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Expressed attachment to Russia and social integration:
the case of young Russian speakers in Latvia, 2004–2010
Ieva Birka

Political Science Department, University of Latvia, Riga, Latvia

ABSTRACT
The aim of this article is to establish if expressed attachment to Russia, amongst
surveyed Russian-speaking youths in 2004 and 2010 in Latvia, demonstrates any
noteworthy correlations with factors promoting integration and feelings of belong-
ing to Latvia. The correlation analysis shows that a sense of belonging to Russia and
a sense of belonging to Latvia are not mutually exclusive. However, those Russian
speakers in Latvia expressing a closer sense of belonging to Russia are also more
likely to prefer an all-Russian environment, are skeptical of their rights and influence
in Latvia, and are more likely to perceive discrimination in terms of citizenship status
and ethnicity. These preferences suggest either a lack of integration or an “external
homeland” influence.
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Within the globalized world today, borders are losing their significance, and transna-
tional attachments are commonplace. Some research suggests that transnational
attachments and feelings of belonging to the “country of origin” do not impede social
integration, but rather that these two processes can be positively related (de Haas
2005; Gustafson 2002). On the other hand, concern has been expressed that multiple
belongings, in the context of social integration, can undermine liberal democracy by
creating divided loyalties and that the retention of transnational ties and cultures will
prevent the development of “. . .a sense of belonging to the national identity of the
receiving country” (Vasta 2010, 2–3)

Latvia, with its large Russian-speaking population, the majority of which arrived
during the Soviet period, has experienced significant challenges in various spheres of
social integration (Muiznieks 2010, Bela 2013; Rozenvalds and Zobena 2014). For its
part, Russia has been more than willing, on numerous occasions, to voice its concern
for its compatriots abroad and through soft power networks, such as the media and its
compatriot policy, has encouraged the maintenance of ties and Russian speaker
identification with Russia as homeland. With the developments in Ukraine, the attach-
ment Russian speakers outside of Russian borders feel toward Russia, and how this
attachment manifests itself in relation to the country of residence relationships, is an
important area of research.
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The aim of this article is to promote a deeper understanding of the relationship
between social integration and feelings of belonging. The article proposes to look at
the correlations between factors promoting integration in the country of residence,
and feelings of attachment to the “country of origin.” As a result, the article will
establish whether feelings of belonging to Russia demonstrate any significant correla-
tions with factors understood to signify integration and promote feelings of belonging
to the country of residence. For the empirical analysis, the article will use secondary
data of two surveys conducted in 2004 and 2010 of Russian-speaking youths in Latvia.

External homeland and transnational identification

Transnational identification, or cross-border identification, focuses on the extent to
which someone with a migratory background identifies with the “country of origin”
and/or the compatriots living in the “country of origin” (Snel, Engbersen, and Leerkes
2006, 288). As such, transnationalism does not necessarily have to involve border
crossings or socioeconomic relations, but it does imply the living of “dual lives” with
two (or more) systems of cultural reference and language (Portes, Guarnizo, and
Landolt 1999, 217). According to Tsuda (2003, 245), a transnational identity is based
on these simultaneous affiliations and feelings of belonging to multiple nation-states.

Transnationalism, and the enduring bonds forged between the “receiving” and
“sending” states, is not inevitably to be viewed as a negative. However, in instances
where the process of integration has failed to nationalize the immigrant or minority
population and transform them into members of an imagined national community, in
instances where the migrant or minority population has felt a negative reception, or
when the population has simply avoided full incorporation into the national commu-
nity of the host country, a diaspora identity can be fashioned and “external homeland
belonging evoked” (Roudometof 2010, 140). Brubaker (2010, 69) notes that this
situation of uncertainty in terms of being accepted, and the hesitance to integrate,
is particularly applicable to the former Soviet Union case because, “When the Soviet
Union collapsed, borders moved over people, not (immediately) vice versa, thus
creating the post-Soviet internal and external membership politics in Russia and the
other successor states.”

