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'Unsatisfactory National Identity': School Inspectors, 
Education and National Identity in Interwar Latvia 

Aldis Purs 

Abstract.  The trajectory of  the school system in inter-war independent Latvia was 
a microcosm of the larger experiences of  the state. The devastation of  World War 
I and the battles that followed undermined seriously the capacity of the new state. 
The first post-war years were spent laboriously rebuilding t'rom near abject ruin. 
Alter initial reonstruction passed, however, the dominant concerns became what 
was to be taught and how in Latvia's schools. The process of  this debate and the 
at times conflicting, at times complimentary, demands of  schoolteachers, school 
inspectors, local governlnent officials, teachers, and students built a modem, 
effective school system. This school system reflected an inreasingly sophisticated 
pedagogy, a professionalism of schoolteachers, and impressive construction of 
schools. 

The content of schools, however, was also severely contested. With the 
Depression of the early 1930s the opinions of some quarters of society became 
more emphatic in identifying a great crisis in society, a crisis that demanded more 
authoritarian action, a return to traditionalism, and increased importance on 
nationalist content. This trend supported and was supported by the Ulmanis 
regime, which considerably restructured the school system, the state, and society 
at large in the last half of the 1930s. 

This article relies primarily on archival sources drawn most from school 
inspectors' reports and other officials within and around the Ministry of 
Education. 

S chools and teachers take center stage in the pantheon of  the Latvian 
nation. The antecedent of  the national awakening of  the nineteenth 

century was J~_nis Cimze's training institute for rural schoolteachers and 
the young, idealistic country schoolteachers it produced. The Russification 
project of  the 1880s and 1890s was particularly dangerous because it 
targeted schools and education, j Russification failed in part because its 
crucial agents in the field, the Latvian schoolteachers, were the very same 
teachers that worked for the national awakening. 

Soviet scholars also did not diminish the role of  schoolteachers, but 
rather selectively used their experience to 'prove' Latvians' historical 
affinity with Bolshevism. Soviet academics pointed to teachers and 
students as key socialist martyrs of  1905, and lionized pro-Bolshevik 
schoolteachers of  the 1920s such as Leons Paegle. These Soviet 
hagiographies suggested that schoolteachers, the harbingers of  education, 
civilization and progress, were essentially for the Bolshevization 6.f Latvian 
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society. Although the claim was simplistic and incomplete, and the line of 
thinking erroneous, the school and teacher were as front and center in the 
pantheon of the Soviet Latvian nation as the nationalist one. 

Although many teachers' memoirs and biographies exist (both Soviet 
and nationalist in sympathy), there is little academic work on schools and 
teachers in the years of  independence from 1918 to 1940. Most accounts 
mention briefly that Latvia's school network was considerably expanded. 
Some also mention that legislation established autonomy for ethnic 
minority schools, but that content was increasingly Latvianized after the 
Ulmanis coup of  1934. Little more has been done. Gaston Lacombe, who 
examined the nationalist content of  schoolbooks, is a notable exception, but 
the nature of schools, teachers and students during the years of  
independence is largely un-researched. 2 As Richard Handler and Eric 
Gable commented on museum studies, "most research on museums has 
proceeded by ignoring much of what happens in them. ''3 The same is true 
of  academic inquiry into Latvia's inter-war schools. 

The development of  Latvia's schools, teachers, and pupils follows a 
rough periodization similar to society at large. From 1918 to 1922, schools 
faced almost complete reconstruction after the massive destruction and 
displacements of  World War One and the wars that followed. Schools 
witnessed a relative 'golden era' during the remainder of the 1920s. The 
Ministry of Education, local governments, school boards, and teachers 
worked together (not always harmoniously) to raise the qualifications of 
teachers, modernize schools, improve the content of  curricula and ensure 
attendance. By 1930, however, economic constraints reinforced a 
conservative backlash against the previous decade's 'permissiveness', 
'decay' and 'abandonment of tradition'. This backlash intensified under the 
authoritarian regime of  K~.rlis Ulmanis. Schools and instruction changed 
radically to reflect the new regime's principles. The assault on minority 
education further intensified and became state policy. 

Reconstruction 

The impact of  the destruction and devastation of  World War One was 
immense, although its physical scars were geographically specific. The 
Republic of Latvia was quite literally built on ashes and ruins by a depleted 
and exhausted population. This reconstruction, a reconstruction that 
achieved some of  the dreams of  pre-WWI Latvians, was the greatest 
accomplishment of  the independence era. The school system was one of 
the crown jewels of  this triumphant reconstruction. 
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The Baltic Provinces, like much of Europe, experienced a boom in 
school building in the second half of the nineteenth century as the demands 
for a rudimentary education and the need for an educated populace merged. 
The boom, however, was diffused with the Russification of the 1880s and 
1890s. If Latvian nationalists were ambivalent about the revised school 
curriculum (Latvian nationalists generally supported the replacement of 
German with Russian as a blow to Baltic German hegemony), the Baltic 
German elite reacted by withdrawing financial support of local schools .  4 

Imperial coffers proved to be not as generous as the intentions of the 
reforming Imperial bureaucrats, and the school system slumped. Although 
Latvian merchants, farmers and workers craved expanding educational 
opportunities for their children, the financial obstacles were often 
overwhelming. As World War One approached, more Latvians had more 
education than ever before, but the demand was still far from met. 
Furthermore, poverty continued to impinge on the acquisition of education. 
Rural inhabitants needed the labor of their children, and only sent them to 
school between reaping and sowing. Local districts were financially weak 
and unable to provide much aid, and teachers led destitute, lonely lives on 
the edge of the community. 5 The War ruined even this limited network of 
schools, teachers and pupils. 

The tortured years of war destroyed much of the old school system. 
Evacuation and conscription claimed schoolteachers and pupils alike and 
the close proximity of the front effectively stopped organized schooling. 
The Latvian National Welfare Committee and the Tatiana Committee 
provided rudimentary schools for refugees, but their efficacy was severely 
limited by the nature of refugeedom. ~ Communities behind the front fell 
under Ludendorff's German military administration. Here the driving 
directives were control, requisitioning and laying the foundations for future 
German domination. Schools suffered correspondingly] 

After the February Revolution of 1917, a fury of activity promised 
fundamental reforms in education, but the chaotic conditions of the day 
limited their actual application. This carried over to the brief period of 
Bolshevik rule in the spring of 1919. For example, a decree established the 
mother's tongue as the language of instruction in schools. Practically, 
however, this decree was limited to RTga and other centers of Bolshevik 
support. 8 Altogether in RTga seventy-four primary schools and twenty-one 
high schools embraced the new language law. 

The nature of these schools, however, was ephemeral. The Bolsheviks 
themselves estimated that only about one half of RTga's children attended 
school. Poverty, dislocation, politics, and the dangers of war kept close to 
ten thousand children in RTga from receiving any formal education in the 
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spring of 1919. The fall of  RTga to German and Latvian nationalist forces 
in May of  1919, left Bolshevik education reforms, like most of  their 
decrees, a potential signal of  their "intent" and not accomplished facts. ° 
Most of  Latvia's schoolchildren experienced little formal education, 
Bolshevik or otherwise, in the spring of  1919. 

