lust of the 
world’s ogres. /–/. Esther’s questions were existential questions. She 
concludes: Home is where you are. Home is the way in which points join.

“Kodu” is real and concrete; you can take it with you, you can put 
back together its many parts. “Kodu” isn’t only in the mind; it is also 
a real place. If “kodumaa” is far away, it is a symbolic place, a national 
emblem.
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The Swedish-born generation’s identity rests on the idea of a sym-
bolic homeland based mainly on the language. Anna Neuhaus talked 
to 70 Swedish-Estonians in 1985. The result of her studies suggests 
that the older the individual was upon arriving in Sweden, the more 
likely it was that Estonian would remain their dominant language. The 
subjects under study also exhibited the same cultural awareness. “In 
which language do you think?” was one of the questions put to the 
Swedish-Estonians. In both languages, they answered, without being 
aware of the transition.

It would seem that, for the refugee generation, the understanding 
of the meaning of kodumaa/homeland will remain forever divided, as 
evidenced in many of their passionate writings. People who have vol-
untarily changed one country for another also speak of two homelands 
and two languages. After Estonia regained its freedom, it took several 
years before Estonian refugees began a careful dialogue about the two 
homelands. After spending five years in Sweden and then going on to 
Canada, Virge feels this way:

Although there were no grandparents living in Estonia any more, 
we could feel that their spirits lived on in many places and that we are 
bound there forever. I am like an apple tree, which at one time bore red 
apples. Then another branch was grafted on which grew green apples. 
And now two kinds of apples grow there. Both of the red and the green 
apples are part of the same tree, but what name would you give the 
tree?

Käbi Laretei, a well-known pianist, writer, and author of several 
autobiographical novels, concludes: At certain moments of vertigo I am 
keenly aware that my double belonging is a privilege to be thankful for. In 
spite of everything. She adds: It is enriching to live in two different cultures, 
among different temperaments, and with a lasting, unfulfilled longing (Lar-
etei 2005, p. 370).

Supported by Targetfinancing Project SF0030065s08 
Translated by Elin Toona
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Interviews and manuscripts
KM EKLA (Literary Museum Cultural History archives), f 350 (Life Stories 

Collection).

R. Hinrikus’s interview’s with Enn Nõu, Helga Nõu and Elin Toona.

Anna Neuhaus’s interviews—private collection. 
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funded by the Academy of Finland (number 128401)1. The four-year 
project will begin in January 2009.

The examination will focus on evacuees from Karelia and re- 
immigrants from Russia, and specifically on how their narratives open 
up a perspective of “other knowledge” about the integration process. 
The project assumes that the measures taken by the authorities were 
aimed at quickly integrating the immigrant groups, but that there 
were discrepancies in the treatment of the groups depending on their 
place of origin. Thus, at their best the official measures promoted the 
absorption of the immigrants into the main population, but at their 
worst they could lead to discrimination.

The project seeks to elucidate how the economic, communal, 
cultural, and religious conditions that were important for the immi-
grants were taken into account at different times in integrating the 
immigrant groups: Which groups were treated better than others, and 
why did this happen? Above all, the project will explain how the immi-
grants themselves experienced factors affecting their own integration. 

Research in the humanities has often been criticised for having 
little societal and practical significance. The most important general 
goal of this project is to produce information that will have societal sig-
nificance and clear applicability. It aims to activate researchers into a 
mutual dialogue on subjects related to immigration (Karelian evacuees 
and re-immigrants from Russia) to a strange country (Finland) after 
the Second World War. 

The questions posed by the research can be divided into two 
entities. First, the project will investigate the narratives constituting 
the “other knowledge” that opens up concrete perspectives on issues 
related to the adjustment of immigrant groups (Karelian evacuees 
and re-immigrants from Russia). The object is to produce information 
about issues of adjustment relating to immigration that can be used in 
work with immigrants. The second important part of the project is the 

	 1	 Outi Fingerroos is the leader of the project. The project will employ two 
post-doctoral researchers and two doctoral students. Riina Haanpää is 
doing post-doctoral research on the cultural adaptation of Russian youths 
to the Finnish cultural environment (Samanlaistumisen, sakkiutumisen vai 
syrjäytymisen trendiä? Venäläisnuorten kulttuurinen sopeutuminen suomalaiseen 
kulttuuriympäristöön).   
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hypothesis that “other knowledge” in the form of narratives offers a 
significant source of information about adjustment in a foreign coun-
try. The object of the project is to demonstrate that issues connected 
with immigration should be solved by using “other knowledge” related 
to adjustment. “Other knowledge” should also be valued in the same 
way as “official knowledge” and its significance taken into account in 
the actions of the authorities. 

Other knowledge and narration
At the level of methodology, the research conducted within the 

project will be unified by the idea that the research data yielded by 
“other knowledge” are of practical use and societal significance. So-
called “official knowledge” is no longer sufficient in itself, and “other 
knowledge” is needed. Finnish researchers Sakari Hänninen, Jouko 
Karjalainen, and Tuukka Lahti analyse the nature of “official knowl-
edge” and “other knowledge” in a fruitful way: 

“One of the most important characteristics of official knowledge 
is the fact that the authorities formulate both the questions and the 
problems to be studied. […] Official knowledge seeks to present a kind 
of public truth about the matter it happens to be describing at the 
time. […] Official knowledge affects the relationship between knowl-
edge and power ...” (Hänninen, Karjalainen & Lahti, 2005, pp. 3-4) 

“[By o]ther knowledge we refer to knowledge that is as detailed, 
experiential, localised, wondering, revealing, and deliberative as pos-
sible. Forms of such information include explicit knowledge, tacit 
knowledge, contrary knowledge, and weak knowledge.” (Hänninen, 
Karjalainen & Lahti, 2005, pp. 3-4) 

“Other knowledge” thus appears in several forms. By the term 
“tacit knowledge” the above-mentioned scholars refer to the experi-
ence that people rely on in practice but which is difficult to explain 
or interpret. “Contrary knowledge” is by its nature challenging as it 
questions official knowledge and paves the way for alternative, forgot-
ten, and rejected views. “Weak knowledge” recognises the problematic 
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nature of history and the present and seriously ponders, concerns 
itself with, and re-evaluates the human condition in difficult social 
situations. Weak knowledge is provided, for example, by accounts of 
personal experiences. To obtain it, one must have the ability to remain 
quiet and listen to others (Hänninen, Karjalainen & Lahti, 2005, p. 5).

According to the sociologist Matti Hyvärinen, there are numer-
ous different reasons for studying narratives: through them it is pos-
sible to understand and control the past; people’s identities are to a 
great extent constructed through narratives; and narratives chart out 
a course for future actions. A narrative is a form of communication 
between people. Narratives define our ethical place in the world. Narra-
tives are also a tool of interaction, because through them experiences 
are shared and made comprehensible, trust is created, and group soli-
darity is maintained. A narrative is an answer to the question: Who
am I? (Hyvärinen, 2006).

During the 1990s there was considerable discussion in folklore 
studies about the relationship between experiences and narratives and 
on the nature of narration as a human and cultural activity. In this 
project narration is considered to be an interpretation and a typically 
human way of producing significances and making the world under-
standable. It will also be regarded as a process in which the narratives 
appropriate to a particular situation are produced. Narration will thus 
be considered to be a tool not only for creating meaning but also for 
constructing the past and an identity, and it will not necessarily be lim-
ited by any criteria defining, for example, its form or structure (Koski 
& Ukkonen, 2007, p. 3).

The question of Karelia, the Karelian 
evacuees, and the authorities

Karelia has often been described in Finnish history writing with 
the attributes borderland, battlefield, between the East and the west, and 
focal point. These labels date back to medieval events, when the East 
and the west, i.e. Novgorod and Sweden, struggled over commercial 
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and political power among the tribes living in the geographical area 
of Karelia. At the same time, this area was also the site of a religious 
struggle resulting in two distinct religious traditions: the Eastern 
Orthodox and the western Roman Catholic,2 which coexisted until 
the Second World War (Fingerroos, 2004, p. 120; Sihvo, 1994, p. 47). 
Furthermore, for historical reasons, Karelia should be considered an 
entity which is culturally connected both to Finland or to Russia. This 
fact is also shown in the names Finnish Karelia and Russian Karelia3 
(Fingerroos, 2004, p. 120; Heikkinen, 1989, p. 16; Hämynen, 1994, 
pp. 17-19; Kangaspuro, 2000, p. 38; Sallinen-Gimpl, 1994, pp. 16-17).

Karelia is currently divided between the Russian Republic of Kare-
lia, the Russian Leningrad Oblast, and two regions of Finland: South 
Karelia and North Karelia. There is also a Russian population living in 
many parts of Karelia. Some western parts of Karelia have never been 
on the Russian side of the border, whereas some Eastern areas have 
never been a part of Finland. Therefore, Karelia should be considered 
a heterogeneous area, parts of which are culturally connected to either 
Finland or Russia. 

In Finland the Winter War of 1939-1940 and the so-called Con-
tinuation War (1941-1944) were both followed by the loss of large 
areas of borderland territory, which were ceded to the Soviet Union in 
1944. After this loss, a total of 420.000 evacuees, of whom 407.000 
were Karelians, were re-settled in different parts of Finland. The loss of 
parts of Karelia to the Soviet Union marked the end of over a thousand 
years of Finnish settlement in the area. The events of the war years 
also gave birth to the concepts of a lost Karelia and Karelian evacuees (or 
Karelian exiles) (Lavery, 2006; Nevalainen, 2001).

	 2	 The latter was changed to the Evangelical Lutheran Church by order of King 
Gustav I of Sweden in the 16th century.

	 3	 Both Karelias are divided into several smaller regions depending on the 
definition. The most common are Aunus, Viena, Karelian Isthmus, Ladoga, 
and Tver Karelias in Russia and Border and East Karelia in Finland. 
Altogether there have been over 40 different definitions of Karelia in 
different periods. The central defining feature in all these definitions has 
always been the border.
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		  Finnish areas ceded to Russia in 1944

 “After the Continuation War, the Karelian evacuees experienced 
a powerful sense of homesickness and a hope that their homelands 
had not been lost forever. The fact that peace had not yet finally been 
concluded between Finland and the Soviet Union encouraged the 
evacuees and indeed other Finns—some of them in very high posi-
tions of authority—to consider the possibility that the border might 
be revised when the actual peace treaty was negotiated.” (Nevalainen, 
1998, p. 251)

Before the Second World War, the debate over Karelia had been 
dominated by a broken border dividing the Finnish cultural element 
(Lutheran Finns) and the Russian one (Orthodox or non-Finns), as 
the historian Markku Kangaspuro has noted. This debate reflected the 
nationalistic spirit that prevailed in Finland at the time, according to 
which Finland and Karelia in particular were regarded as the victims of 
Russian imperialism. On the other hand, the issue of Finland’s East-
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ern frontier has in later times too been incorporated into the national 
identity policy pursued within the state of Finland. In fact, impugning 
the legitimacy of the Eastern border has continued to influence the 
definition of the Karelian question right up to the present day (Kan-
gaspuro, 2009 [manuscript]).

The question of Finland’s Eastern frontier is present in the long-
maintained historical narrative that has reiterated the idea of una-
nimity over the legitimacy of the Winter War and the Continuation 
War, in which Soviet acts of aggression against Finland were regarded 
as wrong in the light of the historical sense of justice. The territorial 
losses to the Soviet Union ratified in the Paris Peace Treaty gave birth 
in the national consciousness not only to the concepts of the Kare-
lian immigrant and the evacuee but also to ceded Karelia and lost Karelia. 
The Karelian question came into being as a kind of “new layer” in the 
debate over Finland’s Eastern border (Kangaspuro, 2009 [manuscript]; 
Lavery, 2006; Nevalainen, 2001).

 “The evacuation was a heavy process. The attitude of the gov-
ernment to the position of the Karelian displaced population was a 
contributory factor. Attempts have later been made in Finland to turn 
even this refugee issue into a positive matter, something that enriched 
Finland, but these can probably be regarded as part of the process of 
Finlandisation.” (Seppinen, 2006, p. 115)

With these words Seppinen describes the situation of the Kareli-
ans in Finland after the Second World War. The claim is correct to the 
extent that the integration of the Karelian evacuees in Finland cer-
tainly did not take place without some friction.