Within the Latvian context, this has resulted in what Brubaker (1996, 4) has termed
the triadic nexus, or the three-sided relationship between “migrants,” the nationalizing
state, which makes claims for the particular core nation, and the “external national
homeland.” The phenomenon of an “external national homeland,” particularly in
Eastern Europe, is as Brubaker (1996, 55) suggests the result of the “. . .mismatch
between cultural and political boundaries.” The extent to which the “external home-
land” is able to involve itself in the affairs of the “migrant population” in the state of
residence depends on the level of social integration, the strength of the transnational
identity, and if the population envisions itself as part of this “external homeland,” thus
defining itself as a diaspora.

Connor (1986, 16) describes a diaspora to be a “. . .segment of people living outside
the homeland.” Elaborating, Safran (1991, 83–84) defines a diaspora in relation to
feelings of belonging as follows: “expatriate minority communities,” that are dispersed
from an original center to at least two “peripheral” places, that maintain a “memory,
vision, or myth about their original homeland,” that “believe they are not- and perhaps
cannot be – fully accepted by their host country,” and whose consciousness and

220 I. BIRKA



solidarity as a group are “importantly defined” by this continuing relationship with the
homeland. Thus, the requirements for an identity group to be defined as diaspora are
that there has to be an element of dispersion across state boundaries, there has to be
an orientation toward an “external homeland” who, in turn, is inclined to perpetuate
this identification, and the community has to have a characteristic shaping its distinct
identity, which it wishes to preserve. Brubaker (1996, 5) explains that:

A state becomes an external national ‘homeland’ when cultural or political elites construe
certain residents and citizens of other states as co-nationals, as fellow members of a single
trans-border nation and when they assert that this shared nationhood makes the state respon-
sible, in some sense, not only for its own citizens but also for ethnic co-nationals who live in
other states.

As a result, it has been argued that the identification with the “external homeland,”
and “external homelands” involvement through initiatives such as political representa-
tion of expatriates, or speaking for the concerns of the “migrant population,” has “. . .
transformed the way in which migrants incorporate themselves into the societies
where they reside” (Guarnizo, Portes, and Haller 2003, 1214).

The extent to which diaspora representatives are influenced by “external home-
land” politics, and how the transnational identification is shaped by and shapes social
integration in the host country, inevitably varies. Guarnizo, Portes, and Haller (2003,
1238) note that transnational activity and identification are very sensitive to contextual
changes and sharp increases in involvement can be noted in instances of political
significance. Others have noted the significance of context in each situation, and have
remarked that in instances of hardship or negative reception, transnational activity
and identification can develop as a compensatory mechanism for status loss, or lack of
voice (Portes, Guarnizo, and Landolt 1999; Jones-Correa 1998; Guarnizo and Smith
1998).

As evident from the conflict in Ukraine, Russia has officially acknowledged the
importance of the Russian language and culture for its definition of its compatriots
abroad, has stated its intention of promoting Russian speaker identification with
Russia, and has articulated its willingness to protect and insure the rights of Russian
speakers outside of Russian borders (Russian Federation Presidential Executive Office
2014a, 2014b, 2014c). Thus, Russia has branded the Russian language as the key
characteristic shaping the potential boundaries of its diaspora abroad and has reas-
serted its right to speak for, and safeguard, this linguistically defined population. In a
sense, Russia has presented itself as the “external homeland” of the Russian-speaking
population, in line with Brubaker’s (1996, 5) definition, where Russia encourages
Russian speaker identification with a trans-border nation shaped by language, and
claims responsibility for the well-being of this linguistically defined group abroad.

Thus far, in the Latvian case, as Commercio (2010, 19) asserts, the Russian influence
as an “external homeland,” in the Brubaker triadic nexus configuration, has been
overstated as Russia, “. . .has made noise on a sporadic basis about the treatment of
its compatriots in the “near abroad” but has done very little to alleviate grievances.”
Other analysts and scholars have pointed to the soft means of influence Russia exerts
on the Russian speaker’s cultural and political values and identity through events and
festivals, sports, culture and the arts, and most importantly through the media (Grigas
2012; Muiznieks 2008). Relations between Latvia and Russia have, however, remained
difficult with very little progress made in the more than 20 years since the collapse of

JOURNAL OF BALTIC STUDIES 221



the Soviet Union. Russia has imposed and threatened Latvia with various trade
sanctions, discriminatory tariffs, and the disruption of energy supplies as retaliation
for various events and decisions it has considered unfavorable (Leonard and Popescu
2007; Muiznieks 2006; Kelley 2004). Following the somewhat stable period of Latvia–
Russia relations during the presidency of Dimitry Medvedev, Putin’s return to power
has, once again, ignited worry (Bukovskis 2012). Since the conflict in Ukraine, relations
have become increasingly complex, with both sides utilizing various means such as
blacklists, sanctions, and mutually critical rhetoric at international organizations and
the government of Latvia has expressed worry about the loyalty of the Russian-
speaking population (Ir 2014a, 2014b; Kesnere 2014).