Table 1: Primary Schools in Riga during Bolshevik rule, spring 1919 
Dominant Ethnicity of School # Of Schools # of Pupils 

Latvian 32 8,644 
Russian 14 2,945 
German 18 4,576 
Jewish 4 1,126 
Polish 4 908 

Lithuanian 2 370 
Total 74 18,569 

Table 2: High Schools in Riga during Bolshevik rule, spring 1919 
Dominant Ethnicity of School # of Schools # of Pupils 

Latvian 3 1,325 
German 10 1,603 
Russian 8 1,418 
Toial 21 4,346 

Source: "Latvia's schools during the time of tile Bolsheviks," in Latvian State 
Historical Archives, 1632, 2, 1305, p. 10-11. 

The changing military fortunes of  1919, which saw the defeat of  
Bolshevik, German, and Bennondt-Avalov forces, established the 
supremacy of the Latvian national government. ~° Schools, teachers, and 
pupils, however, continued to suffer regardless of  military victory or 
defeat. Retreating armies or rather the slow retreat of  defeated armies 
particularly hampered efforts at rebuilding the school system. The armies 
of Bermondt-Avalov, for example, punished any officials or civilians 
working in the name of  the Latvian national government throughout their 
controlled territories (much of Zemgale and Kurzeme). Only after the 
ultimate defeat of  Bermondt-Avalov in November of 1919 could officials 
from the Ministry of Education begin to survey and inspect local schools 
systematically. These school inspectors found extensive war destruction 
and comatose local communities. Elected local assemblies had not been 
recognized by the Berrnondt-Avalov forces and still awaited approval from 
the victorious national government. Peasants unsure of their assemblies' 
legitimacy or longevity refused to pay taxes. Local governments, in turn, 
were bankrupt and could neither pay teachers' salaries nor rebuild and 
supply schools. The school inspectors reported that schools could not 
reopen without the national government supplying considerable credit to 
local governments. They also estimated that even with financial support, 
schools could not be opened until the spring of 1920. National finances, 
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however, were as tenuous as local ones and many of these same school 
inspectors resigned from their positions because they had not been paid 
since the summer.~ 

A functioning state and school system took its first tentative steps in 
the spring of 1920. There were enormous obstacles to overcome. Years of 
war caused extreme physical destruction of the school system. Many 
schools, particularly along old military fronts, were destroyed. In some 
particularly unfortunate civil parishes, such as those in the vicinity of 
extensive battles (such as "Machinegun Hill" and "Death's Island"), the 
war destroyed practically everything. School inspectors reported that the 
local population lived in trenches and that there were no standing buildings 
that could house a school for miles. ~2 Most schools were temporarily 
housed. Many, for example, were in the manors of  the Baltic German 
nobility pending the final decision on land reform and confiscation of 
manor lands and property. Other schools were housed on rented property, 
usually in a surviving farmstead. 

The school system faced many other costs from the wars. Most school 
inspectors reported tile near complete pillaging of supplies and books. 
Throughout 1919 and 1920, almost every school reported that all of  their 
pre-war tables, chairs, stools, and chalkboards were used as firewood 
during the wars. Books met a similar fate. Glass in windows and doors in 
frames were other 'luxuries' that survived in few schools. The state would 
not only have to rebuild the schools, but restock them as well. The needed 
stock included teachers and pupils. The Ministry of Education appealed to 
the Army to demobilize teachers in time for the coming school year in 
1919 and again in 1920. In the summer of 1920, the Ministry asked the 
same of  conscripted pupils. The Ministry argued that since peace with the 
Bolsheviks had been accomplished, conscripted high school students could 
be demobilized in time for the 1920/21 academic year. ~3 The recent 
military experiences of teachers and students, no doubt, influenced the 
flurry of  letters and circulars between the Ministries of  Defense and 
Education in the summer of 1920 that led to the ban of  bringing weapons to 
school. Even the military's requisitioning of horses slowed the work of  the 
nascent Ministry of Education. Throughout the summer of  1920, many 
inspectors reported that for lack of  horses they were unable to inspect their 
assigned schools. 14 

The more fundamental problems that the new school system faced, 
however, were general reconstruction, and political and administrative 
confusion and chaos. Additionally, endemic poverty hindered the 
expansion of the school system. Even before the War, the Baltic provinces 
fell into the pattern of most schools in predominantly agricultural societies 
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that lack manpower and mechanization. The parent's need for their 
child(ren)'s labor limited time available for school. After the wars, families 
needed to rebuild as urgently as the state. Throughout 1919 and 1920, the 
worst years, school inspectors found between 35 and 60 per cent of  
registered school children not in class. Furthermore, all of  the inspectors 
noted that there were many more children neither registered nor in class. 
Although concern for delinquent children pressed upon school inspectors, 
they also admitted that the phenomenon was a blessing in disguise. 
Universal education, in practice, had never occurred. If the delinquent 
children flooded into the already overcrowded schools, the distraught 
school system would be overwhelmed. Even those children that attended 
school did so according to an agricultural calendar. They began arriving in 
mid to late October filling schools by November [st. In April, on the other 
hand, pupils began trickling back to agricultural labor and most finished 
their school years with Easter. ~5 At the primary school in Ceraukste in 
1920, for example, class size dropped from 120 pupils to ten after April 23, 
St. George's Day, the traditional beginning of  tile agricultural season. This 
school was not atypical. Adding Christmas holidays and truant days, 
teachers struggled with a very short teaching year. This phenomenon, at its 
worst and most prevalent irnmediately after the War, plagued the school 
system throughout the y e a r s  of independence. Families and local 
communities teetering on the brink of subsistence also suffered from illness 
and disease. Almost every school inspector's report listed a litany of 
typhus, dysentery, measles, scarlet fever, Spanish Flu, chicken pox, mumps 
and many more. Famine was also frequently cited as a common condition 
of pupils and teachers alike. 

The poverty of families impoverished local communities. Few taxes 
were collected and correspondingly local governments had little money for 
rebuilding schools, purchasing equipment, paying teachers or providing aid 
to needy pupils. The central state, however, was as poor as the civil 
parishes (pagasti), districts (aprin, k,i) and the general populace. Local 
obligations and financial resources became a serious bone of  contention 
that prolonged the crisis in reconstruction. Schools became caught in 
jurisdictional battles between center and periphery, between centralization 
and decentralization. The Ministry of Education pushed for reconstruction 
and schools with upwards of  six years of  instruction, but could not yet 
provide the necessary funds. Neither the district nor the civil parish 
believed that they could afford such an expansion. School inspectors, 
teachers, and concerned parents begged for financial assistance, but the 
parishes deferred to the districts while the districts deferred to the parishes 
and both deferred to the national state. 
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Questions about the nature of  democracy and local administration 
further confused the reconstruction of Latvia's schools. In the earliest 
years, from 1918 to 1920, many local communities embraced 
democratization with almost excessive fervor. Finally able to vote equally, 
some local assemblies elected every position in local administration from 
parish board to police and janitors. Teachers were sometimes initially 
elected in this manner. The hard reality of reconstruction, however, 
dimmed this initial enthusiastic participation and elections began to follow 
national norms. The populace elected parish councils, which then elected a 
managing board. The board hired additional employees. School boards, 
however, were also elected and they were in charge of hiring teachers. 
Tensions developed when school boards and parish boards were at odds 
with each other, when national ministries disapproved of elected officials,16 
and when teachers quarreled with boards (parish or school). The added 
tinder of  parental concern or apathy often aggravated the situation. 