Since the early 1990s there have appeared several basic studies 
by Finnish cultural scholars on matters related to the cultural integra-
tion of the Karelian evacuees in their new areas of residence. These 
studies have dealt with the ethnic self-awareness of the evacuees, the 
situations of encounter between their culture and that of other Finns, 
and their memorial narrative. The research shows that the Karelian 
evacuees were integrated into post-war Finnish society, but that there 
were adjustment problems: they were treated as strangers in their own 
country.
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 “And all the people in the world seemed to have died. There was 
no one to talk to. There was no one to come and talk to you, to help you 
to do things. There was a lot of snow, muteness, darkness, and like a 
shadow I trekked after my mother, anxious and tired in that darkness. 
Despite the fatigue, sleep would not come. And if it did sometimes 
come in the darkest moments of the night, there came dreams that 
made me quite frantic with fear; in those dreams I was running away 
from Russian soldiers.” (Vuohelainen, 1985, p. 122)

However, it can be maintained that the Finnish authorities, the 
Finnish Karelian League (Karjalan Liitto), and the majority of politi-
cians in post-war Finland actively strove to resolve the situation and 
introduced measures to improve the position of the Karelian evacuees, 
for example, by guaranteeing them an income and housing (Raninen-
Siiskonen, 1999; Sallinen-Gimpl, 1994; Armstrong, 2004; Heikkinen, 
1989). The settlement measures were based on The Emergency Settle-
ment Act (see Hietanen, 1982, pp. 13-66) passed in June 1940 to deal 
with the problem of evacuees after the Winter War. On the basis of 
this law, the state procured areas of land from the original population 
and redistributed them to the evacuees. The implementation of the 
law was suspended in June 1941.

A government report issued after the second evacuation in 
December 1944 provided the guidelines for the settlement of war 
veterans and the population evacuated from the ceded areas. The 
Land Acquisition Act was passed by Parliament in April 1945. This law 
authorised the state to appropriate land for war veterans, the families 
of fallen servicemen, and evacuees from the ceded territories. The land 
was mainly handed over by the state, local municipalities, parishes, 
private companies, and other bodies. According to the Land Acquisi-
tion Act, almost 55 percent of the Karelian evacuees were entitled to 
receive land. In total, nearly 150 000 farms were established on the 
basis of the Land Acquisition Act, and the lost fields that pioneers had 
energetically cleared on the other side of the border were restored in 
Finland by the early 1950s. In addition, over 100.000 evacuees were 
settled in towns and other communities, and the villages of the Kare-
lians and the ex-servicemen became new urban districts and parts of 
parishes. The compensation measures can be regarded as part of the 
government’s policy of appeasement (Nevakivi, 2000, pp. 232-233).
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The policy and measures of the authorities guaranteed opportuni-
ties for the evacuated population to practise their former occupations. 
The settlement strove as far as possible to take into account the geo-
graphical, economic, communal, and religious conditions from which 
the evacuees had come. Naturally, the settlement process did not pass 
without some problems (particularly in the distribution of the lands 
of the main population and in various cultural confrontations), but 
on the whole the measures taken in Finland after the Second World 
War showed that the country had carried out the resettlement of large 
groups of people in a sensible way that paid heed to the needs of the 
evacuees. 

On the basis of the Land Acquisition Act, 38 percent of the Kare-
lian evacuees were able to obtain a livelihood from agriculture; in the 
towns and cities they quickly made their way to those centres that 
offered work and a livelihood. Thus the Karelian evacuees did not end 
up in Finland as a rootless, errant section of the population; rather 
those who wished to do so were able to get land that they could till or 
jobs that they knew how to do (Nevalainen, 1994). At the same time, 
they were able to enjoy a decent human life in their new places of resi-
dence. Thanks to the Land Acquisition Act, some were even able to rise 
in the social hierarchy from being dependent lodgers to landed farm-
ers. According to Keijo K. Kulha, who has studied the public debate 
relating to the settlement of the Karelian evacuees:

 “By moving en masse and voluntarily from the territory ceded 
to the Soviet Union into Finland proper, the Karelian evacuees dem-
onstrated their desire to live in a Finnish ethnic environment and to 
adopt in their relations [with the original population] a social order 
and principles of justice that had been moulded by centuries of his-
tory. To some extent, the reactions to this action of those who received 
them were evident in connection with the settlement measures. All 
were of one mind regarding the necessity of settling the evacuees, but 
each group in the original population wanted to do so according to its 
own principles and in accordance with its own interests. The possibili-
ties of society to solve the evacuee problem in a way that was accept-
able to the whole people were also limited by all the other difficulties 
caused by defeat in the war. On the other hand, the process of rooting 
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of the evacuees in society took place within one and the same nation, 
and [their] own representatives were present at all stages to influence 
the decisions that were made. These were good starting points for deal-
ing with the problem swiftly.” (Kulha, 1969, pp. 278-279)

The loss of Karelia was naturally a heavy blow for Finland. The 
Soviet Union received about 35.000 square kilometers of land, of 
which 320.000 hectares were rich arable land. Ten percent of Finland’s 
timber resources also got left behind the new frontier, as well as 11 
percent of its industrial production, 17 percent of its energy produc-
tion, its major timber-floating waterway, three large cities, two towns, 
and 17 percent of its rail network. The Saimaa Canal and the port of 
Uuras (Russian Vysotsk) were so economically important to Finland 
that negotiations about the right to use them were immediately ini-
tiated. Seen in terms of the logic of economics, the return of these 
areas would have meant quite a victory for Finland (Seppinen, 2006, 
pp. 117-119).

The Karelia that was ceded after the war became a place that has 
been the subject of dreams of return among the Karelian exiles for 
over eighty years. Even up to the present day the Finnish government 
has repeatedly been compelled to address the question of the return of 
Karelia because, in addition to the homesickness of the Karelian exiles, 
political and economic factors have also played a significant role in the 
debate.

The debt of honour as a justification 
for the right to settle in Finland

The treatment of re-immigrants to Finland has not always been 
equal with that of other immigrant groups. Particularly in the case of 
the Ingrian Finns and former soldiers of related ethnic groups who 
fought in the Finnish Army in the Second World War, the concept of 
a debt of honour has been regarded as an important criterion for re-
immigration. An important initiative for the re-immigration of Ingri-
ans was a newspaper interview given by the then President of Finland, 
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Mauno Koivisto, on 11 April 1990, in which he presented an invita-
tion to Ingrian Finns to re-immigrate to Finland, and they were forth-
with categorised as Finns resident abroad. In the Finnish Broadcasting 
Company’s web site Elävä arkisto, Paavo Rytsä describes what hap-
pened as follows:

 “According to the President, the Ingrians who had been expatri-
ated during the time when Finland was under the rule of Sweden were 
Finns, and their cultural similarity was apparent, for example, from 
the fact that the vast majority of them were Lutherans.

According to Koivisto, the Ingrians satisfied the criteria for re-
immigrants, even if their families had lived away from Finland for a 
long time.

In the President’s estimation, it was not a matter of any great 
magnitude. In actual fact, thousands of families moved over the East-
ern border to Finland in the 1990s.” (Rytsä, 1990) 

In other words, the Ingrians were made into Finns whose ances-
tors had been forced to move away from Finland during the period of 
Swedish rule. In actual fact, the migration of the Ingrians from the ter-
ritory of Finland in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was vol-
untary; thus no coercion was imposed on the Ingrians before the time 
of Soviet rule. The beginning of the re-immigration of the Ingrians in 
the 1990s meant that the question of the immigration rights of other 
groups living in Russia was shelved (Miettinen, 2006, p. 145).

Two interesting sub-groups among the Ingrian re-immigrants are 
those who were admitted to Finland under the “debt of honour” crite-
rion on the basis that, being ethnically related, they had fought along-
side the Finns in the Second World War, and the Ingrian war refugees 
who were repatriated to the Soviet Union after the war. They probably 
ended up in work camps as the timetables show the trains they were 
transported in went beyond Leningrad. In addition to being a signifi-
cant criterion of the right to re-immigrate into Finland, the debt of 
honour has come to be regarded as an aspect of the military history of 
the Second World War that requires further investigation. As Helena 
Miettinen has written:
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“The concept of a “debt of honour” still awaits its final elucida-
tion. A committee has been established to investigate the surrender of 
territories at the time of the Continuation War, and it is a good thing 
if the question of the debt of honour can also be resolved. However, 
it is understandable that the validity and reasonableness of the deci-
sions that were made and the factors behind them appear in a different 
light depending on whether they are viewed from the perspective of 
the time when they were made or that of the present day.” (Miettinen, 
2006, p. 158)

The integration policy 
for re-immigrants

Immigration did not come to Finland on any appreciable scale 
until the 1990s. Most of those who moved into the country from the 
East after the Second World War were Karelian evacuees. The immi-
grant population in Finland is also homogeneous compared with that 
of many other European countries, and one reason for this is the selec-
tive immigration policy that Finland has practised.4 

In accordance with the decision of Parliament, the following is 
enacted in the Act on the Integration of Immigrants and Reception of Asy-
lum Seekers (493/1999 / Chapter 1, General provisions / Section 1):

“The objective of this Act is to promote the integration, equal-
ity, and freedom of choice of immigrants through measures which 
help them to acquire the essential knowledge and skills they need to 
function in society, and to ensure the essential livelihood and welfare 
of asylum seekers by arranging for their reception. The framework of 
the integration of refugees and immigrants is defined in the Integ- 
ration Act.”

According to the Integration Act, an immigrant who seeks work 
at an employment office or is in receipt of income support is entitled to 

	 4	 As a concept the Finnish term maahanmuuttaja (immigrant) refers to all 
persons who do not belong to the main population of Finland and who 
move into the country for whatever reason.
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have a personal integration plan drawn up for her or him for a period of 
three years from her or his registration in her or his first municipality 
of residence. The income of the immigrant is secured during the period 
of adjustment with integration support in the form of income support 
or a labour-market subsidy. The payment of integration support is con-
ditional upon the drawing up of a personal integration plan.

Municipalities that take in immigrants are required to have their 
own integration programmes, which they draw up together with the 
employment authorities. By means of these integration programmes, 
they attempt to identify the needs of the immigrants and to determine 
the resources available to the authorities and relevant organisations. 
An individual integration plan is also drawn up for each immigrant, in 
which the different authorities agree on the measures required to pro-
mote the process of integration into Finnish society. 

The largest group of immigrants into Finland are re-immigrants 
from the former Soviet Union, totalling approximately 30.000 per-
sons, of whom Finns from Ingria and members of their families con-
stitute about one third. Initially, Finland granted the re-immigrants 
residence permits on the basis of their being of Finnish extraction, 
and re-immigration was administered through directions issued by the 
authorities.5 It was not until 1996 that the eligibility of the Ingrian 
Finns for re-immigration was defined in an amendment to the For-
eigners’ Act. According to this law, eligibility required that at least one 
parent or two grandparents be registered as Finnish in a birth certifi-
cate or a Soviet internal passport. In 2003 the conditions were made 
stricter, and today the Finnish language skills of re-immigrants are 
nearly always tested (see Miettinen, 2006).

On the other hand, research on the integration of immigrants 
in Finland has without exception claimed that employment difficul-
ties are the major obstacle to the adjustment of immigrants. Certainly, 
some of them have obtained work, but the jobs are rarely commensu-
rate with their skills. A scheme called Russian Women as Immigrants in 
“Norden” (RWN, 2004-2007) that has been implemented in three Nor-
dic countries provides information about how highly educated Russian 

	 5	 An immigration permit was granted if at least one grandparent was Finnish 
by birth.
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women immigrants—a group belonging to the highest ranks in the 
hierarchy of immigrants—are in fact received. The study shows that 
these women, who may be either professionals or non-professionals, 
are active in working life or seek to enter it, but that they are catego-
rised as housewives. Aino Saarinen notes that there are numerous grey 
areas in the employment market.