However, in reality, very little data exists on what the resulting, or perpetuated,
identification of Russian speakers with Russia signifies for Latvian social integration
efforts. It is the intention of this article to start this discussion by establishing if indeed
sense of belonging to Russia, amongst young Russian speakers, already in 2004 and
2010 demonstrate any noteworthy correlations with signifiers of social integration and
factors understood to promote feelings of belonging. Such an analysis is an important
first step in trying to establish whether the Russian-speaking population, expressing a
stronger sense of attachment to Russia, can be termed a diaspora in accordance with
Safran’s (1991, 83–84) definition according to which the diaspora “believe they are
not – and perhaps cannot be – fully accepted by their host country” and their group
consciousness and solidarity are “importantly defined” by their continuing relationship
with the homeland. Self-identification with these aforementioned criteria would sug-
gest a lack of social integration, and such a group could potentially be more likely to
seek, and willingly accept, the support of the “external homeland.”

Sense of belonging and integration

The factors influencing sense of belonging development and the dimensions promot-
ing integration are interlinked within the sense of community theory. The sense of
community theory outlines four mutually reinforcing factors, which contribute to the
development of human bonds within a defined territory resulting in feelings of
belonging. First there is membership, which in itself includes boundaries that delimit
“us” from “them,” creates emotional safety, a sense of confidence and identification,
and requires personal investment and willingness to engage in contact. According to
McMillan and Chavis (1986, 9), “Membership is a feeling that one has invested part of
oneself to become a member and therefore has a right to belong.”

The emotional connection element asserts that for feelings of belonging a shared
emotional link is necessary and can be achieved by offering, “. . .members positive
ways to interact, important events to share and ways to resolve them positively,
opportunities to honor members, opportunities to invest in the community, and
opportunities to experience a spiritual bond among members” (McMillan and Chavis
1986, 14). Thus, the emotional connection element also emphasizes frequent interac-
tion, but in echoing the work of Gordon Allport (1954) and McMillan and Chavis (1986,
13) state that the interaction must be positive, “The more positive the experience and
the relationships, the greater the bond.” For the emotional connection, a spiritual link
with the community and territory is also necessary (McMillan and Chavis 1986, 14).
This can resonate in the identification of a community, and its territory, as homeland
or fatherland even if the ethnic roots of the individual are somewhere else.
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Within the sense of community theory, the emotional component of group mem-
bership and the roused emotional connection are undeniably important for feelings of
belonging. However, an indisputable role is also played by the rational considerations
of belonging that govern ones influence in the community and aid in need satisfac-
tion. Thus, the third factor contributing to a sense of belonging is influence.
Individuals within a group need to feel that his or her voice matters in deciding the
fate of the group and that they have influence in the decision-making process
(McMillan and Chavis 1986, 12). The final component of the sense of community
theory is integration and fulfillment of needs. McMillan and Chavis (1986, 9) summar-
ize that, “This is the feeling that members needs will be met by the resources received
through their membership in the group.” Furthermore, the perception of equality is
emphasized, as group members have to feel that they have equal access to public
institutions and that economic resources in the society are fairly distributed.

The elements emphasized as crucial for the development of feelings of belonging,
according to the sense of community theory, draw parallels with the accepted
dimensions in which integration is studied by Heckmann and Schnapper (2003, 10).
The requirements of membership directly relate to the cultural integration dimension,
in which the internalization of values, norms, and belief systems for belonging to the
national group is emphasized. The structural dimension of integration requires the
fulfillment of the influence and satisfaction of needs elements of the sense of com-
munity theory. This calls for individuals to believe that their voice and needs are on
equal par with others and that their voice matters in group decisions and that access
to and distribution of goods take place on equivalent terms. Finally, interactive
integration and identificational integration dimensions echo the emotional compo-
nent of the sense of community theory, emphasizing shared experiences, frequent
and positive contact, and the development of a “we-feeling” toward the group or the
collective.