The confusion in accountability and financing further slowed 
reconstruction by keeping schools crowded and teachers incompetent. 
Teachers complained at arranged teachers' conferences that they had not 
received wages in months, sometimes up to ten months. Furthermore, 
inflation made even these paltry sums meaningless. 17 Only the most 
devoted, those with little else to do or those with little time for teaching 
remained as teachers. School inspectors' reports for 1920, 1921, and 1922 
suggested exactly this. In isolated cases such as the VecmuiEa Primary 
School, an energetic teacher rallied public support, replenished the school 
library through donations, and aggressively rebuilt his or her school. This, 
however, was the exception. More frequently, the teacher was someone 
who mobilization had passed by: the elderly or women. Nearly seventy per 
cent of  teachers were women, and a common complaint (understandable 
considering their lack of pay) was that these women spent more time on 
their family farms than in school. More often than not, the family farm was 
the temporary schoolhouse. School inspectors reported repeatedly of the 
horrible material conditions of  the teachers. As a lot, they were described 
as sickly, depressed, poverty-stricken and living in abysmal conditions. 
Many of  the teachers were relics from the Tsarist system and fit only for 
retirement in education officials' eyes. 

The elderly teachers were at first indispensable, however, due to the 
alarming teacher shortage (a shortage never entirely met throughout the 
years of independence). They were also rapidly obsolete. If in 1920 or 
1922, fifty to eighty pupils of  different levels crammed into a rented house 
that also served as a working farm to receive a rudimentary introduction to 
reading, writing and arithmetic by a single teacher, little else could be 
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done. As the local and national economy recovered and more could be 
afforded, these veteran teachers became a new problem. The Ministry of 
Education demanded one teacher to roughly thirty pupils. The Ministry 
also insisted that teachers be familiar with increasing levels of  pedagogical 
theory and experience. Many veteran teachers were comfortable with large 
classes, few subjects and pedagogy that revolved around rote memorization 
and relentless lecturing. The moment when the state and parents were no 
longer satisfied with this condition, when they demanded change and 
provided the resources to accomplish such changes, the state and school 
system passed from the crisis stage of the early years of the Republic to 
firmer foundations. 

As early as the 1922 academic year, conferences of teachers and school 
inspectors turned to the question of  what and how to teach in the new 
schools. Some demobilized, recent graduates turned to teaching and 
provided the model for the new pedagogy. Most working teachers attended 
summer courses organized by district boards and the Ministry of Education 
to learn new methods and topics. Qualifications, however, remained 
marginal. The district of  Bauska was in many ways representative of post- 
War Latvia. Parishes near the Daugava River suffered extensive war 
damage, but other parishes were less affected. Furthermore, the district's 
rich agricultural lands fostered rapid recovery. By 1922, there were 86 
teachers for 3,241 children in public schools (1 teacher per 38 pupils), 
nearly the Ministry's recommendation. Of these 86 teachers, however, only 
one had completed a pedagogical institute, another eleven had attended 
teachers' seminars, and thirty-four had at least a high school education. 
Another eighteen had passed examinations after home study, but 21 were 
without any qualifications.J8 

By 1922, the earlier confusion of what to teach dissipated and most 
schoolteachers were aware of  the official program of education stipulated 
by the Ministry of  Education. Fulfilling it remained a problem. The same 
district of  Bauska showed two extremes among teachers. The few, recent 
graduates of teaching seminars "were taken by the generalities of  
systematic, high school courses, that gave little to pupils." The more 
seasoned teachers, on the other hand, did not "completely understand the 
new school's goals and tasks." These teachers kept to the "old school's 
formalism and schematics", and did not encourage "pupil's own work, 
their search and discovery, research, observation or comparisons." They 
were least able "'to transform the 'learning' school to a 'creative work' 
school that develops the individual." Despite the initial lack of  qualified 
schoolteachers, year-by-year Latvia's schools approached this ideal, m 
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Even at the center, within the halls of  the Ministry of Education, there 
was not consensus over the new pedagogy. Some conservative bureaucrats 
and teachers saw new, suggested approaches as too liberal, almost 
revolutionary. Nevertheless, the Ministry's liberals backed by the majority 
of schoolteachers charted a firm, new direction for Latvia's schools. 
Ministry-organized teachers' conferences clarified the preferred approach 
to education generally and to courses specifically. At one of  the first of  
these conferences in Liepaja in 1921, for example, the future historian 
Arveds Sv~.be described how history should be taught in the new schools of  
Latvia. Some of his suggestions would still be controversial. Sv~be began 
by arguing that unlike all other topics, history did not give a practical 
knowledge or skill. He railed against the old manner of teaching history as 
a list of  facts. Instead, he suggested history should be taught as a process. 
To him, cause and effect were most important. To Svgbe, a student that 
could describe why an event was needed, why it could occur, and what the 
results were was much better prepared than a living encyclopedia. He 
further suggested that history was motivated by subjectivity and that the 
entirety of Baltic German history was contrary to Latvian needs. He even 
advocated throwing all the bishops and monks out the window to purge 
Latvian history fiom German content. Sv~.be wanted a history that 
explained the triumph of the Latvian nation, but he had little time for 
individuals. In an almost Plekhanov-like critique of the individual, ~;v~be 
concluded that the individual's role in history was "exceptionally 
limited". 2° 

The assembled teachers accepted Sv~be's radical suggestions with little 
argument. History, however, was little on their minds. They were anxious 
to understand the role of religious instruction in the new pedagogy. The 
question of  religious instruction crossed political lines as well as more 
general ones. Within the confines of the Ministry, Mr. Smits argued for its 
necessity. At the Liep~,ja conference Smits claimed that schools were 
meant to build character, and that religion and ethics were central to this 
assignment. He argued against keeping church and school separate, and 
suggested that only through religious instruction could children become 
"beautiful, with strong values and a love of God." Many colleagues reacted 
with shock. They pointed out that education laws demanded that religious 
studies be taught like history with considerable leeway for different 
denominations. Some claimed that religion was incompatible with science, 
particularly the theories of  Darwin. Mr. Dille went so far as to suggest the 
post-modern idea that "pupils have to be shown how science is created; we 
have to explain that there are no immutable laws of nature; no immutable 
truth. ''2~ In this particular conference, and many others like it, the teachers 
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voted against the centrality of religious studies. In some cases, such as the 
teachers' conference of  August 26, 1922 in Valmiera, reaction to Mr. 
Smits' ideas became vitriolic. When Smits suggested that prayer in school 
be mandatory, one teacher responded angrily, "forced prayer was the rape 
of  the child's soul. ' '= 

If there was dissension about religious studies within teachers' 
conferences and workshops, on the front lines in the classrooms there was 
malevolent neglect. The majority of  local communities, from teachers to 
local governments to pupils, was, more or less, against religious studies. In 
surveys, students consistently voted religious studies one of  their least 
favorite topics. In similar surveys, teachers overwhelmingly chose religious 
studies as one of  the courses they most disliked teaching. Local 
governments ever mindful of  the costs of  schools were against hiring a 
teacher specifically for religious studies. They hoped to co-opt local 
ministers, but when they were not forthcoming they dumped religious 
studies on the resentful and overworked teachers. As a result, religious 
studies 'withered on the vine' while conservatives such as the above 
mentioned Mr. Smits continued to decry 'moral decay' in society. 

Among the more interesting pedagogical innovations was the course 
apkSrtnes mScTbas (roughly translated as vicinity studies). The new 
pedagogy imagined vicinity studies as the cornerstone of all teaching. The 
early pedagogues of  Latvia argued that children needed to be taught how to 
learn subject matters and not simply listen to lectures. In history, for 
example, it would be futile to suddenly tell a young child about Baltic 
tribes of the tenth century. Instead, they suggested that teachers use vicinity 
studies as an introduction to all courses. The history course could begin 
with a field trip to a potential archeological site near the school that would 
lead to an understanding of history. Similarly, science could be taught by 
first using the nature and surroundings of the school. This sophisticated 
approach imagined a multi-tiered educational process, both from the simple 
to the more complex, as well as from the local to the national. Although 
some teachers had as difficult a time with vicinity studies as with religious 
studies, others grasped the concept almost intuitively. The nature of 
education began to improve markedly. 