 “Although Russian women might seem to constitute ideal immi-
grants from the point of view of Nordic regimes, an analysis of their 
placement in the mainly restricted employment markets of the Nordic 
countries indicates that many have ended up in some kind of grey area. 
[…]

“There are also numerous obstacles at the structural level. Because 
the immigrants’ degrees and professional qualifications are not usually 
recognised as such, many are employed only part-time, on a monthly 
basis, or casually. […] Naturally, local conditions bring their own prob-
lems: it is generally difficult for such a well-educated group to find 
work corresponding to their education and experience in the small or 
at best medium-sized work markets of the North. And the situation is 
particularly difficult in Finland.”

 (Saarinen, 2008, p. 130)

On 19 December 2007, a provincial newspaper called Satakunnan 
Kansa ran an article entitled “Russophobia runs deep in the Finnish 
consciousness”. In it, writer Karmela Liebkind, a professor of social 
psychology, noted that the eradication of deep-seated prejudices was 
difficult, and that there existed no deeper source of prejudice than cul-
ture.

“Russophobia no longer rages as it did in the early years of the 
last century, but in the depths of Finnish culture there lies quite a 
pile of prejudices against the Russians. […] Many may out of old habit 
believe that Russians are dishonest. Consequently it is easy to think 
that a Russian steals because s/he is a Russian; in other words, a per-
son’s behaviour is attributed to her or his origins.” (Satakunnan Kansa, 
19.12.2007) 

Russians constitute the largest group of immigrants in Finland 
and in the Satakunta region in particular, and the prejudices they face 
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there are considerable. Indeed, human rights watchdog organisations 
have also drawn attention to these prejudices and to Russophobia in 
general. A particular matter of concern has been the indifference of 
society to such prejudices.

Thus it is very difficult for Russian immigrants to progress on 
the work market without supportive measures from the employment 
authorities. A report in 2006 noted that many measures concerning 
immigrants aim directly at training and employment. In other words, 
these measures aim at making the immigrants “normal” clients of 
the work market in the same way as disabled, partially handicapped, 
or long-term unemployed persons. However, they do not take into 
account the immigrants’ situation as a whole, nor do they question 
the effectiveness of the existing system. Moreover, ordinary Finns’ 
preconceptions of immigrants can be stereotypical, which means that 
the culture of the work environment can at its worst become down-
right racist. Authorities have paid too little attention to campaigns to 
change attitudes or to provide work communities with multi-cultural 
education. 

Summary
Immigration to Finland has been strongly characterised by issues 

relating to the settlement of the Karelian evacuees and the integra-
tion of re-immigrants of ethnic Finnish origin. The aims of immigra-
tion policy were initially directed by the need to root the evacuees per-
manently in Finnish society. Particularly in the case of the Karelian 
evacuees, the authorities strove to guarantee a livelihood and places 
in which to settle. The flood of Ingrian Finnish re-immigrants into the 
country in the 1990s, for its part, was launched by the idea of permit-
ting immigration as some kind of payment of a debt of honour. The 
concept of a debt of honour can be interpreted as arising from the fact 
that the Ingrians had suffered badly in Stalin’s purges on account of 
their being ethnically Finnish, and consequently the positive attitude 
to them was an expression of sympathy for their sufferings. Howev-
er, the re-immigration of the Ingrian Finns has been handled by the 
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authorities mainly as a matter of manpower policy, because, as they 
spoke Finnish, it was thought that they would be particularly suitable 
to fill the shortage of labour in their new native land (Miettinen, 2004, 
pp. 24-31). Thus immigrants have officially been mentioned as a solu-
tion to the population and labour deficiency (Alasuutari & Ruuska, 
1999, pp. 199-214). Admittedly, the emphasis in these arguments and 
measures has been such that only re-immigrants of Finnish extraction 
have been mentioned, not just any immigrants.

Satisfaction of work market requirements has also to a certain 
extent dictated present-day immigration policy. The immigrants are 
no longer exclusively of originally Finnish extraction, but people come 
to Finland from all over the world for various reasons. At the same 
time, however, as the sharp difference between this immigration and 
the preceding type is recognised, the problems created by immigra-
tion have been underplayed. Immigrants are always seen as “other”, 
as different from us, and these attitudes and indeed dubious images 
of whole ethnic groups have determined the foundations of existence 
and adjustment in Finland. Consequently, it is necessary by means of 
research to elucidate questions connected with the ethnicity, languag-
es, cultures, and religions of immigrants that influence their integra-
tion into the society of their new country of residence (Martikainen 
et al., 2006, pp. 9-41). Hopes have also been expressed for improve-
ments in the integration process and for reform of the Integration Act 
because they should be seen as a resource that without decent support 
will remain untapped.

The humanistic research to be carried out in the project will have 
considerable importance in a global world in which people are con-
stantly moving across frontiers. Alongside “official knowledge”, it will 
bring on the one hand critically and historically oriented information 
about the measures taken in Finland after the Second World War to 
deal with the evacuees, and on the other hand so-called “other knowl-
edge” about issues concerning their integration. A comparison with 
historical problems of integration will provide information for the 
authorities who work with different immigrant groups. 

Today it is no longer enough to study immigration as a mere or 
pure phenomenon, a kind of social category created from above, or just 
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in the form of the numerous official measures directed at immigrants. 
Rather, research also needs to consider the functions and significance 
of the immigrants’ own narrative, in other words, how individuals give 
meaning to their lives. The narration of one's own story produces not 
only an interpretation of oneself and one's past and future, but also 
of the culture of one’s immediate living environment, in other words, 
of the significance of the immigrant's culture on the one hand and of 
the culture of the main population on the other. Different individuals 
and communities tell about themselves in many different ways and 
their experiences are diverse. By narrating them, these experiences are 
shared and at the same time one comes to reflect on oneself and one's 
own life in relation to others and to the existing cultural environment 
(Hyvärinen, 2006; Hänninen, 1999; MacIntyre, 2004). 

Both the authorities with their measures (“official knowledge”) 
and the immigrants with their own needs and views (“other knowl-
edge”) should—according to the philosophy of narrative philosophy—
be regarded as active subjects, both contributing significantly to the 
concept of immigration. The integration plans of the immigrants form 
a particular culture and a narrative context, ultimately combining to 
produce a more complex and multifarious view of immigration. In this 
way, the results of the research will make it possible to create genuine 
interaction and dialogue between the authorities and the immigrants.
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DISCOURSE OF THE SOVIET
TOTALITARIAN SYSTEM IN

LIFE-STORIES OF LATVIANS IN SWEDEN

One of the main goals of the Latvian National Oral History Col-
lection is to listen to separate individuals speak of their individual 
experiences and the collective experiences of the nation in the twenti-
eth century, when two totalitarian regimes governed Latvia. The main 
focus is on the older generation, as they have experienced two world 
wars, the change of occupation forces, and Latvia as a free state. These 
people are thus providers of unique evidence. At this point more than 
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3000 life-stories have been collected: from various regions of Latvia 
as well as from Latvian communities abroad (Norway, Sweden, USA, 
Canada, Australia, Germany, and Brazil). 

I have recorded life stories since 2000 and I have understood 
that based on the history of Latvia, a large role is given to the discus-
sion about the totalitarian system. This system, as we already know, 
includes: the elimination of democracy, the takeover of power, gov-
ernments with terrorist methods, the control of people’s lives, and 
impairment of their freedom. In that aspect, life stories can be seen 
as the stories of witnesses—they tell about armies invading, about 
changes in daily life under a new regime, about deportations to Siberia, 
about clashes with the government, about escape from prison, about 
the pursuit of fugitives, about war and exile, etcetera. In all these cases 
we can see the concept of the ideology of a totalitarian regime and its 
power in individual’s everyday lives. At the same time, stories about 
the war and the time after the war are primarily social messages nec-
essary to restore the social memory of the people and to form one 
common view of what happened. Oral history forms a bridge between 
individual experience and society, changes perspectives on history, and 
opens fields for new research. The researcher records not only what has 
happened to an individual but also how a person is aware of what has 
happened and how he/she understands, tells, and interprets the con-
sequences of an event. 

I have studied the stories of exiled people, because leaving a 
country without any possibility of return can be seen as one of the 
consequences of a totalitarian regime. Recording the life stories of 
these people provides an opportunity to understand why they left 
their homeland, how this happened, how they established their lives 
in a new space, and, of course, what kind of relationship they had with 
Soviet Latvia. 

I encountered the collection of life stories of Latvians living in 
Sweden a number of years ago when I started to work as a laboratory 
assistant in the Latvian National Oral History Collection. My very first 
tasks were to make a catalogue, to put records in order, and so on. 
During that time—in 2002—the collection was already quite large; we 
had about 2000 life stories, although there were few interviews with 
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Swedish Latvians. Some of them were recorded in 1992, but the first 
real fieldwork was organized in 1996. Since then we have travelled to 
Sweden four times and have so far recorded about 50 life stories. 

In order to uncover the discourse of the totalitarian regime, I will 
look at three life stories. The first story reveals how people felt and 
their reasons for flight, while the second and third stories reveal the 
main narratives in Swedish Latvian repertoires: so-called boat stories 
and stories about visiting Soviet Latvia. These stories demonstrate 
what life before the totalitarian regime was like and how it changed on 
several levels, including (1) through control of inhabitants, (2) through 
the restriction of their freedom, (3) through the restriction of their 
thoughts and speech, (4) through methods of aggression.

First story
The first story was told by Uldis Germanis, a well-known Latvian 

historian and writer. The six hour long interview was recorded in 1995 
and 1996 by Mara Zirnite and Baiba Bela. His story can be seen as a 
history of Latvia, as it is a very detailed story. Uldis actually tells very 
little about himself. Because of this, the next two fragments are impor-
tant for oral historians, because they demonstrate his individual life 
and feelings in relation to the totalitarian regime. When in his story he 
began to approach the year 1940, he first of all remembered the feel-
ings which had overwhelmed him just before dramatic events, and he 
described these feelings as the breath of the totalitarian regime: There 
were arrests all the time, someone was lost, and little by little, everything 
fell silent. I remember it was really strange; we were accustomed to being 
free people, but then there was this feeling like constriction in the back of 
the head, and we started to look around when we met someone and talked 
to them. We were afraid to be overheard. I called that a psychic terror. Here 
we can see how the totalitarian regime affected everyday life and com-
munication with other members of society by inspiring fear to move 
or speak. 
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However, Uldis’ first real interaction with the regime was at the 
university, where he studied history (1939—1941). He was always 
making fun of the Bolsheviks during class and at home until his father 
hushed him up, saying: Hold your big and stupid tongue! We don’t know 
if we will survive in these times! After that he took care. But he couldn’t 
hold his tongue at once. He saw the consequences of this when he did 
his final exams at the university—there was a committee and the head 
of the committee was from Moscow. In spite of knowing everything, it 
wasn’t possible for Uldis to get a good mark because the commission 
already had a reference about him: he was labelled ill-disposed towards 
the Soviet system. Only later did Uldis find out that the woman from 
Moscow had determined that he wouldn’t get a good mark. In 1941 
changes in the education system had already taken place. The consti-
tution and status of the university and other educational institutions 
were modified, autonomy and academic freedom were abolished, and 
the board of the university was replaced with people from the Sovi-
et Union who tried to establish the ideas of Stalin (Stradiņš, 2004, 
p. 132). But the concepts ill-disposed, dangerous for the Soviet system, 
parricide, and so on became a reason for the mass judging, liquidation, 
and deportation of people (No NKVD.., 1999, p. 10). Uldis immigrated 
to Sweden in autumn 1944. He lived there for 53 years, gained a Ph.D. 
degree in history at Stockholm University, and wrote books about Lat-
vian history. Recently one of his well-known books, The Latvian Saga 
(first published in 1959), has been translated into English. This new 
translation is the first English-language history to tell the full story of 
the Latvian people in a way that everyone can understand. It presents 
history, but reads like a novel. The same can be said about Uldis’ life 
story. 