In the following section of the article, the survey responses of the Russian-speaking
youths in Latvia will be used to operationalize the dimensions of integration and test
the correlations expressed attachment to Russia exhibits with the sense of belonging
and social integration promoting factors identified by theory. Before proceeding with
the empirical evaluation, a short introduction to the Latvian case and the justification
for the particular data set will be presented below.

Latvia

As a result of the Soviet Union, the ethnic composition of Latvia has undergone a
massive transformation in which the titular group significantly decreased due to war,
emigration to the West, deportations to the East, and massive postwar immigration.
These changes are illustrated in Table 1 below. Because most of the Russian speakers
currently residing in Latvia arrived during the Soviet period, or are decedents of

Table 1. Ethnic composition of Latvia.

1935 1989 2014

Titular (Latvians) 1,467,035 1,387,757 1,229,067
Russians 168,266 905,515 520,136
Belarusians 26,803 119,702 68,695

Source: Central Statistics Bureau of Latvia (2014a).
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individuals who arrived during the Soviet period, the official Latvian social integration
policy classifies these individuals as individuals with a migration background and not
as national minorities (Ministry of Culture of the Republic of Latvia 2011, 6).
Consequently, their inclusion into the society of Latvia is to take place upon the
Latvian definition of social integration. The social integration definition, in the latest
policy guidelines, states that “. . .the basis of integration is the Latvian language, sense
of belonging to Latvia, and the democratic values, respect for the unique cultural
sphere of Latvia, and formulation of cohesive social memory.” (Ministry of Culture of
the Republic of Latvia 2011, 7).

As a result, many scholars (Rozenvalds 2010; Ijabs 2011; Kreile 2011; Hanovs 2010)
have suggested that the social integration policy of Latvia is ethnocentric and places a
disproportionate focus on Latvian language and culture. Furthermore, citizenship was
restored to only those inhabitants of Latvia who had resided in Latvia prior to 1940
and their descendants; all others who had arrived in Latvia during the Soviet period
had to complete the naturalization procedure of Latvia (Kruma 2009, 69). As a result,
as of 2014, roughly 12.7% of the population (253,640) is still classified as noncitizens,
the majority of whom are Russian speaking (Central Statistics Bureau of Latvia 2014b).
When adopting David Laitin’s term “Russian-speaking population,” the conglomerate
linguistically defined identity consisting of individuals who use Russian as their first
language (Laitin 1998, x). When looking at the total population composition of Latvia,
the sheer size of the group becomes evident. According to the Central Statistical
Bureau of Latvia, as of 2014, 61.4% (1,229,067) of the population is identified as
Latvian, and 29.4% (588,831) fall into the Russian-speaking population definition.

Concern with Russian speaker sense of belonging to Latvia is warranted as social
surveys have consistently revealed the weak nature of Russian speaker belonging and
identification with Latvia. The data from the Latvia: Human Development Report 2010/
2011 shows that of the Russian speakers surveyed, 72% feel a “strong” or “very strong”
sense of belonging to Latvia, while nearly 33% expressed a “strong” or “very strong”
sense of belonging to Russia (Zepa and Klave 2011, 22). However, the expressed sense
of belonging figures tend to be lower in specific target group surveys, such as the
Russian-speaking youths. The expressed level of belonging to Latvia of Russian-speaking
youths has consistently been lower than the expressed sense of attachment of the
general Russian-speaking population, illustrated in Table 2 (Zepa and Klave 2011, 22;
Baltic Institute of Social Sciences 2005, 60) and Table 3 (Baltic Institute of Social Sciences
2010, 11; Stašulāne 2005. 74) in the years of the study. At the same time, Russian-
speaking youths in Latvia also demonstrate a higher level of attachment to Russia.

Empirical analysis

The aim of this section of the article is to establish if, in the Latvian case, Russian-
speaking youths’ perceptions of integration-promoting factors display any

Table 2. General feelings of belonging.