In 1923, school inspectors began to look for this new pedagogy, but 
rarely found it. The general review of primary schools from the 1923 
academic year concluded that teachers used no methodology and simply 
lectured, often with alarming errors. Some teachers were even described as 
sadists that terrorized their pupils into a nervous silence. Not surprisingly, 
pupils were depicted as "anything but lively" or "generally passive". 23 By 
1925, however, the tune was changing. Again returning to the district of  
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Bauska, the inspector wrote that "I have to admit that in the past year 
results are much more satisfactory than in previous years: the teachers have 
improved and children's learning levels reflect this, both qualitatively and 
quantitatively better. ''z4 By the mid- to late 1920s this became 
commonplace, and although problem schools and teachers remained, they 
were in the minority. For each school such as the one in Zv~rde civil parish 
where "pupils could not answer the most elementary questions" there were 
several success stories. 25 Most inspectors reported that "pupils' progress 
and the teachers' work is generally satisfactory" before listing particular 
problems such as a teacher's weak comprehension of a subject, the 
passiveness of  students or the material conditions of the school itself. 26 The 
fact that a teacher relied too much on her books was a far cry from a few 
years earlier when most teachers did not have books. Inspectors' reports 
even highlighted teachers that took to the new pedagogy with great success 
such as a Mr. Baumanis at the primary school in KuldTga. The school 
inspector wrote with glee that Baumanis' history class on the 'monastery 
and its meaning' was a model of  the new approach. Baumanis "raised the 
most important, relevant facts, showed their origins and consequences." 
Furthermore, pupils participated equally in the class, and it was not a 
monotone lecture. 27 

Returning to the district of  Bauska, by 1927 the school inspector's 
reports echoed those of  his colleagues across most of  the country. His 
reports showed the long road the district's schools had traveled in seven 
short years. 28 The city school in the town of Bauska itself had 320 pupils 
and fifteen teachers. These teachers specialized in specific courses and 
taught with a clear methodology. The one teacher singled out as less than 
adequate was young and inexperienced and in the inspector's opinion 
likely to develop into a good teacher with practice. The inspector noted 
particular pleasure with specific teachers in many of  the schools and drew 
attention to exemplary lectures on electricity (including safety measures, 
another sign of material progress) and drawing. The schools were by no 
means perfect, but the sense of crisis had clearly passed. The school in 
lecava, for example, was still held in a rented tavern with poor ventilation 
and the smell of  liquor in the air. The parish, however, had already begun 
construction of a school that would be ready for the next academic year. 
Several teachers alarmingly seemed to suffer from tuberculosis. Politics 
continued to cause some tension between teachers, parents and local 
governments in some specific schools. This tension was generally rare. The 
Ministry of  Education realized early on that heated local politics could spill 
into the schools and advised strongly that teachers remain apolitical. They 
hoped that teachers would generally be apolitical throughout society, but 
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insisted upon it in the classroom. This developed as the modus operandi for 
most schools. Each year, however, a few cases appeared. In some schools 
teachers even threatened to strike over grievances. In others, such as the 
Kazdanga Primary School, parents refused to send their children to school 
over a dispute with teachers over the role of  the school board. The majority 
of  grievances of  a political nature, according to the Ministry of  Education, 
tended to be unsubstantiated and based on personal animosities (many non- 
political grievances concerned excessive corporal punishment). 

There were many concrete reasons for the improvenlent in schools; the 
growing wealth of  families, local and national governments was most 
important, which in turn led to a host of improvements. Attendance jumped 
aided by financial support from local and national government for needy 
pupils. Most schools offered free lunches for pupils and dornfitory-like 
provisions for pupils far from home. The Culture Fund (Kultaras fonds) 
gave additional relief to individual pupils for the purchase of  shoes, 
clothing and school supplies. This relief also reflected the disparities of  
economic recovery across the countryside. Within one district, such as 
KuldTga for example, there could be a wide range from parishes needing 
considerable support to those needing less. In the primary school in Zv~_rde 
parish, for example, 38 children received aid in the autumn of 1924. The 
neighboring school in Karklini only had fifteen children in need of  aid, 
whereas the next school over only needed aid for five students. With aid 
available, poor farmers could afford to send their children to school. The 
school year also approached its legislated norms as fewer and fewer 
children arrived late and left early in the academic year. Parishes also 
discovered that as parents could afford to send their children to school, they 
could also afford to send them to school for more consecutive years. In 
1920 and 1921, for example, local officials worried that extending a 
primary school to four or six grades would lead to empty classrooms in the 
higher levels. By the end of  the 1920s, four and six year primary schools 
were the norm. 

As schools improved, the Ministry of  Education raised the 
sophistication of  pedagogical content. Classes in vicinity studies, for 
example, were more clearly developed as a part of  a six (or even eight- 
year) program. The program would build year by year from parish studies 
to regional to national to European studies. 29 Schools were encouraged to 
set-up 'science corners' that would encourage simple scientific 
experiments and observation. Schools offered instruction in applied arts, 
agriculture, and increasingly after 1926 in military instruction. High school 
boys were expected to learn the fundamentals of  drill and the history of  
Latvia's army. As before, however, financial constraints overwhelmed 
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some of  these latest innovations. Local governments were as hesitant to 
employ a veteran for military studies as a pastor for religious studies and 
the course suffered from general neglect on the ground (some parents and 
communities may have also implicitly questioned its worth). 3° 

By the end of  the 1920's, most school inspectors summarized their 
districts in words similar to the inspector for KuldTga district: "Overall the 
teachers' work and the pupils' progress is satisfactory except for a few 
specific schools and a few, specific teachers." They continued that certain 
subjects needed more attention, but specified that weaknesses were 
specific. In criticizing Latvian literature classes, for example, the KuldTga 
inspector noted that declamation of  poems needed 'more feeling' as 
opposed to simple repetition. In Latvian grammar classes he added that 
students understood sentence structure and analysis poorly. This was still a 
clear break from the description of classes immediately after the wars. 

With recovery, school inspectors, teachers and the Ministry of 
Education also began to look more closely at their charges. With children 
in the classrooms, educators began exploring what students learned, how 
they acted, what their lives were like, and what were their prospects. 
Teachers filled out questionnaires about their students, school inspectors 
turned their attention to behavior, and the state began to identify health 
risks. On the macro-level the national ministries concerned themselves 
with such matters due to European-wide concerns about the health and 
reproduction of nations. Latvia, like most European states, alarmed by 
demographic data embarked on a progressively pro-natal program to ensure 
the state's survival and the capacity of  the army. Oll a more local level, 
however, this implied concern was not apparent. Teachers filled out their 
fonns in a frank and personal nature providing us with a snapshot of 
primary school students in the mid to late 1920s. These questionnaires are 
doubly insightful; the questions reveal the concerns of  the state, while the 
answers describe schoolchildren. 31 