Second and third stories
One of the gateways to the success of the totalitarian regime was 

breaking people’s spirits, restricting free speech, and generating fear. 
Fear also became a reason for doing or not doing things. Because of 
fear, people fled from their homeland, kept silent, stopped writing, 
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and so on. Fear was also the main reason why approximately 4000 
persons like Uldis fled by boat to Sweden. Escaping by boat demon-
strates the lengths to which people will go because of fear; people 
were so frightened that they were willing to travel by boat in October, 
when the storm period had already begun in the Baltic Sea and Rus-
sian and German ships and submarines were all around. The people 
travelled by boat to a foreign country, not knowing if they would ever 
reach the coast. The following example is from the story of a Latvian 
woman born in 1920, interviewed by Mara Zirnite and Baiba Bela. 
She remembers this boat trip very clearly. She described her reasons 
for leaving and commented that anybody on board the boats would 
not have returned to Latvia. She and her husband had made the deci-
sion to kill each other should they have to return to Latvia. She said: 
We went to Roja (a small town on the western coast of Latvia), where 
we had to wait more than two weeks for a boat. When the boat came, we 
couldn’t see it because it was dark. And what is more, the boat was too small 
for everybody who wanted to get on board. I remember I was praying, and 
eventually we got onto the boat, but we were the last ones. And we were 
sitting and thinking that we would not go back. Moreover, I was pregnant. 
And we decided to kill each other if the boat began to sink or turned back. 
The passage took 36 hours and was horrible. They had to throw away 
their suitcases because of the storm, the floor was covered in urine, 
there was no food, and so on. There were 254 passengers on board a 
boat intended for 100. In the end, Skaidrite said: When we landed the 
next day and saw that illuminated town, when we got warm bread and hot 
chocolate to drink, we thought we were in paradise.

Almost every narrator in this community has a similar story. 
Unfortunately, we don’t have stories of those who didn’t reach the 
coast. So-called boat narratives in this community are told as person-
al experience stories. They are repeated in various situations and are 
told again and again for various audiences, each time acquiring a more 
explicit artistic quality. In this sense, we can look at them as part of 
immigrant folklore. 

Stories about visiting Soviet Latvia are similar to boat narratives 
and are one of the main narratives in the repertoire of Swedish Latvi-
ans. They include not only meeting family, friends, and acquaintances, 
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but also seeing the new system. These narratives also used terms such 
as freedom of movement, non-stop surveillance, and so on to describe 
these meetings. In the community of Latvian exiles, the evaluation 
of the Soviet period was (and still is) strongly negative. At the same 
time, two mutually intolerant groups existed until the 1990s—one 
was against any visits and contacts with Soviet Latvia, while the other 
group felt the need to communicate with relatives and especially the 
world of art in occupied Latvia. The Soviet occupation and its after-
effects served as an explanation for all negative things in Latvia. An 
example from Skaidrite’s narrative: When I returned from Latvia, some 
friends of mine didn’t speak to me for two years because I had visited the 
communists.

Skaidrite, born in Riga, was one of the first to visit Soviet Latvia. 
The first ship docked in 1961. She remembers the welcome: Yes, it was 
the very first ship. And the most important thing is that they welcomed us 
with roses and television. There were a lot of people from the mass media. 
But my first impression when we drove through Riga was that there were 
red patches everywhere. It was in honour of Gagarin. Red Riga was a big 
shock for me. In this very short example we can observe the Soviet atti-
tude regarding the external image of the state, which was marked by 
the mass media, flowers, and flags. This welcome was shown on TV 
throughout the Soviet Union and the world as evidence of the hospital-
ity of the Soviet Union towards foreigners. But the pompous welcome 
that resembled a demonstration and “Red Riga” shocked our narra-
tor. We also found out that the dialogue with the West was unilateral. 
Immediately after her arrival, Skaidrite had to pledge an oath that she 
would be quiet about living conditions in Sweden; Soviet people didn’t 
have to know anything about the capitalist system. 

The next event in Skaidrite’s story also represents the dual nature 
of the Soviet Union as well as the relationship between the continu-
ation of the regime—even in the 1960s—and personal life and free-
dom: I had to live in one particular hotel that was especially for foreigners. 
One evening I stayed at my relatives’ because we went to the theatre and I 
couldn’t get back to that hotel. And they were following me and they saw 
that I was not at the hotel. So in the middle of the night there was a knock at 
the door—they wanted me to go with them. But I had fortitude, and I told 
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them that I would come to their office the next morning. But I was lucky—
that night they had understood that I would tell the Swedish press about 
this, and they didn’t want me to. So they let me go. But I had to pledge the 
oath to be quiet again.

The other narrator, Aina, interviewed by me in 2007, remembers 
this situation in the same way. She told me: My parents had strict orders 
as to how far I could go and what I was allowed to do. I was allowed to 
live in Sloka only because they had a house there. But if I wanted to go, for 
example, to the Ethnographic Open Air Museum, then Father said, “No. I’ve 
given an oath that you won’t cross the border.” The museum was outside the 
city borders. In these very short narratives we can see the mechanism 
of control: first of all by having a particular hotel or place of residence 
for foreigners, and secondly, by spying on them. The control of society 
didn’t end in the 1960s, as could be expected. It lasted in the form of 
surveillance of society. 

Until Latvia regained its independence in 1990-1991, the jour-
ney to Latvia was not only a trip to the homeland, but also a trip to 
a completely different living space and life order. Beginning with the 
unpleasant formalities of customs, then uncomfortable transport, and 
eventually lines, slogans, messiness, ransacked belongings, exposed 
film, overheard conversations and surveillance, and various prohibi-
tions—it all belonged to the unusual life order (Bela, 1997, p. 127), 
especially for those who had spent time in other countries. Today this 
unusual experience is told as a personal experience story and uncovers 
the voice of the individual, which gives evidence about the totalitarian 
regime in Soviet Latvia. Personal experience stories have a special sig-
nificance for the countries of the former Soviet Union and particularly 
for Latvia. The official history of the Soviet period provided an incom-
plete, if not false, version of the past. For a more complete history it 
was necessary to open up new themes, provide a new interpretation of 
documentary sources, and make room for personal voices (Skultans, 
2003). 

The advantage of oral history is that, unlike most documentary 
sources of history, it proffers various views of the same event, in some 
cases challenging the established version accepted by the majority. 
Oral history sees the world as significantly diverse. However, this issue 
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is even more intricate, because in oral history we have to deal not only 
with history, but with memory as well. As we know, reality and our per-
ception and experience of it, as well as its recounting, differ according 
to circumstance (Bruner, 1986; Riessmann, 1993). The oral historian 
works with evidence—narratives that essentially are interpretations 
of experience in language and always structured according to some 
conventions. But the goal is to reveal a truer picture of reality (Bela 
2007, p. 26). Swedish Latvians are one of the Latvian communities 
with their own vision about the experience of the regime and everyday 
life. Life stories reveal various details and testimonies that all together 
create a collective memory about time and the regime which impelled 
them to migrate. 

Interviews
Uldis Ģērmanis, interview by Mara Zirnite and Baiba Bela, Riga 1995 and 

Stockholm 1996, tape recording and transcript, National Oral History 
Collection, Institute of Philosophy and Sociology, Riga, Latvia.

Skaidrīte Dimiters, interview by Mara Zirnite and Baiba Bela, Stockholm 1996, 
tape recording and transcript, National Oral History Collection, Institute 
of Philosophy and Sociology, Riga, Latvia.

Aina Zvejniece, interview by author, Stockholm 2007, tape recording and 
transcript, National Oral History Collection, Institute of Philosophy and 
Sociology, Riga, Latvia.
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MIGRATION AS LOSS OF HOME

Home is a special kind of value for everybody. Home is something 
stable and habitual. Home is an expression of identity, shelter, and 
safety. Home is privacy and everyday life. Home is a space of happiness 
and loss, obligations and memories. Home is the negation of anony-
mous space. When you have a home, you are not anonymous, you are 
not poor, and you have your past and your hopes for the future. Home 
is a means to create and express identity at different levels: national, 
social, family, and gender. Home is a part of the discourse of national 
and community identity.

Human migration denotes any movement by human from one 
locality to another, sometimes over long distances or in large groups; 
thereby migration prescribes a change of home or habitation. The 
social sciences deal with different types of migration:
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•	 Emigration - leaving one’s native country to live in another 
country.

•	 Immigration - arriving to live in a new country.

•	 Chain migration - the mechanism by which foreign nationals 
are allowed to immigrate due to the acquired citizenship of 
an adult relative. 

•	 Forced migration - the coerced movement of a person or per-
sons away from their home or home region. 

•	 Free migration - a belief that people should be able to migrate 
to whatever country they choose, free of substantial barriers. 

•	 Illegal immigration - immigration that defies the laws of the 
arrival country. 

•	 Mass migrations - the movement of a large group of people 
from one geographical area to another area.

•	 Political migration - a migration motivated primarily by 
political interests. 

•	 Rural-urban migration - the moving of people from rural 
areas into cities. 

If the house and home are symbols of stability and shelter, migra-
tion is the process of changing the home into something different. 
People are not always sure about the destination of their migration 
process.

The objective of this paper is to deal with the migration processes 
in Latvia, using the material from the research project “The House”. 

“The House” is realized by researchers of the Institute of Phi-
losophy and Sociology within the frame of the Latvian National Oral 
History project. This research project is based on the biographical 
approach and aims to build a portrait of the people living in a single 
apartment building in Riga. Using the building as a research object 
gives the opportunity to organize relative borders of space and time. 

The building of 20 apartments is situated on a quiet street in the 
center of Riga. It was built by two young lawyers in 1936 with the aim 



224

Migration and Totalitarian Regime

of having a stable living place for their families and young children and 
earning some money by renting out the apartments. The idyllic scene 
remembered by one of the present owners:

We moved into the house in 1936; there was a beautiful yard here, not 
like now. We also had a skating rink here... We had good relations with all 
our neighbors—they were of different nations: Germans, Jews, Russians, 
Poles. Our father was a family man. He had a good voice and he sang for 
us children. And we sang together at home with our father. On Sundays we 
went for a walk—the whole family. (NOH)1.

Both of the owners moved to the city from the countryside, 
thereby representing the rural-urban migration process and the for-
mation of the urban middle class at the beginning of the twentieth 
century. One of the present owners tells:

My father was born in 1891. After my grandfather’s death, my father 
had to take responsibility for the family—his mother and two younger sis-
ters. Father began to work as a clerk, but in 1914 he was drafted into the 
army. He received the Lāčplēsis Order medal for the job he did for Latvia. 
He had studied in the Alexander gymnasium and the theological seminary. 
Later my father was the chief of the Political department. He defended the 
peaceful life of Latvia. My father’s salary was good enough. As he had fought 
for the independence of Latvia, he received a plot of land in Saldus district. 
So he sold the land and began to build the house in Riga. And he built the 
house together with his colleague, we had loans, we had to economize… He 
had to work hard to build the house for his children. But in the end—a few 
days after the beginning of the Soviet occupation—he was killed by the Sovi-
ets. (NOH)

The life story of the other owner, told by his daughter (who is the 
other present owner), is similar:

Father was from the countryside; he was the youngest of two sons. The 
oldest got the farm, but the youngest had to search for education and a job. 
He began to study in the Orthodox theological seminary, too, because this 
kind of education was for free. The Orthodox Church policy was to teach for 
free and realize assimilation. Many Latvian young men studied there to get 
a good education and then escaped for other studies later. And so did he. He 

	 1	 NOH—National Oral History archive resources.
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escaped from the seminary and went to Warsaw, where he graduated from 
the Faculty of Law some years later. He was drafted into the army during 
World War I and then arrived in Riga and worked as a lawyer. In 1936 he 
began to build the house. (NOH)

In 1939 the House witnessed the emigration, or repatriation, of 
the ethnic Germans. One of the owners remembers the events: 

There were 4 apartments with Baltic German families. I remember we 
played together with their children. The boys wore interesting shorts. It was 
funny. And then they left in 1939. I did not understand why. (NOH) 

The repatriation of the Germans is also mentioned by two other 
informants, both long-term dwellers of the House, who moved into 
the apartments left empty by the Baltic Germans. It was the first major 
migration to affect the House, the first major migration from the House 
and from Latvia. This migration-repatriation introduced further great 
changes. The House dwellers remember feeling that for the most part 
essential changes do not affect Latvia, though some fear was felt.