To Latvia To Russia

Latvian speaker Russian speaker Latvian speaker Russian speaker

2005 82% 74% 2% 25%
2010 83% 72% 3.6% 33%

Source: Zepa, B., Kļave E. (2011) and Baltic Institute of Social Sciences (2005).
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noteworthy correlations with the respondents’ feelings of attachment to Russia.
The quantitative data used for operationalizing the sense of community and
integration dimensions and measuring attachment to the “external homeland”
stems from secondary data analysis of two different surveys conducted in Latvia
in 2004 and 2010 by the Baltic Institute of Social Sciences. The goal of the
surveys was to look at the level of civic and linguistic integration of minority
youths in Russian language schools within the context of the minority education
reform. In the time frame of the study, the proportion of Russian speakers
attending Russian language schools stayed remarkably stable. In 2004, 28% of
all Latvian school children attended Russian language schools and in 2010, 26%
of students attended Russian language schools (Ministry of Education of the
Republic of Latvia 2014). The percentage of those in Russian language schools
is, thus, only slightly below the overall percentage of Russian speakers in Latvia.
In the first survey, conducted in 2004, 1,189 students in grades from 9th to 12th
were interviewed in 50 Russian language schools in Latvia. In the second survey,
conducted in 2010, 514 students in grades from 10th to 12th in Russian language
schools in Latvia were interviewed. The 2010 survey was specifically constructed
in a way to allow for data compatibility and comparison with the 2004 survey as
a follow-up procedure (BISS 2010, 3). The survey question translations are used
from the 2004 Baltic Institute of Social sciences English language report.

The target group is interesting for the correlation analysis of the strength of attach-
ment to Russia in relation to the factors promoting integration and feelings of belonging
to Latvia because the survey respondents are being socialized within the Latvian educa-
tion system and 66% in the 2004 survey and 88% in the 2010 survey hold Latvian
citizenship (BISS 2004, 59; Baltic Institute Social Sciences 2010, 9). They are, in fact, part
of the Latvian society and are by definition Latvian. However, 68% identified as Russian in
the 2004 survey and 70% did so in the 2010 survey (Baltic Institute of Social Sciences
2004, 59; Baltic Institute Social Sciences 2010, 9). In addition, as already mentioned, the
Russian-speaking youths have an overall higher level of expressed attachment to Russia,
as illustrated in Table 3 in 2004 and 2010, than the general Russian-speaking population
within the same time frame, as illustrated in Table 2.1

For this article, the quantitative data collected by the two surveys was tested using
the IBM SPSS Statistics program to determine whether the variables identified as
significant for belonging and integration in Latvia correlate in any way with the
respondents’ expressed level of attachment to Russia. The two different years were
used to ascertain the consistency of the correlations, and only if the correlation was
established in both years was it deemed significant. The question regarding the
expressed level of belonging is an ordinal scale measure, and was phrased as “How
would you describe your attachment to Russia?” The interpretation of attachment as
cultural, political, economic, or symbolic was left up to the respondent and five

Table 3. Russian-speaking youths’ sense of belonging.

To Latvia To Russia

2004 70% 42%
2005 64% -
2010 30% 48%

Source: Baltic Institute of Social Sciences (2010) and Stašulāne, I. (2005).

JOURNAL OF BALTIC STUDIES 225



potential answers were given to choose from, including “very close,” “close,” “not very
close,” “not close at all,” and “N/A.”

Attachment to Russia and factors promoting belonging

As discussed above, transnational identification, or cross-border identification, implies
the living of “dual lives” with multiple systems of cultural reference. Consequently, a
transnational identity is based on simultaneous affiliations (Tsuda 2003). This suggests
that feelings of belonging to the “country of origin” do not necessarily hinder the
development of a sense of belonging to the country of residence, but that multiple
identities and multiple attachments are possible. Thus, within the empirical material
the first correlation looked at simply between the respondents’ feelings of belonging
to Latvia and the respondents’ feelings of belonging to Russia. The results of the
analysis are illustrated in Table 4 below.