Most questionnaires began with questions about each student's home 
life: whether both of  her or his parents were alive, their age and residence, 
where they have lived, their nationality, their occupation and the language 
spoken at home. The child was also identified in birth order with other 
siblings. The questions proceeded to the family's living conditions: how far 
do they live from the school, how healthy is the home, how many rooms 
and inhabitants, where does the child sleep and do homework. The line of  
inquiry then turned to more personal matters: who raised the child at home, 
did the child get regular meals and enough to eat, did the child drink 
alcohol, how long did they sleep (when did they go to sleep and when did 
they wake), how often did the child bathe, how often was the child in fresh 
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air. Did the child have to do housework or paid work? Did the parents 
support the child's spiritual development (by supplying toys, books or 
reading, storytelling and strolling with the child)? How much time did tile 
child spend with homework, on which course did tile child spend most and 
least time? Was the child often among adults? Was the child joyful or 
serious? Was the child afraid of  anything (and what)? Did the child often 
cry? Did the child get along with others? The next barrage concerned 
health: height, weight, chest size, heart and lungs, degree of  sickliness, 
nervousness, awkwardness, fatigue, hearing, sight and breathing 
difficulties, signs of lameness, lasting side effects from illness (and if they 
hinder progress in school)? Returning to schoolwork, the questionnaires 
asked if the pupil got along with classmates and teachers. Did the pupil 
demonstrate any serious ethical failings? Further questions asked what 
languages the pupil spoke, if the child spoke with ease or difficulty (were 
there any medical reasons for any difficulties), did they learn to speak 
easily? What were the pupil 's favorite pastimes, school subjects and 
diversions? Was the pupil a natural leader or follower in school diversions? 
The questionnaires also asked about the pupil 's general ability in school 
and asked the teacher to describe his or her attentiveness, memory, 
comprehension, and creativity. Finally, could the pupil follow coursework 
and was she or he passing to the next grade. 

There is indirect evidence that teachers and school boards saw these 
questionnaires as busywork. The questionnaires were not completed 
uniformly. Many teachers did not do them and others did so incompletely. 
Neither school boards nor the Ministry of  Education conducted an 
orchestrated campaign to force compliance. Likewise, many of the 
questionnaires were answered in a cursory and perfunctory manner (a long 
list of yes and no answers with little description). Still, the completed 
questionnaires are an intriguing source that hints at the experience of 
school and the material conditions at home. They deserve more extensive 
study and analysis. 

Generally, the questionnaires depicted older parents (in their mid- to 
late thirties, early forties) with relatively small families. Both parents had 
moved around, but were now settled in small, crowded living quarters 
(three to four people per room, including non-family members). The father 
(if alive, there were many single mother families) worked outside of the 
home, while the mother worked at home. Children worked at home, but 
rarely outside of  the home for wages. These close conditions meant that 
children were often in the company of adults and lived their lives according 
to adult rhythms (sleeping similar hours, bathing at similar times and doing 
homework in their midst). The parents contributed little to the child's 
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development. Children generally bathed (in a sauna) between once every 
two or three weeks or once a month. Universally, they drank alcohol. The 
teachers, however, often misunderstood the question "Does the pupil drink 
alcoholic drinks?" and answered "no, only beer"; "happily if offered to 
him" or "there are no pupils that do not drink." In the eyes of the teachers, 
children's health was generally good and it was an extreme rarity that they 
did not get along with their classmates and teachers or displayed "serious 
ethical deficiencies". Most, however, were scared of  something (from dogs 
to ghosts) and a considerable number "cried often". They also liked school, 
but in teachers' opinions were not particularly good. The pupils' memory 
was weak, their abilities to be attentive, comprehend subject matter and 
understand instruction was barely adequate. Yet, almost all followed the 
curriculum and were passed to the next grade. 

The generally low regard that teachers had for their pupils' intellectual 
talents was commonplace throughout the education system. In parishes and 
districts where the questionnaires were not answered, other comments 
suggested a similar opinion. The teachers of the SC:Ipils 6 grade primary 
school, for example, kept a record of students. Entries such as "spiritual 
abilities average, lazy and incomplete with school work" or "limited 
abilities; completely without intelligence; lazy; and messy to unclean" were 
not uncommon. ~2 In Nauk~na parish, teachers described most pupils' 
prospects as "with simple, physical labor they will be able to exist" or 
"working in a trade they will be able to exist." Although jarring to our 
sensibilities, such fiank generalizations were common during the early 
extension of  primary schooling. Teachers, inspectors and bureaucrats 
expected that the brightest pupils would stand out and rapidly move on to 
high school and potentially on to University. Most pupils, however, would 
not rise far above the station of  their parents. Universal education would 
simply provide them with rudimentary skills. The advancing curriculum 
and progressive pedagogy broadened pupils' rudimentary skills or 
conveyed them more effectively, but there was little expectation of a 
radical break in the nature of society. From the late 1920s the education 
system and the state expended more and more effort to keep pupils in the 
countryside and to alter instruction towards practical skills. 

The Ministry of  Education and school inspectors also began to worry 
that schools were not doing enough to train pupils for societal roles. In 
other words, pupils could read, write, cipher, and learn how to acquire 
additional skills, but would they be raised in a spirit that encouraged them 
to devote energy to bettering themselves within their station and within 
their local communities. By the late 1920s inspectors followed ,the moral 
instruction of  children as closely as their progress in education. Inspectors 



112 ALDIS PURS 

also looked for organizational work by teachers in schools that would 
encourage health, sobriety and hygiene. 

A Crisis in Education? 

The change in the focus of  education coincided with the Great 
Depression and a general reappraisal of  the state and society. Democracy, 
civil society and public participation were all new, novel experiments in 
Latvia. There was little fertile ground for such concepts in the general past 
of  Imperial Russia or in the particulars of  the Baltic German controlled 
Baltic ProVinces. War, Revolution and Civil War also provided little 
formative experience for ideas such as consensus building and gradualism. 
When the Great Depression shifted from a cyclical downturn into a general 
downward slide, doubts about the democratic experiment set in. Critics 
gained the ear of  a public suddenly unsure of itself and without a rich 
heritage to fall back upon. Radical nationalists proposed a general solution 
in a 'Latvia for Latvians', while communists saw solutions to the East, and 
conservatives saw a need for retrenchment -- to them, the clock needed to 
be turned back to 1910. If in the relative good times, Latvian society 
tolerated diversity, decadence and experimentation, by the 1930s talk 
turned to reigning in decay and re-establishing morals. Education and 
youth were a main battleground. 

By the late 1920s a growing current of  amorphous, public opinion 
called for moral education and vigilance. Individuals such as the previously 
mentioned Mr. Sr/lits had always advocated a close leash on the content of 
education and the activities of  pupils; now he had more supporters. If the 
frequent idea of a prohibition on teachers' political activism can be seen to 
have some merit, other measures became more paranoid. In 1927, for 
example, the Ministry of Education tried to track the foreign pen pals of  
primary school pupils, as well as monitor the content of  the exchanged 
letters) 3 Similarly, central authorities were absolutely opposed to any 
independent youth organizations or ones with certain political ties. As early 
as 1922, the Ministry moved against' high school students' plan to call for a 
founding congress of  high school students. 34 The Ministry's greatest fears 
were about active, minority student groups (particular attention was paid to 
Baltic German and Jews who also seemed the most active) and leftist 
students. Nationalist student organizations were somewhat more tolerated 
and at times encouraged up through the fraternity system at the university 
level. Over the years, many within the Ministry began to fear the moral 
decay of  the youth and gravitated towards the position of the traditionalists. 
School inspectors, for example, increasingly asked teachers to play a 
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guiding and supervisory role over pupils outside of  school. Similarly, the 
Ministry of Education became central in an institution that censored 
literature from scboolchildren to the age of twenty-one. The tone of all of  
these actions was similar. Society and children had lost a moral compass 
and needed to return to more traditional virtues and aspirations. Not 
surprisingly, rural schools were encouraged to teach practical, agricultural 
skills over abstract learning while the censoring committee banned books 
and stories that would "raise children's expectations of  life unreasonably." 