Forced migration
The beginning of the 1940s was the borderline separating the 

peaceful everyday life from further events. The Soviet occupation 
brought conflicts, the destruction of families, and expulsions from 
homes. The new political power asserted itself by destroying the for-
mer stable reality, the human essence of the home. 

As explained in the order “On the Expulsion of Anti-Soviet Ele-
ments from Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia” signed by Ivan Serov, the 
official goal of the Soviet deportations in the Baltic States was to rid 
them of “alien elements”: members of non-Communist organizations, 
policemen, owners of enterprises, officers, government employees, 
and their families.” (Budryte, 2003) Such was the official justifica-
tion of the forced migration, or deportations. Thereby approximately 
100.000 persons (including ethnic minorities) were deported from the 
Baltic States to the far regions of the Soviet Union in the first months 
(June—July 1940) of the Soviet occupation (Budryte, 2003).
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Memories of the forced migration are still alive in the messages 
expressed by life stories, as is also the case in this study. Both the own-
ers’ families were deported. The House became the “lost, ideal past”, 
the lost property. The memories of one present owner of the House: 
The apartment of the Krūze family became absolutely empty in 1941. The 
whole family was taken away. I heard strange noises from the upper floor 
that night. I stayed with my granny after my mummy and daddy was taken 
away. (NOH) 

The whole Krūze family experienced forced migration, or depor-
tation, from their home and country. The father was killed by the 
occupying power during the first days of occupation. The mother was 
separated from the children and died after two years in exile in Sibe-
ria. Three children stayed together and returned to Latvia in 1945, 
but they were not allowed to live in their House. In 1949 they were 
deported again; the daughter of the family was deported together with 
her two month old child. 

The subject of deportation—either their own or their relatives’ 
experience—also appears in the stories told by other House dwell-
ers. The separation of families and the forcible displacement from the 
home and the native country to an alien, very poor place is not only 
a painful trauma, but it is also a process with further consequences: 
the destruction of families; the inability to further a family’s financial, 
cultural, and social resources; and the risk of loss of social memory.

At the same time, the Soviet occupying power began an active 
process of immigration, namely, the relocation of Soviet citizens to 
Latvia. Radical changes in the composition of the House’s dwellers 
subsequently occurred. 

The influx of people from other areas of the former Soviet Union 
started as early as 1940. A large inflow began in mid-1941, after the 
first mass deportation of Balts and ethnic minorities residing in the 
Baltic States. The percentage of ethnic Russians and Russian-speakers 
in Latvia increased significantly, mostly as a result of industrialization 
after the Second World War,

The peak of the influx occurred in the post-war years. Between 
1945 and 1959 about 400.000 ethnic Russians and 100.000 people of 
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other ethnic minorities immigrated to Latvia. During that same time 
at least 60.470 Latvians were deported.

Changes in ethnic population division in the Baltic States (%) 
as the consequence of forced migration (deportation) and mass 
migration. (Budryte, 2003, p. 208)

Estonia 1934 1959 1989 1990-1999
Estonians 88.2 74.6 61.5 65.2
Russians 8.2 20.1 30.3 28.09
Germans 1.5 0.1 0.2 0.09

Jews 0.4 0.5 0.3 0.16
Other 1.7 4.7 7.7 6.46
Total 

(thousands) 1.126 1.197 1.566 1.445

Latvia 1935 1959 1989 1999
Latvians 77.0 62.0 52.0 55.7
Russians 8.8 26.6 34.0 32.3

Jews 4.9 1.7 0.9 0.4
Germans 3.3 0.1 0.1 0.1

Other 6.0 9.6 13.0 11.5
Total 

(thousands) 1.905 2.094 2.667 2.439

Lithuania 1923 1959 1989 1998
  Lithuanians 83.88 79.3 79.6 82.3

Russians 2.49 8.5 9.4 8.2
Jews 7.58 0.9 0.3 0.2
Poles 3.23 8.5 7.0 6.8
Other 2.82 2.8 3.7 2.5
Total 

(thousands) 2.620 2.711 3.675 3.653

Provisions of the 1945 Potsdam Agreement, signed by the vic-
torious Western Allies and the Soviet Union, led to one of the largest 
European migrations and definitely the largest in the 20th century. It 
involved the migration and resettlement of close to or over 20 mil-
lion people. Thousands of Lithuanians, Latvians, and Estonians were 
expelled Eastwards from Europe to the Soviet Union. 

L.V. remembers the active, post-war immigration process:

You cannot imagine how many people have lived for a shorter or longer 
time in the House. So many from the Soviet Union searching for a better life... 
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They were recruited from different places. They filled all the apartments of 
the people who went away or were deported. Velta (the other owner) has the 
old house registers. (NOH)

The names of the registered residents who have lived in the House 
can be found in the house book kept by the present owner V.K. In the 
post-war period (1945—1949) military or KGB persons with their 
families and relatives (sisters, brothers, sisters-in-law, brothers-in-law, 
etc.) were registered in 14 of the 19 apartments in the House, and 
in a short time these persons received new apartments in Riga. Per-
sons of different ethnicity are also registered in the house book: Rus-
sians, Ukrainians, Tartars, Jews, and representatives of smaller ethnic 
groups from throughout the Soviet Union. Some of these people still 
lived in the House during the interviews for “The House” research:

Andrej2 was born in 1929 in Sestroletsk near Leningrad. He is 
Russian. His family lived in Leningrad. After his parents’ death in 
1942, he was placed in the orphanage, where he spent two years until 
his aunt found him and brought him to Moscow. His aunt’s husband 
was an officer in the MVD. At the end of 1944 his aunt’s family arrived 
in Riga together with Andrej. Andrej has lived in Riga since 1944. He 
is a former officer of the Soviet-era Ministry of Interior Affairs and is 
now a pensioner. He often goes to Moscow to present lectures at the 
school of the militia. He says: The best ideology and the best dream is that 
of the Soviet Communist Party, but this ideology and its dream failed in the 
process of realization. (NOH)

Nellija was born in 1925 in the village of Klenovoje in Zadonsky 
district, Russia. She was an employee in the Baltic military district and 
is now a pensioner. She has lived in Riga since 1946 and in the House 
since 1948. She arrived in Riga together with her brother, Ivan, who 
was invited to move to Latvia for the reconstruction efforts after the 
war. Later, their three sisters were also invited to live in Latvia.

Marija was born in 1922 in Novgorod district. She arrived in Lat-
via in 1951 as a railroad worker. She remembers: “You could see posters 
everywhere inviting people to work in Latvia.” She has lived in Riga since 
1962.
	 2	 To protect the anonymity of the respondents, their names have been 

changed.
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Lena was born in 1931 in Omsk, and Igor was born in 1932 in 
Odessa. Lena arrived in Latvia and the House in 1944 together with 
her family. Her father moved to Latvia to work as an electrical engineer 
in reconstruction work.

Vladimir was born in Kazan in 1918. He was in the Soviet army 
in Berlin throughout the whole war and arrived in Riga and the House 
in 1947. He also moved to Latvia to work as an engineer in reconstruc-
tion work. The interview with him took place in Russian, but he said he 
could also do the interview in English or Japanese.

The migration of Russians out of Latvia began already in 1989-
1990 and received the official backing of the Latvian government. 
Emigration peaked in 1992 and 1993, and the rate of emigration or 
repatriation began to decline in 1994.

In the narrations of those who lived in the house before the 
war, the House—which had been left because of forced migration— 
appeared to become a goal of return, the end of wanderings, and the 
end of migration. V.K. remembers how she went to the House in 1957 
after returning from the second deportation:

I called my son and my goddaughter to look at the House after our 
return. It was forbidden for us to live there. We were allowed only to look at 
it from the outside. We went around and I said then, “This is our House. Look 
at it and remember!” (NOH)

Only after the denationalization process could she return to the 
House. By then both of her brothers had already died.

The political and economic changes after Latvia regained its inde-
pendence in 1990 brought with them the processes of denationaliza-
tion and privatization, causing new migrations and consequently more 
changes in the composition of the House. The main changes there took 
place from 1994 to 2000. The people who are not able to pay the high 
rent are predominantly old people with low incomes.

Families who are able to pay high rent for an apartment in a 
comfortable house situated in the city center are the new arrivals to 
the House. These are business people and a new social group in Lat-
vian reality: people who return to their fatherland after long-term 
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emigration in Western countries initiated by World War II and the 
Soviet occupation.

Regaining the House and returning to it is on the one hand the 
regaining of the physical property and living space, but on the other 
hand it is the reconstruction of a symbol and the reconnection of a 
life trajectory gap. Although the regaining of the property is complete, 
the reconstruction of the symbol is not entire due to the very difficult 
loss: two generations have been physically separated from the House 
and the families of the storytellers have suffered and perished. The 
life stories, being testimonies about the Houses as property, are also 
testimonies about it as a symbol.

The stories about the House—and likewise the life stories in 
general—are selective and contain gaps due to factors of time and 
memory, as well as the tellers’ subjective inner filters. These subjective 
personal filters are changing and dynamic, which could be ascertained 
during the research process by interviewing the same persons repeat-
edly at different times. Nevertheless, the experience exposed in the 
life stories and communicated with other experiences, thereby being 
social in its origin and character, represents information about the tell-
ers’ place in the social processes and the impact of social context on an 
individual life trajectory. 
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MORAL GEOGRAPHY AND
LIFE STORIES:

ESTONIAN “SIBERIA” IN
KOHTLA-JÄRVE

Biographical research as a form of qualitative research seeks to 
understand in diverse methodological and interpretative ways the 
changing experiences and outlooks of individuals in their daily lives, 
how individuals reshape their sense of past, present, and future and 
their social relations (Roberts, 2002) corresponding to socio-economic 
and cultural changes. In de Certeau’s (1988, p. ix) words: “a science of 
singularity; that is to say, a science of the relationship that links every-
day pursuits to particular circumstances”. 
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Biographical research has been much criticized by too often tak-
ing a pragmatic stance, which some would identify as a relative lack 
of methodological and theoretical rigour. Criticism also touches upon 
problems of memory, truth, validity, reliability, and credibility; the 
story’s telling time and purpose, telling schemes (Cronon, 1999), the 
researcher’s role, etc. being at the same time the strengths of qualita-
tive research (Roberts, 2002).

The aim in this paper is twofold: firstly, to elaborate a little on the 
recently often referred to notion of “injustice” in life stories and taking 
first steps in offering a framework of moral geography for more advanced 
relationships of insightful topic categories under and after totalitarian 
regimes, and secondly, to illustrate that point with examples of a North-
eastern Estonian mining town (Kohtla-Järve) coming to terms with 
how to read landscape change (Widgren, 2004) and spatial injustice. 

Moral geography
Justice and rightfulness are moral categories that are involved in 

our daily lives. Frequently we do not think that these categories may 
have a spatial dimension nor be handled in geography. But with the 
advent of postmodernism, especially with feminism and post-colonial-
ism, moral issues have also been touched upon in cultural geography. 
Particularly, the relationship between society and the individual is 
under scrutiny in the “new cultural geography”, enabling the explora-
tion of the transitional societies of Eastern Europe. 

The border between morality and ethics is quite vague, although 
there are authors that distinguish between them (Matless, 2000a). On 
the other hand, Smith (2000) claims that the question of what is a 
moral or ethical issue still remains a philosophical debate. For exam-
ple, eating peas with a knife is not amoral, but it is not well-mannered; 
however, using a knife to kill somebody is amoral (if it is not an execu-
tion, which is also considered unethical by some). It has been com-
monly accepted that morality refers to the customs and traditions of 
people or groups of people or cultures, as well as the prescriptions 
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and practices that are shared as common values and not given much 
thought to. Moral philosophy deals with philosophical and theoretical 
aspects of morality, while ethics comprises the whole realm of morality 
and moral philosophy. Smith (2000) distinguishes three levels of eth-
ics: descriptive ethics that is concerned with actual moral beliefs and 
practices, normative ethics that offers solutions to moral dilemmas, 
and meta-ethics that is purely theoretical, e.g. what does “good” and 
“bad” or “right” and “wrong” mean (Pojman, 2002). 

One of the (meta)ethical problems is about what is morally cor-
rect and should be carried out in real life but is not always done so, and 
vice versa. In other words, we still do things that harm us. This is also 
known as the problem of acrasia (see more in Davidson, 1970). 

The other bundle of problems is the universality of moral cat-
egories. At this point I would like to draw a parallel with theories of 
landscape perception (Appleton, 1996; Bourassa, 1991), where three 
levels are distinguished: genetic, cultural, and individual. Thus, there 
are universal elements in moral categories as we are all human beings, 
but on the other hand, moral categories also depend a lot on cultural 
understanding (being also the meaning of the word in everyday life), 
not to mention the personal choices we face daily. Therefore, from the 
pool of “-isms” in (meta)ethics, relativism is epistemologically most 
suitable for cultural geography. 

According to Matless (2000a, b, c), moral geography concentrates 
on the ways in which certain groups or individuals are valued proper or not 
to certain places and how the nexus between people and their environ- 
ment can reflect and produce moral order (Sack, 1997, 2001; Tuan, 
1989). For example, how is it appropriate to behave as a landowner or 
tourist or researcher, what is appropriate to a certain social standing, 
or how is the relationship between “us” and “them” manifested? As 
moral orders and landscapes are interlinked then a retrospective his-
torical moral geography is possible, which becomes especially evident 
in so-called transitions from one socio-economic formation to another 
(Alumäe, et al., 2003; Cosgrove, 1998; Palang, et al., 2006; Sauer, 
1925).

A further aspect to moral geography is more spatial: whether and 
how distance influences in what manner people are treated. The paradox 
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is that usually the people we love most are also geographically closer to 
us, whilst leaning on Enlightenment philosophy we should be impar-
tial (Smith, 2000). Even the so-called first law of geography says that 
everything is connected; only close-by things are more connected. 
Sometimes there is another sort of distance at play: a mental distance. 
In humanistic, phenomenological, and perceptual-behavioural geogra-
phy a subjective distance (in terms of time or money) can matter more 
than the “real” one (e.g. kilometres). For example, dear people that are 
mentally close to us can be far away and vice versa. 

In the following article I would like to explore these moral ca- 
tegories of “appropriateness to a place” and “likeness of geographically 
close people” in Kohtla-Järve, Estonia. But first some remarks about 
Estonian life stories in general. 

Biased Estonian life stories
Estonia, as one of the former republics of the USSR (Union of 

Soviet Socialist Republics), suffered under the totalitarian regime and 
as such “official” historical documents of that period are biased. This 
bias can at least in some places be counterweighed by nowadays bio-
graphic research. “The coming of the “biographical turn” to the post-
communist countries [see also Humphrey, et al., 2003; Passerini, 
1992], including Estonia, coincided as a rule with the disintegration of 
the Soviet Union” (Hinrikus & Kõresaar, 2004, p. 21). The first ever life 
story written in Estonian was recorded by a forward-looking peasant 
in 1880 who was conscious of himself as a subject of history. Calls for 
sending in life stories emerged in February 1988 and were published 
in newspapers in 1989. Still, in 1997 troubled questions surfaced con-
cerning a writer’s future destiny if and when the “Russians” should ever 
come back. The first calls for life stories in Russian appeared in 2003 
(Hinrikus & Kõresaar, 2004). The heyday of sending in life stories may 
be over, but research continues (Aarelaid-Tart, 2006; Hinrikus, 2000, 
2003; Hinrikus, et al., 2006; Kirss, et al., 2004; and Kõresaar, 2004, to 
name a few). 
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But the detail to be kept in mind is that life stories depend on 
telling time. At first the “voice” (Roberts, 2002; see also Bunkse, 2004; 
Buttimer, 1993; and Gould & Pitts, 2002) was given to the “betrayed 
generation” of the 1920s (the 1920s and 1930s are generally perceived 
as the Estonian “golden era”—first independence and childhood me- 
mories) and everybody wrote about how they hated socialism. This was 
the time of rehabilitation, especially for those who had come back from 
deportations into  Siberia and could not publicly tell about it like the 
“war heroes”. Alternative histories thus “gave the history back to the 
nation” or “erased history’s white patches” (Hinrikus & Kõresaar, 
2004). Later, moods for nostalgia also set in. 

Another question is to whom the story is told (written) and for 
what purpose (Roberts, 2002). The life story reflects the life retrospec-
tive experience put down in not so many words, and if s/he reevaluates 
his/her life, then the story has to be different, providing invaluable 
research material (see also Alumäe, et al., 2003). We cannot expect 
that a few life stories of well-known people from Soviet times (with 
omissions, earlier endings, intentional lying, and distorted facts) could 
be similar to those of the society that has the freedom of speech. 

Narrations are passed on in language that sets its own limits, also 
for interpretation. Life stories concerning totalitarian regimes are full 
of the passive voice: “our lands were taken away” (MK: L 20021), etc. 
Another particularity of the Estonian language is that it lacks a future tense. 

What is common to life stories of today in Estonia is a sort of 
moral irresponsibility, e.g. “I’m a child of my era and got caught in the 
cogwheels of history” (Tšudesnova, 2000, p. 159). People often felt 
like chess pieces in a big game, incapable of determining their own 
fate. Yet inner feelings (understandings, beliefs, principles) about life, 
the universe, and everything still exist even under totalitarian regimes 
and find a way through to moral concerns in everyday practices. 

Whenever using life stories as research material, the question of 
truthfulness and validity always arises. Two sources of faults are ge- 
nerally acknowledged (Roberts, 2002): intentional lying and the working 

	 1	 Materials at the Chair of Estonian and Comparative Folklore, University of 
Tartu, are referred to hereinafter as MK, followed by the ID of the text and 
the year it was written.
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mechanisms of the human brain. The latter is usually overcome by claims 
that researchers do not look for “objective truth” (many of the research-
ers even maintain that this is impossible) but rather for how people 
perceive what happened and how—the (cultural) politics of memory.

The point of departure in this paper is the realistic approach, 
that there is some objective knowledge of reality, there is one physical 
place—Kohtla-Järve—with different mental and social spheres, not 
forgetting the interlinked etic and emic positions (Apo, 2003; compare 
Lefebvre, 1991). 

For a better understanding of moral issues in Kohtla-Järve I shall 
start with a brief overview of Kohtla-Järve explaining what socio- 
cultural, economic, and ecological consequences the political turnovers 
had in the turmoil of the twentieth century.

Kohtla-Järve—Estonian “Siberia” 
The main force driving development in Northeastern Estonia has 

been oil shale, which has brought both glory and misery to the region. 
The main Estonian natural resource, oil shale, its early industrial min-
ing since 1916, and the chemical industry has benefited  the myth of 
progress since World War I, e.g. by timely electrification. The fact that 
many rural villagers lost their land to rapid industrialisation is not so 
acknowledged. Following the devastation of World War II, small ham-
lets (like Kohtla and Järve) and workers’ villages were joined together 
in 1946 under Soviet rule to found the town of Kohtla-Järve, just 60 
km west of the Russian border. Exaggerated industrial development 
brought an immense migration wave, especially from the East (4/5 of 
the population of Kohtla-Järve is Russian-speaking), resulting in mas-
sive urbanisation. Kohtla-Järve was the embodiment of a true pros-
perous socialist town with up-to-date planning according to the stan-
dards of that time (compare Olwig, 2005b). The previous rural pattern 
was wiped away. 

Alongside the historical formation and complex migration situa-
tion, the urban fabric is also multi-part: the town consists of six parts, 
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some of them situated as far as 30 km from each other (figure 1). Some 
of the parts of town are older, some newer and more mono-functional, 
thus causing some ethnic segregation leading to further compartmen-
talisation. 

		  Figure 1. 	 The situation of Kohtla-Järve and its town-parts 
		  (map: Anu Printsmann).

The embellished industrial prosperity crashed along with the 
collapse of the USSR. The over-production of Kohtla-Järve’s mines 
and industry were cut back and many people lost their jobs. After the 
fall of the totalitarian regime, many problems were not kept silenced 
any more. In the 1950s Kohtla-Järve was known among Estonians 
as the Estonian “Siberia” (Tšudesnova, 2000), because many people 
who returned from Siberia were forced to settle there. Kohtla-Järve 
obtained a negative image based on issues of economic and ecologi-
cal viability, ethnic tensions, social welfare (15.000 of the less than 
50.000 inha-bitants are retired, and the unemployment rate in Ida-
Viru county was almost 18% in 2004 (Statistics Estonia, 2005)), and 
security, which the town struggles to face. 
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Kohtla-Järve is a moral minefield: how have individuals who 
lived in Kohtla-Järve before World War II (autochthonous rights) and 
immigrants from the rest of Estonia (similar language) and the USSR 
(“typical lines of genesis” of Chicago’s sociologist school in Roberts, 
2002) adapted to the ever-changing circumstances and places, or how 
have they appropriated places to become suitable for their needs? 
Has it had any effect on their relationships to their loved ones? How 
do the former land owners feel if their land was lost and a town was 
built on valuable agricultural land (figure 2), and now the houses are 
demolished as immigrants cannot afford the communal taxes? How 
do the “immigrants” cope with the idea that the nice town they helped 
to build on an empty land is now being torn down? Should “ash hills” 
and residual mining heaps be looked upon with disgust or praise (De 
Grave, et al., 2006)? What kind of aftermath do these different moral 
standpoints have for township?

		  Figure 2.	 Former agricultural landscape of villages of Kohtla and Järve 	
		  is now overgrown into industrial landscape (photo: Anu 		
		  Printsmann, 7 September 2004).

Expressions of morality in 
Kohtla-Järve’s life stories 

Moral judgements lie behind all our actions, but from the geo-
graphical point of view we will here scrutinize the attitudes towards 
general upkeep of the town, place names, and differences in social 
groups. 

The town setting is the public arena for everyday practices where 
everybody carries on as they used to, but as “different patterns of 
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thinking arise from different [background] social realms and practices” 
(Häkli & Kaplan, 2001, p. 108), discrepancies in behaviour were noted 
and cultures clashed. 

After the wars, overall morality was under pressure and, as one of 
the narrators has written: “Wisdom was learned from the immigrants: 
“rip wherever you can”. People knew how do adapt. Estonia grew 
stranger. /–/ More and more often two cultures collided, or two lacks 
of culture, to be more exact, so that sparks flew. One thought that 
this is our country now, the other, that this is our homeland” (MK: T 
2002). Definitely not all the bad things came in with immigrants; the 
writer of the passage is an immigrant to Kohtla-Järve herself. What 
matters is that the “Estonians” perceived the “Russians” as opportu-
nistic. Surely, there were also Estonians who made use of opportuni-
ties, but somehow the differences within a nation are more silenced. 
Adaptation is seen here in a negative light, as the new socialist order 
was seen as something unjust, especially regarding the nationalisation 
of private property; the town alienated its Estonian inhabitants. 

Although at that time general dislikes could only be discussed 
in the family circle or with trusted friends, not publicly, still minor 
elements in the town’s maintenance as expressions of world view are 
remembered. The most obvious and often-revealed tiny detail was that 
“Russians” scattered sunflower seed shells wherever they went (MK: T 
2002). Estonians just do not have that kind of habit and as such it violat-
ed their sense of purity and cleanness of the surrounding environment. 
Another detail worthy of mention were flowerpots on windowsills, 
mockingly called flowerbeds. To me they seem a quite European phe-
nomenon and not so ugly altogether. 