Throughout the years of the Depression, some bureaucrats and school 
inspectors looked for signs of  juvenile degeneracy and as a result 
frequently found it. In 1930, for example, shock and scandal surrounded 
the wall newspapers of  the Fourth RTga Gymnasiuna. Apparently a student 
club that was loosely (later accused as negligently) supervised by a teacher 
began publishing a wall newspaper with Soviet sympathies. By the time the 
school administration realized the "agitation" within its midst, other 
schools and the police knew as well. On the 13th of October, 300 
nationalist-inspired students from other high schools gathered at the Fourth 
gymnasium with the intention of destroying the newspaper. When a 
considerable, armed police presence arrived, the nationalist students sang 
the National Anthem and dispersed. The event, however, did not die 
quietly. On the 7th of  November 34 parliamentary deputies requested a 
fomaal parliamentary investigation. A committee of  five deputies was 
elected and over the next four months held thirty-seven committee 
meetings. 3s Ultimately, the Committee crucified the school's director, the 
club's supervisor, and the school's inspector for a type of  negligence. 

Elsewhere, school children and the entire system seemed to be out of 
control. In 1932 in Naukg~na four kids were playing with a pistol in school 
when it accidentally went off, killing one of them. 3~ In the same year in 
Jekabpils, a teacher killed herself by overdose over a love triangle gone 
wrong between herself, a District board member, and his w i f e .  37 In Zv~.rde 
parish in 1929, the teacher supervising the pupils' teetotaler organization 
(cerTbas pulcig~) told his charges at their founding meeting that alcohol 
consumption was not such a terrible thing. 38 Elsewhere, there were 
expulsions of drunken pupils breaking school windows and destroying 
property. 39 The police discovered that Baltic German pupils in RTga had 
created the underground "Memphis Club" where pupils drank and played 
table tennis. 4° Similarly, the students of a Riga high school dance were 
"indecent and acted obscenely". 4~ In December of  1929, Riga newspapers 
even wrote about an alleged four-day drunken orgy at a beach house 
between four high school students. All of  these events may not have been 
representative of the school system at large, and similar events had likely 
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happened before and after, but influential segments of  society increasingly 
called for a return to tradition and propriety because of this "decay". 

The majority of  individual inspectors' reports, however, tell a very 
different tale. The school inspector for J0~kabpils district, for example, 
wrote approvingly of  schools, teachers and pupils for the academic year 
1931-1932 during the heart of  the Depression. 42 The inspector noted that 
the economic downturn did lead to a small downsizing in the number of 
teachers (and heavier reliance on temporary teachers), but pointed out that 
the school system was generally doing well. The year was a particularly 
good one in regards to disease and illness, with no serious outbreaks for the 
entire district over the whole academic year (except for flu and a strong 
cough in the early summer). He also added that despite the economic 
downturn, pupils were attending school fairly well even in May. His 
surprise suggests an expectation among officials that the agricultural 
calendar was still strong, but also demonstrates that parents placed a high 
priority on their children's schooling. He also noted that there was a clear 
downturn in the politicization of  schools. Apparently, the Ministry of 
Education had carefully audited the work of the District school board and 
released some offending board members. The school inspector thought an 
immediate result was a higher degree of professionalism throughout the 
district school system. The inspector also underlined that teachers' 
attendance at the biannual teachers' seminars was making a considerable 
difference in the caliber of  instruction. To drive home this point, the 
inspector attached the program of  a recent such seminar. The working 
groups and topics clearly show continued support for the pedagogy of the 
1920s. Teachers listened to presentations on: the teacher, society, and local 
government; how to teach drawing and singing; the unique challenges of 
the district; the teacher's legal and material conditions relative to other 
countries; the new direction of  pedagogy; the program of our primary 
schools; problems with religion and science. There was some discussion 
that teachers needed to serve as role models for pupils and society (perhaps 
implying the new stress on moral guidance), but this did not meet universal 
acceptance. When one teacher, for example, decried the lack of male 
schoolteachers and claimed that women were not strong enough to stand up 
to local government or set a good example, several other teachers 
immediately refuted this claim. They defended the abilities of  women as 
equal to men. 

In the districts of  Aizpute and KuldTga, the general observations of the 
school inspector were similar. 43 The inspector mentioned some disciplinary 
problems including an incident involving fireworks and injuries at Dzerve- 
CTrava Primary School that seemed related to pupils' unhappiness with a 
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particular temporary teacher, but he presented no sense of  a crisis in 
morality. The inspector commented on a particular school in which the 
male teachers were far better than the female ones, but he did not 
generalize this statement to teachers across the districts. Instead, the 
inspector's report in the middle of  the Depression read like a report from 
any other year after reconstruction. He was generally satisfied with the 
physical quality of  schools, the number of teachers, and the progress of 
pupils. He stressed that 86% of the pupils that finished the sixth grade were 
eligible for high school attendance. The inspector continued, however, to 
draw attention to specific school's shortcomings. Some schools still could 
use better facilities and devote more time to hygiene. Other schools, such 
as the Ulmale Primary School, Jfirkalne Primary School, Zvarde-Strik, u 
Primary School, La~a Primary School, and the Zv~rde Primary School, 
stood out for their deficiencies. Most of  these were noted for passive pupils 
and lethargic teachers that often employed the "mute hour" where pupils 
read to themselves or the teacher read in a monotone from a text. In one of 
the schools, the Zv~rde Primary School, one of the teachers even feigned 
illness and left the school for the day to avoid the inspector's critique of  his 
classes. 

Still, for these five sub-standard schools, the school inspector praised 
four schools as exemplary. Interestingly, the strong schools were often 
located relatively close to the poorer schools -- a relation that deserves 
closer scrutiny. The seventy-five other schools reviewed fell in between 
these extremes, although the inspector clearly indicated that most schools 
were closer to the exemplary ones than the disgraces. The following year, 
the inspector reported that several of  the poorest schools had addressed his 
concenls and improved considerably. The report for 1931-1932, showed 
similar mixed results. 44 Again, the inspector concluded that overall the 
schools, teachers and pupils were "more than satisfactory", with a few, 
isolated exceptions. The inspector, however, also noted that the economic 
downturn was beginning to affect some schools. The KuldTga Primary 
School's new construction, for example, stood half-finished because the 
local government ran out of  funds. At other schools, pupils spent some of 
the day doing physical work around the school (chopping and carrying 
firewood, and carrying water) that they had not done earlier. Despite this 
clear lack of funds, however, the inspector did not in any way suggest a 
crisis in education or a collapse in ethics and morality. The school 
inspectors had a justifiable sense of  accomplishment about the construction 
of  an impressive, progressive school system despite immense obstacles. 
This construction included the majority of  school buildings built during 
independent Latvia. 
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Table 3: School Construction, 1918-19344s 

District New Schools Rebuilt Schools Total 
Riga 3 4 7 

RTga District 41 16 57 
Cesis 10 14 24 

Valmiera 20 9 29 
Valka 13 13 26 

Madona 9 15 24 
Vidzeme 93 67 160 
Liepfija 11 12 23 
Aizpute 7 8 15 

Ventspils 7 3 10 
KuldTga 4 12 l 6 

Talsi 5 3 8 
Kurzeme 34 38 72 
Tukums 12 10 22 
Jelgava 14 24 38 
Bauska 7 8 15 

JC~kabpils 11 5 16 
ll0_kste l i 4 15 

Zemgale 55 51 106 
Daugavpils 17 19 36 

R~zekne 9 22 3 l 
Ludza 21 14 35 

Abrene 8 12 20 
Latgale 55 67 122 

Total 240 227 467 

Source: "School Construction in Latvia from 1919 to 1938/State 
and Local Government Schools," in the Latvian State Historical 
Archives, f. 1632, 2, 1309, p. 3. 