The inhabitants of the former Järve village were allowed to build 
new houses on the edge of their former pasture lands; the street was 
named Punane (red) which is ironically the flag colour of the force that 
drove them out of their centuries-old homes. Additionally, Punane 
Street was quite green as villagers formed new gardens and kept ani-
mals while waiting for a “white ship” (MK: L 2002). 

In the 1970s, when many people believe the decline of the town 
started (Jaago, 2003), a new factory producing nitrogen fertilizers was 
built, bringing raw materials from the East, workers from the East, and 
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sending its production back to the East. The immense immigrant wave 
changed the upkeep to nonexistent. This was the period when many 
of the small houses were torn down and multi-storied houses built to 
replace them, also in Punane Street (MK: L 2002). “And all of these, the 
first wave of Russians who came, they all planted currants and apple 
trees, everything was very nice, neat, and green in Punane Street, but 
then the first wave started to build those stone houses, they moved 
to comfort apartments, then already the drunkards came there and 
everything grew into grass. [It was] the 1970s” (MK: L 2002). 

The perceptual decline has continued to this day. “The former Sots- 
linn [sotsgorod—socialist town; since Estonian independence the offi-
cial name of that part of town is again Järve] and other new districts 
leave a rather disconsolate and neglected impression” (MK: L3 2003). 
In the 1990s “more and more bars on apartment windows, reinforced 
double doors, combination locks, and what have you” appeared (KM 
EKLA f. 350: 405 (1997)2).“The stairs are always possessed by faints, 
dog shit, junkies, and drunks. Some flats are occupied by “business-
men”, some by normal people” (MK: T2 2002; see Jaago, et al., 2008). 
Characteristics of the 1990s and 2000s are the traces of “not having 
enough money to colour the entire house” (or as the Estonians call it, 
the Potjomkin village, i.e. everything is done to make an impression, 
but not to the full extent, just the front side of the buildings) are still 
visible in downtown Kohtla-Järve. What has changed since the 1990s 
is that the town has gained enough finances to tear down those houses 
whose inhabitants could not pay the communal taxes and which stood 
in ruins and were used by the homeless, drunkards, and drug addicts 
(figure 3). 

	 2	 Collection “Estonian Life Histories” (“Eesti elulood”) by Estonian 
Literary Museum (Eesti Kirjandusmuuseum—KM) and Society “Estonian 
Life Histories” (Eesti Elulood), referred to hereinafter as EKLA (Eesti 
Kultuurilooline Arhiiv—the Estonian Cultural History Archives) and the 
number of the fund and story.



242

Migration and Totalitarian Regime

		  Figure 3.	 The demolition of a 5-story house built approximately 
		  in the 1970s on 6th of July 2005 on the corner of Vahtra (maple;
		  formerly Varese—not crow but a historical political figure) 
		  and Olevi (character from the national epos; formerly Com- 
		  somol) Street. Photo: Anu Printsmann).

Still, the situation is different in different parts of town. Mono-
functional parts of town that accommodated mainly workmen have 
suffered more severely, one of them being Sompa. Its local acronym is 
Самое Опасное Место После Америки, meaning in Russian: The 
Most Dangerous Place after America. Evaluations can be easily read 
into local micro-toponyms like the Siidisuka (silk stocking) district, 
where directors and upper clerks lived before World War II, but where 
now nothing remains of its former glory. An old lady from Punane 
Street always wrote “Järve” in the headings of her letters, never Kohtla- 
-Järve or anything else. Her granddaughter often used the name 
Grimetown, but never Järve (MK: Letters S1 1957-1964; see Jaago, 
et al., 2008).
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The renaming of towns, parts of towns, or streets has been 
popular after each socio-economic formation change all over Eastern 
Europe. But because Kohtla-Järve was founded under Soviet rule, all 
of the original “Estonian” street names had to be invented in the 1990s 
(despite the fact that there were also some fairly nationalistic names, 
as well). Language is definitely a means to get involved in a place, but 
some of the immigrants from the USSR did not even bother to learn 
the Latin alphabet—everything in the towns was doubled into Rus-
sian and they knew the line numbers of the busses that took them to 
the berry-picking forests after a certain number of kilometres on the 
road. In addition, very many Estonian names are hardly pronounce-
able in Russian. 

The Estonian secondary school built on Katse Street was liter-
ally an experiment: the land beneath it is mined empty and the school 
was a test of whether a building built in such a place would collapse or 
not. At the end of the 1940s the school was meant for both Estonians 
and Russians, who often had fights, and theft was a problem. Estonian 
fathers came to meet their children after school because mothers were 
too afraid. As expected, Estonian-speaking storytellers remember con-
flicts with Russian children in their childhoods (see Jaago, et al., 2008; 
compare Häkli & Kaplan, 2001). Others claim: “There were no clashes 
on an ethnic basis. Russians were preferred, mostly for political rea-
sons. Today there is almost no reluctance and the Russians are more 
[reluctant to the Estonian power]” (MK: J 2003). “Soon after World War 
II no distinctions between social classes were made, although child- 
ren of miners had a little bit better clothes” (MK: L 2002). 

Personal viewpoint 
To clarify the relation between the researcher and her subjects, 

as demanded by Apo (2003): the author comes from Kohtla-Järve, her 
parents moved there in 1958 and 1968. Thus, I have lived in Kohtla-
-Järve since my birth, almost 20 years before I moved to university. 
I still visit my parents to this day, being thus “over-informed” concerning 
some aspects of local life. The 1970s and 1980s were my childhood 
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years and they always remain golden, although the snow was so black 
from oil shale ash that I could not eat it. I do remember the fights 
between Estonian and Russian boys during school parties. The feeling 
of whether I should feel ashamed of my origin is familiar to me; the 
first years in university people were amazed that I came from Kohtla-
Järve and could speak such perfect Estonian and that I had not been 
robbed or murdered. Perhaps I have got used to this kind of amaze-
ment, but it seems to me that Kohtla-Järve is not so alien to Estonians 
as it was a decade ago. 

Discussion
The topics to discuss here are infinite; I will try to sketch out some 

major problems. 

First, the notion of “typical lines of genesis”—sometimes con-
flicts appear even within one person (see Jaago, 2004). The moral 
border between “us” and “them” is not always easy to draw (see 
Gustafson, 2001) and insiders can be turned into outsiders and vice ver-
sa during the time—a place becomes space, or tabula rasa is filled with 
meanings (compare to Olwig, 2005a). The existential insider (Relph, 
1986) knows micro-toponyms and place metaphors by which space 
was turned into place, the subject becomes part of the place and vice 
versa, thus causing time and space to collapse in their stories. Usual-
ly good times are followed by unpleasant times and so on—a sense of 
teleology—this is the telling scheme (Cronon, 1999) that applies not 
only for the twentieth century.

The multitude of “us” and “them” in a rapidly changing environ-
ment in Kohtla-Järve has created two amazing abilities to adapt to 
ever-changing circumstances: (1) the notions of “us” and “them” 
change according to the telling situation; and (2) the people of Kohtla-
Järve can change their insideness rate (Relph, 1986) according to cir-
cumstances (McHugh & Mings, 1996) and see the town with the eyes 
of strangers but still love it. The social problems of today have perhaps 
joined people even more, but the life stories do not touch upon that 
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yet (Hinrikus, et al., 2006; Kirss, et al., 2004), although the historical 
roots of the problems have become more acknowledged.

Second, we should look at who are the narrators or storytellers. 
The trend in social sciences and in “new cultural geography” is to con-
centrate on common people, not the elite, and on everyday practices 
that actually change the landscape (under the influence of dominant 
power, of course) (Bergmann & Sager, 2008; Birdsall, 1996; Karpiak 
& Baril, 2008; Setten, 2001; Syse, 2001). Still, the writers tend to be 
people with more “social nerve” and often of the female gender (more 
emic information). If one looks at narration rules (Cronon, 1999) 
as predetermined universally by genes and at language as a cultural 
expression (Bourassa, 1991), then people who share their life stories 
make individual choices, giving the “right answer”. This is the question 
of truthfulness of representation. 

The narratives are important for adaptation and for remember-
ing who we are and where we came from, in other words, for identity 
building (Cronon, 1999). The issue of morality deems to be of vital 
importance of (place) identity (Häkli, 2001), as it helps to orientate 
oneself in space and time (see Jones, 1991, 1993). 

Third, the rates of national/ethnic clashes belong to the realm of 
distinguishing private and public information that has changed from 
the totalitarian regime to today, also depending on to whom the story 
is told and on the researcher’s ethic (Kõresaar, 2004). Estonians do not 
differentiate immigrants; “Russians” themselves make a big difference. 
The more proper name to some of the immigrants could be “Soviets” 
(“rootless people”, MK: L 2002) who were swept from their feet when 
Estonia became independent again. 

Concluding remarks
Totalitarian life stories are full of rules of behaviour, how to stay 

out of trouble. Moral thresholds in the urbanscape of Kohtla-Järve 
have shifted in space as well as in time, dependent on socio-economic 
formations, although tough to delimit. Everyday moral categories and 
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practices have a certain inertia (see also Häkli & Kaplan, 2001), but 
as Jaago (2003) has shown, in complex political situations humanity 
matters more than world views. 

Having moral geography notions of “appropriateness to a place” 
and “geographic nearness” as background concepts in mind while 
exploring the general upkeep of the town, place names, and differences 
in social groups, we discover the interlinkedness of these entities to a 
value system guiding all of the activities. “Appropriateness to a place” 
has shifted together with place turning into space and outsiders into 
insiders (Relph, 1986) and vice versa. The “geographic nearness” needs 
some time to achieve a finely tuned balance between geographical and 
mental social space (Lefebvre, 1991). Moral geography has proven 
to come in handy for analysing Estonian “Siberia”, or Kohtla-Järve, 
coming to the conclusion that the division between “us” and “them” 
(Davidson, et al., 2005) is one of the most underlying of them all (the 
“human geodiversity” remains (Häkli, 2003)), through which “injus-
tice” is expressed, for example, in how landscapes are understood or 
read (Widgren, 2004). 

Acknowledgements
I would like to express my gratitude to Tiiu Jaago who has brought 

life stories as research material into my view and has kindly shared her 
material and knowledge. 

This paper was supported by the European Union through the 
European Regional Development Fund (Centre of Excellence in Cul-
tural Theory), the Estonian Ministry of Education target-financed 
project no. SF0130033s07 “Landscape Practice and Heritage”, and the 
Estonian Science Foundation grant no. 6986 “Place-making in Urban 
Landscapes”..



247

Migration and Totalitarian Regime

References
Aarelaid-Tart, A., 2006. Cultural Trauma and Life Stories. Helsinki: Kikimora.

Alumäe, H., Printsmann, A. & Palang, H., 2003. Cultural and historical values 
in landscape planning: locals’ perception. In: H. Palang & G. Fry, eds. 
Landscape Interfaces: Cultural Heritage in Changing Landscapes. Dordrecht: 
Kluwer Academic Publishers, pp. 125-145.

Apo, S., 2003. Rahvapärase mõtteviisi uurimine arhiivi- ja küsitlusmaterjali abil. 
In: T. Jaago, ed. Pärimus ja tõlgendus. Artikleid folkloristika ja etnoloogia teooria, 
meetodite ning uurimispraktika alalt. Tartu Ülikool, Eesti ja võrdleva rahvaluule 
õppetool. Tartu: Tartu University Press, pp. 218-233. 

Appleton, J., 1996. The Experience of Landscape. Chichester: John Wiley & Sons. 

Bergmann, S. & Sager, T. eds., 2008. The Ethics of Mobilities. Rethinking Place, 
Exclusion, Freedom, and Environment. Aldershot: Ashgate.

Birdsall, S.S., 1996. Sketches for a moral geography of the everyday. Annals of the 
Association of American Geographers, 86(4), pp. 619-629. 

Bourassa, S.C., 1991. The Aesthetics of Landscape. New York: Belhaven Press. 

Bunkse, E.V., 2004. Geography and the Art of Life. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press. 

Buttimer, A., 1993. Geography and the Human Spirit. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press.

de Certeau, M., 1988. The Practice of Everyday Life. Berkeley: University of California 
Press.