At the center, in RTga and in the central government ,  the desire to more 

strictly control education and pupils appeared before the authoritarian 

coup. In the early fall o f  1933, a meet ing o f  officials from the Ministry o f  
Interior and Education at tempted to bring all pupil activities under the 
control o f  the central state. The Director o f  the Administrat ive Depamnen t  

o f  the Ministry o f  the Education summarized  the meeting. All participants 
bel ieved that: "children needed to be raised in a more  patriotic spirit; the 
Ministries o f  Education and the Interior should centralize and regulate all 

instruction and youth societies; and a supplementary  law must  be drafted 
that would put all youth societies under the Ministries o f  Education and 
Inter ior ' s  control. ''4(' 

The law was not drafted, but the spirit became law after the 
authoritarian coup. In nlany ways,  all that had been accompl ished since 
independence was reversed. Almost  inamediately, before the beginning o f  

the 1934/1935 school year all schools were purged o f  their leftist teachers. 
Registered Social Democrats  were the easiest to find, but a rigorous review 
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of teachers with due consideration for local denunciations removed many 
more teachers. At its most extreme, this purge cast a wide net. Marija 
A.bolina, for example, was fired from her job for being too popular among 
pupils, and for inspiring them to question parental authority. A devoted, yet 
apolitical teacher, she moved from one district to another finding new 
teaching jobs until her past caught up with her. At each dismissal her 
'crimes' became more exaggerated, until finally she was believed to be an 
ardent Social Democrat and atheist (both charges were always hearsay). 
Her case although extreme was not atypical. Ultimately, the mass firings 
further depleted the number of  qualified teachers available. After the coup, 
the most pressing problem in school inspectors' reports was the lack of  
teachers, further antagonized by the plan to place Latvian schoolteachers in 
minority schools. Regardless of the shortages, the pool of  qualified, 
experienced teachers that were politically unreliable was not tapped. 

The authoritarian regime's goals for education were not simply to 
purge objectionable teachers, but to radically change the nature of  
instruction. Meetings at the Ministry of  Education and the overviews of  
school inspectors began to refer to the need to abandon the stress on book 
learning from previous years, and to stress something more practical. This 
meant a hard swing towards the views of  the reactionary conservatives of  
previous years. The Ministry of  Education raised religious instruction to a 
respectability it had not enjoyed since before the war. This new emphasis 
came upon religious studies and ethics was intended to produce model, 
moral pupils. Similarly, the Ministry increased the role of  military training 
in schools (drill and rifle practice for boys, air raid practice for all). 47 
Apparently teachers and communities remained unenthusiastic, however, 
as a shortage in these teachers persisted throughout the authoritarian 
regime. In other conservative developments, the Ministry introduced a new 
emphasis on agricultural studies, and described these skills as more 
practical than excessive book learning. 48 In frank, yet revealing, statements 
on school inspectors' reports the agricultural classes are praised because 
most schools' pupils will simply be "farmers or manual laborers" or "these 
pupils are not going to discover any new America, but the majority of them 
will be good workers in their f i e l d s .  ' '49 

Two additional transformations considered for schools were the 
division of  sexes, and the removal of poor students. A new initiative was 
begun to hire more male schoolteachers, although rarely did the percentage 
rise over 30%. The regime's Ministry of  Education and its school 
inspectors believed that female schoolteachers could not be strong enough 
role models for the new regime (although there was opposition to this 
assumption). A similar experiment was the return to schools segregated by 
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sex. In 1934, J. Kronlin~ o f  the Ministry o f  Education spearheaded a plan 
to observe  the results o f  segregated project schools over  a three-year 
period, s° He succeeded in introducing a marked rise in these types o f  
schools from 1934 to 1937. He argued that during the "democrat ic  era", 

" d o g m a "  insisted upon co-ed schools. In the "renewed Latvia" o f  the 
Ulmanis  regime, he bel ieved that segregated schools would " improve  the 
s ta te ' s  and nat ion 's  health." In the first three years he orchestrated a 

significant change in schools. 

Table 4: Changes in co-ed classes during the Ulmanis era 
Type of School Academic Year % of co-ed classes % of pupils in co-ed 
Primary Schools 1933/1934 97.4 97.7 

1937/1938 83.59 83.83 
Gymnasium 1933/1934 72.88 73.33 

1937/1938 60.25 56.55 
Trade Schools 1933/1934 58.54 6 I. 72 

1937/1938 34.91 34.44 
Source: "The Pedagogic~d Foundations of Separate Instruction for Boys and Girls," in 
Latvian State Historical Archives, f: 1632, 2, 1313. 

A similar t ransformation was contemplated by the authoritarian regime 

in order to raise the per formance  o f  schools; the worst  students would be 
removed from school. This move  seems inspired by the r eg ime ' s  fetish for 
statistics -- someone  must  have realized the easiest way to improve a bell 

curve is to lop o f f  its tail. By 1939, the district o f  Ilfikste identified older 
students and decided that without express consent, those older than 16 
could not attend school, sl As early as 1935/1936, the Ministry o f  Education 

was tracking "comple te ly  backward lagging pupils"  and trying to decide 

what  to do with what  they called "a complete ly  unwanted inventory in 
schools.  ''-s2 This inventory was substantial. 

Table 5: Completely Backward Lagging Pupils, 1935/1936 st 
Nationality Boys % Girls % Total % 

Latvian 8,770 11.4  5,328 7.6 14,098 9.6 
Russian 2,600 17.3 1,550 11 .5  4,150 14.6 
Jewish 988 16.7 634 1 1 . 5  1 ,622 14.2 

German 408 12.9 266 8.5 674 10.6 
Polish 457 19.3 319 11.8 776 15.3 

Belorussian 402 17.7 242 13.4 644 15.8 
Lithuanian 124 15.6 83 12.0 207 13.9 
Estonian 16 8.8 7 4.1 23 6.5 

Other 1t4 26.5 66 15.4 174 21.3 
All Minorities 5 ,109  17 .0  3,161 11.3 8 ,270  14.2 

Total 13,879 13.0 8,489 8.7 22,638 10.9 
Source: "Completely Backward Lagging Pupils in our Primary 
Schools, 1935-1936," in Latvian State Historical Archives t: 1632, 
2, 1312~ p. 2-4. 
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It remains unclear if these pupils were backward lagging in their 
studies or in the new focus of  the authoritarian schools -- patriotism and 
national spirit. From 1934 on, the tone and vocabulary of  school 
inspectors' reports changed markedly. Before the coup, the reports were 
carefully thought out critiques of  improvement in schools and their 
continuing weaknesses. The reports often extrapolated beyond the 
classroom and produced insightful conanlentary on local economies and 
mores. After the coup, however, the reports became as sycophantic as all 
other aspects of  Latvian society. 5~ A mere four months after the coup, all 
problems in school reports disappeared and the nation was depicted as 
united behind the leader (vadonis). Shortcomings in education disappeared 
and the one area still open for criticism was that more could be done for 
patriotism and 'nacionald audzindgand' (a term difficult to translate, 
essentially raising a child in a nationalist fashion). Inspectors' reports no 
longer bewailed the lack of  books, supplies and teachers, but the lack of  
portraits of  the coup makers, particularly Kgrlis Ulmanis. 55 This cult of 
personality went so far as an inspector lodging a complaint against the 24th 
RTga Primary School for failing to write "State President" under the portrait 
of  Uhnanis because such an inscription rested under the portrait of  Latvia's 
first president, J~nis (2akste. Ulmanis had appointed himself President in 
April of  1936, and not recognizing this might be construed as opposition. 
The 'offense', however, occurred in September of  1936, a mere four or five 
months later. 5~' 

These examples may seem to be little more that the excessive theatrics 
of  an authoritarian regime, but they underscore a new emphasis in schools. 
Schools were no longer for education, but indoctrination. School inspectors 
readily admitted that education could be an obstacle to molding patriotic 
pupils and encouraged stressing the latter. Inspectors explicitly stated: 
"raising [pupils] in a state and moral direction is ... more important than 
acquiring learning, therefore it is of  utmost urgency to acquire strong 
nationalist cadres as teachers and school directors. ''57 This emphasis spilled 
over into school expulsions. If before the coup pupils were expelled for 
horrible attendance, destruction of  property or violent behavior, after the 
coup offenses were seen as anti-state. Primary school pupils were expelled 
for "showing disrespect to the state flag or state"; for calling the state of 
affairs a "Latvian pon'idge"; and for claiming, "Communism is conducive 
to the development of  culture. ''58 

The Ulmanis regime and its Ministry of  Education clearly did not trust 
that teachers themselves would be able to accomplish a radical change 
towards a "Renewed Latvia based on national unity and the leader 
principle" (vadonaprincips, the same as fuehrerprinzip). Teachers would 
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need help, and increasingly that help would come from the mazpulki. The 
mazpulki were part of  a larger equation that included the aizsargi, a sort of  
local militia. Often the mazpulki are incorrectly identified as scouts or an 
exact replica of  the 4-H Club. Similarly, their detractors incorrectly 
identify the aizsargi as a para-military wing of  the regime or as an 
innocuous sounding 'home guard' by their supporters. Both organizations 
were much more; they were part of  the foundation of  the new order. In the 
Ulmanis grand scheme, which was only partially realized as most grand 
schemes are, these two organizations would cement the regime's hold on 
the country and radically transform the state and nation. The aizsargi had a 
military function, but it was also a cultural association and an adult 
education program. The aizsargi would not only physically safeguard the 
nation and their leader, but they would be the tools used to indoctrinate the 
people into the 'new era'. The mazpulki were the equivalent of  the aizsargi, 
but for the youth. The mazpulki had closer relatives in the Komsomol or 
Hitlerjugend than in the scouts or 4-H. 59 

Given the central role that the mazpulki were to play in education and 
youth culture, it is not surprising that immediately after the coup school 
inspectors closely monitored the founding of  new mazpulki groups (the 
word itself reflects its military attachment and translates as little 
regiments). Throughout school inspectors' reports the mazpulki's activities 
drew more prominent attention than the nature of  the classroom. Reports 
also detailed where there still were no clubs and what could be done to 
create them. 6° Despite the regime's best efforts, they were never able to 
achieve a sort of  universal quality to the mazpulki either across civil 
parishes and districts or within schools themselves. Nevertheless, there was 
a clear, uniform message that the mazpulki were supposed to indoctrinate 
in their young members. 

The message that the mazpulki were to convey is outlined in the pages 
of  Vadftdjs (Leader), the journal for mazpulki supervisors and other 
teachers. The journal's contents clearly define through articles, poems, 
essays, and instructions what should be done in mazpulki meetings. The 
general message is always simple, clear, to the point, and worthy of  
extensive quotation. For example, in the first issue of  1939 in an article by 
the Minister of  Education titled 'Goals and Assignments in Raising Youth' 
the journal states: 6~ 

The assignment of raising socially, nationally and state aware youth is to 
raise citizens that realize wherever there is a need for unity for national 
and state purposes, they will ignore their own wants for those of the state 
and nation. The will of the nation reaches its utmost complete 
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understanding in the nation's leader. Then the nation's strength reaches its 
greatest concentration and its creative forces are the largest. 

Another issue that included "to the minute" plans for all mazpulki 
meetings for October and November contained a continuing article by A. 
L0sis titled "The State training of  the Members o f  Mazpulki". This article 
outlined the four themes of  the organization and its ideal: 62 

1st Theme: 'The Nationally United Stale' (the construction of the 
nationally united state as opposed to other state forms: the advantages, 
ideological foundations, and unity's nieaning in the nation's life, and 
realizing its filture role.) 

2nd Theme: 'The Leader in the Nationally United State' (the essence of 
the Leader, his task. The citizens' responsibilities to their Leader -- 
loyalty, obedience, carrying out orders). 

3rd Theme: 'The notion of individual freedom in the nationally united 
state' (Free is the person who can take on more responsibilities; its 
positive understanding as opposed to the notion of freedom as it is 
defined in, for example, democratic states.) 

4 ul Theme: ... tile ideal that we have to strive to teach our youth in 
political, state raising -- is loyalty to their Leader, respecting authority, 
and deferring to those smarter, bolder, and more able. This is the 
precondition for the survival far into the future of the nation's unity. And 
therefore, so that we are good examples to the youth, 1 think we should 
always and everywhere be especially obedient to our Leader. Than our 
youth will learn this obedience from us and lock it into their hearts. 

Such repeated messages about the importance o f  national unity and the 
supremacy of  the Leader lasted through to the final issue of  the journal on 
the eve of  Soviet occupation. The last issue interestingly contained articles 
describing how to include mazpulki in future military needs (as scouts etc), 
the relative merits of  country youth over city youth, and how to raise 
children patriotically when their parents were indifferent to patriotism. 

This last article, along with mazpulki organizers' admissions that the 
numbers of  participants was falling is insightful about the regime. After the 
initial enthusiasm of  1934, there seems to have been a marked drop in the 
popularity of  regime institutions like the aizsargi and mazpulki. 
Membership in the mazpulki hovered between 10-20% of  school children. 
Therefore the regime put on a brave face; fewer participants were actually 
better because they were more devoted. Although active opponents o f  the 
regime were probably far fewer than active supporters, most became a sea 
of  indifference. Politics was simply no longer the people's preserve, nor 
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were questions o f  the state. In personal  histories such as Modris Eksteins '  

Walk ing  S ince  D a y b r e a k ,  one uncle was a sucker  for a uniform and became 

involved in the aizsargi .  Most family members ,  however ,  s imply went 
along with their daily lives. A passive,  polit ically dormant  population could 

not oppose  Soviet  occupation (not s imply mili tari ly but psychologically).  

This is why the first half-year  o f  Soviet occupat ion was surprisingly 
enigmatic.  The Soviet  authorities catered to potential  supporters by  quickly 
reversing the Latvianizing o f  schools in the East  and reopening Russian 
schools. 63 Soviet  terror first fell upon those 10 per  cent who had been 

active regime supporters.  Only after more general terror, the introduction 

o f  class war, and extreme economic  measures set in, did the great majority 
o f  the population see the past as unequivocal ly  better. The horror o f  five 

years o f  war and the misery o f  Soviet and Nazi occupation brought  into 

focus the accompl ishments  o f  independence and a loyalty and fondness 
to it. 
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