Cosgrove, D.E., 1998. Social Formation and Symbolic Landscape. Madison: University 
of Wisconsin Press.

Cronon, W., 1999. A place for stories: nature, history, and narrative. In: 
A. Buttimer & L. Wallin, eds. Nature, Culture, Identity in Cross-cultural 
Perspective. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, pp. 201-234.

Davidson, D., 1970. How is weakness of the will possible? In: J. Feinberg, ed. 
Moral Concepts. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 93-113. 

Davidson, J., Bondi, L. & Smith, M. eds., 2005. Emotional Geographies. Aldershot: 
Ashgate.

Gould, P. & Pitts, F.R. eds., 2002. Geographical Voices. Fourteen Autobiographical 
Essays. Space, Place, and Society. Syracuse: Syracuse University Press. 

De Grave, V., Printsmann, A., Palang, H., Van Eetvelde, V. & Antrop, M., 2006. 
Schoolchildren’s appreciation of the contested landscape of Ida-Viru 
county, Estonia. Alue ja Ympäristö, 35(2), pp. 55-68.

Gustafson, P., 2001. Meanings of place: everyday experience and theoretical 
conceptualizations. Journal of Environmental Psychology, 21, pp. 5-16.



248

Migration and Totalitarian Regime

Hinrikus, R. ed., 2000. Eesti rahva elulood. Sajandi sada elulugu I-II. Tallinn: Tänapäev. 

Hinrikus, R. ed., 2003. Eesti rahva elulood III. Elu Eesti NSV-s. Tallinn: Tänapäev.

Hinrikus, R., Jõe-Cannon, I., Stiver Lie, S. & Malik, L. eds., 2006. Carrying 
Linda’s Stones. An Anthology of Estonian Women’s Life Stories. Tallinn: Tallinn 
University Press.

Hinrikus, R. & Kõresaar, E., 2004. A brief overview of life history collection 
and research in Estonia. In: T. Kirss, E. Kõresaar & M. Lauristin, eds. She 
Who Remembers, Survives. Interpreting Estonian Women’s Post-Soviet Life Stories. 
Tartu: Tartu University Press, pp. 19-34.

Humphrey, R., Miller, R. & Zdravomyslova, E. eds., 2003. Biographical Research in 
Eastern Europe. Altered Lives and Broken Biographies. Aldershot: Ashgate.

Häkli, J., 2001. The politics of belonging: complexities of identity in the Catalan 
borderlands. Geografiska Annaler Series B: Human Geography, 83(3), pp. 
111-119.

Häkli, J., 2003. To discipline or not to discipline, is that the question? Political 
Geography, 22, pp. 657-661. 

Häkli, J. & Kaplan, D.H., 2001. Cultural conflict and political accommodation at 
European borderlands. Geografiska Annaler Series B: Human Geography, 83(3), 
pp. 107-110. 

Jaago, T., 2003. “See kõik oli nii, nagu tundsin ja mõtlesin”. Ühe naise elulugu 
pärimusliku ajaloo vaatepunktist. In: T. Jaago & E. Kõresaar, eds. Pärimus ja 
tõlgendus. Artikleid folkloristika ja etnoloogia teooria, meetodite ning uurimispraktika 
alalt. Tartu Ülikool, Eesti ja võrdleva rahvaluule õppetool. Tartu: Tartu 
University Press, pp. 191-210.

Jaago, T., 2004. “It was all just I thought and felt’: one woman’s world in the 
context of 20th century events. In: T. Kirss, E. Kõresaar & M. Lauristin, 
eds. She Who Remembers, Survives. Interpreting Estonian Women’s Post-Soviet Life 
Stories. Tartu: Tartu University Press, pp. 144-165.

Jaago, T., Printsmann, A. & Palang, H., 2008. Kohtla-Järve: one place, different 
stories. In: E. Näripea, V. Sarapik & J. Tomberg, eds. Place and Location: 
Studies in Environmental Aesthetics and Semiotics VI. Tallinn and Tartu: Estonian 
Literary Museum, Estonian Academy of Arts, pp. 285-303.

Jones, M., 1991. The elusive reality of landscapes. Concepts and approaches in 
landscape research. Norsk Geografisk Tidsskrift, 45, pp. 153-169.

Jones, M., 1993. Landscape as a resource and the problem of landscape values. 
In: C. Rusten & H. Wøien, eds. The Politics of Environmental Conservation. 
Proceedings from a Workshop in Trondheim March 26, 1993. University of 
Trondheim, pp. 19-33.

Karpiak, C.P. & Baril, G.L., 2008. Moral reasoning and concern for the 
environment. Journal of Environmental Psychology, 28, pp. 203-208.

Kirss, T., Kõresaar, E. & Lauristin, M. eds., 2004. She Who Remembers, Survives. 
Interpreting Estonian Women’s Post-Soviet Life Stories. Tartu: Tartu University Press. 



249

Migration and Totalitarian Regime

Kõresaar, E., 2004. Memory and History in Estonian Post-Soviet Life Stories. Private 
and Public, Individual and Collective from the Perspective of Biographical Syncretism. 
PhD-thesis. Tartu: Tartu University Press.

Lefebvre, H., 1991 [1974]. Production of Space. Oxford: Blackwell.

Matless, D., 2000a. Moral geographies. In: R.J. Johnston, D. Gregory, G. Pratt & 
M. Watts, eds. The Dictionary of Human Geography. 4th ed. Oxford: Blackwell, 
pp. 522-524.

Matless, D., 2000b. Moral landscapes. In: R.J. Johnston, D. Gregory, G. Pratt & 
M. Watts, eds. The Dictionary of Human Geography. 4th ed. Oxford: Blackwell, 
p. 524.

Matless, D., 2000c. Moral order. In: R.J. Johnston, D. Gregory, G. Pratt &  
M. Watts, eds. The Dictionary of Human Geography. 4th ed. Oxford: Blackwell, 
pp. 524-525.

McHugh, K.E. & Mings, R.C., 1996. The circle of migration: attachment to place 
in aging. Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 86 (3), pp. 530-550.

Olwig, K.R., 2005a. Liminality, seasonality and landscape. Landscape Research, 
30(2), pp. 259-271.

Olwig, K.R., 2005b. The landscape of “customary” law versus that of “natural” 
law. Landscape Research, 30(3), pp. 299-320.

Palang, H., Printsmann, A., Konkoly Gyuró, É., Urbanc, M., Skowronek, E. & 
Woloszyn, W., 2006. The forgotten rural landscapes of Central and Eastern 
Europe. Landscape Ecology, 21(3), pp. 347-357.

Passerini, L. ed., 1992. Memory and Totalitarianism. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press.

Pojman, L.P., 2002. Ethics. Discovering Right and Wrong. 4th ed. Florence: Wadsworth.

Relph, E., 1986 [1976]. Place and Placelessness. Research in Planning and Design Series. 
London: Pion.

Roberts, B., 2002. Biographical Research. Understanding Social Research. Buckingham: 
Open University Press. 

Sack, R.D., 1997. Homo geographicus: a Framework for Action, Awareness, and Moral 
Concern. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press. 

Sack, R.D., 2001. The geographic problematic: moral issues. Norsk Geografisk 
Tidsskrift—Norwegian Journal of Geography, 55, pp. 117-125.

Sauer, C.O., 1925. The morphology of landscape. University of California Publications 
in Geography, 2(2), pp. 19-53.

Setten, G., 2001. Farmers, planners, and the moral message of landscape and 
nature. Ethics, Place, and Environment, 4(3), pp. 220-225.

Smith, D.M., 2000. Geography and ethics. In: R.J. Johnston, D. Gregory, G. Pratt 
&M. Watts, eds. The Dictionary of Human Geography. 4th ed. Oxford: Blackwell, 
pp. 231-234.

Statistics Estonia, 2005. Statistika andmebaas, sotsiaalelu, töötuse määr 



250

Migration and Totalitarian Regime

maakonna järgi http://www.stat.ee [last change 18.03.2005, accessed 8 
August 2005]. 

Syse, K., 2001. Ethics in the woods. Ethics, Place and Environment, 4(3), pp. 226-234.

Tšudesnova, M., 2000. In: R. Hinrikus, ed. Eesti rahva elulood I. Tallinn: Tänapäev, 
pp. 159-171.

Tuan, Y.-F., 1989. Morality and Imagination: Paradoxes of Progress. Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press. 

Widgren, M., 2004. Can landscapes be read? In: H. Palang, H. Sooväli, M. 
Antrop and G. Setten, eds. European Rural Landscapes: Persistence and Change 
in a Globalizing Environment. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, pp. 
455-465.



251

Authors

Akerberga Ilze 
Department of Folklore and Ethnomusicology,
Indiana University
Bloomington, Indiana 47405, USA
iakerber@indiana.edu

Ankrava Arta
Department of Sociology,
University of Minnesota,
1074 Social Sciences
267 19th Ave S
Minneapolis, MN 55455, USA
ankra004@umn.edu

Bela Baiba 
Institute of Philosophy and Sociology, 
University of Latvia,
Akademijas laukums 1-509
Riga, Latvia, LV-1940
baiba.bela-krumina@lu.lv

Fingerroos Outi 
University of Jyväskylä,
PO Box 35 (H), FI -40014, Finland
outfin@campus.jyu.fi

Gale Carpenter Inta
Department of Folklore and Ethnomusicology,
Indiana University,
Bloomington, Indiana 47405, USA
carpente@indiana.edu

Garda Rozenberga Ieva 
Institute of Philosophy and Sociology,
University of Latvia,
Akademijas laukums 1-509
Riga, Latvia, LV-1940
ieva.garda@gmail.com



252

Haanpää Riina 
University of Turku,
Henrikinkatu, 20014 Finland
riihaa@utu.fi

Hinkle Maija 
American Latvian Association Oral History project, USA
117 Northview Road, Ithaca
NY 14850, USA
maijahinkle@verizon.net

Hinrikus Rutt 
Estonian Literary Museum
Vanemuise 42 51003 Tartu, Estonia
rutt@kirmus.ee

Jaago Tiiu
Faculty of Philosophy, 
Institute of Culture Studies and Arts,
University of Tartu
Ülikooli 18, 50090 Tartu, Estonia
tiiu.jaago@ut.ee

Jürgenson Aivar 
Tallinn University
Rüütli 6, 10130 
Tallinn, Estonia
aivar20@mail.ee

Korb Anu 
Estonian Folklore Archives
51003 Vanemuise 42, Tartu, Estonia
korb@folklore.ee

Kurkowska-Budzan Marta 
Institute of History,
Jagiellonian University
Ul. Golebia 13
31-007 Krakow, Poland
mart_ka@yahoo.com

Lulle Aija
Department of Human geography,
Faculty of Geography and Earth Sciences; 
Faculty of Humanities,
University of Latvia,



253

Visvalza 4ª, Riga, Latvia, LV-1050
aija.lulle@lu.lv

Niang Amy
School of Social and Political Studies, 
University of Edinburgh,
2/1 Upper Gilmore Terrace EH3 9NN
Edinburgh, Scotland
A.Niang@sms.ed.ac.uk

Pranka Maruta 
Institute of Philosophy and Sociology, 
University of Latvia,
Riga, Latvia, LV-1940
pranka@latnet.lv

Printsmann Anu 
Centre for Landscape and Culture,
Estonian Institute of Humanities, 
Tallinn University, 
Uus-Sadama 5, 10120 Tallinn, Estonia
anu.printsmann@tlu.ee

Supulis Edmunds 
Institute of Philosophy and Sociology, 
University of Latvia,
Akademijas laukums 1-509
Riga, Latvia, LV-1940
edmunds@lza.lv

Zirnite Mara 
Institute of Philosophy and Sociology, 
University of Latvia,
Akademijas laukums 1-509
Riga, Latvia, LV-1940
mara.zirnite@gmail.com



National Oral History Archive at the Institute of Philosophy and 
Sociology, University of Latvia

Latvian Oral History researchers association Dzivesstasts (Life Story)

Akademijas lauk. 1. Riga, LV 1940, Latvia