In 2004 there is a weak, statistically insignificant, negative correlation between those
respondents expressing a “very close” and “close” sense of belonging to Russia and their
corresponding level of belonging to Latvia. However, in the 2010 results no correlation
was found. In the Latvian Russian speakers’ case, the expression of feelings of belonging
to Russia does not necessarily impact one’s feelings of belonging to Latvia. Feelings of
belonging to Latvia, or feeling a sense of belonging to Russia, are not mutually
exclusive. In the survey group analyzed in this study, emotional attachment to Russia,
as such, does not hinder the sense of belonging development toward Latvia.

However, the situation is much different when looking at the correlations the
level of expressed belonging to Russia has with factors identified by the sense of
community theory as significant for the facilitation of feelings of belonging
toward the country of residence. The sense of community theory, within the
membership dimension, suggests that willingness to identify with the national
group, mutual understanding between group members, and willingness to
engage in contact are important for the development of feelings of belonging
and social integration in the territory of residence. In order to operationalize
these propositions, the following statements from the survey were utilized:
“Latvians and Russians (Russian speakers) are two conflicting camps,” “I have no
problem in making contacts with Latvians; Latvians are the same as everyone
else,” “I avoid contact with Latvians, because I don’t like them; Latvians are
completely different than my people,” and “I feel best when only Russians or
Russian speakers are around me.”

Where the findings for the first two statements were inconclusive, as illustrated in
Table 5 below, there was a significant positive correlation for both years between the
statement, “I avoid contact with Latvians, because I don’t like them; Latvians are

Table 4. Feelings of belonging to Russia.
Correlation coefficient: Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient ρ.

2004 2010

Instances Value
Statistical
significance Instances Value

Statistical
significance

Feelings of belonging to
Latvia

1156 −.026 .378 510 .034 .449

Source: The author’s calculation based on Baltic Institute of Social Sciences surveys 2004 and 2010.
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completely different than my people” and the respondents’ expressed feelings of
belonging to Russia. This suggests that even though the respondents are part of the
Latvian society, they themselves do not identify as such.

Further, a sense of community theory, within the membership dimension, empha-
sized that, “The more people interact, the more likely they are to become close”
(McMillan and Chavis 1986, 13). Frequent interaction is understood to help facilitate
feelings of belonging to the place and community of residence. As already demon-
strated and illustrated in Table 5 above, the statement on contact avoidance with
Latvians exhibits a significant positive correlation with the respondents’ expressed
level of attachment to Russia. Further, the statement, “I feel best when only Russian
speakers are around me,” also revealed significant positive correlation with the
respondents’ expressed level of belonging to Russia.

Next, the shared emotional connection dimension of the sense of community
theory was discussed in correlation with feelings of attachment to Russia amongst
the Latvian Russian-speaking youths. To operationalize the shared emotional connec-
tion element, questions regarding homeland perception, the quality of interaction, the
investment of oneself in relationships or friendships with the country of residence
group members, and the general orientation toward the group were selected.

The first correlation established was simply between a sense of belonging to Russia
and the perception of Latvia as homeland. As illustrated in Table 6, the respondents’
strength of attachment to Russia exhibited an inconsistent correlation with the state-
ment, “I wouldn’t like to move to another country, since Latvia is my homeland.”
Feelings of attachment to Russia did not consistently correlate with the cognitive
perception of Latvia as homeland amongst those surveyed. Thus, for a respondent it
was possible to express feelings of attachment to Russia, and still identify the territory
of Latvia as homeland.

In order to test whether the strength of attachment to Russia exhibits any sig-
nificant correlations with elements proposed by the sense of community theory as
stimulating the shared emotional connection, statements such as “I don’t care
whether my friends are Latvian or Russian, as long as we have the same interests,”
“Recently I have begun to dislike Latvians,” and “Latvians are snooty and speak only to
those people who speak the Latvian language” were examined. These statements

Table 5. Sense of belonging to Russia – membership.
Correlation coefficient: Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient ρ.

2004 2010

Instances Value
Statistical
significance Instances Value

Statistical
significance

Latvians and Russians (Russian speakers)
are two conflicting camps

1151 .047 .108 509 .164 .000

No problem in making contacts with
Latvians;
Latvians same as everyone else

1160 −.049 .095 510 −.089 .046

Avoid contacts with Latvians because don’t
like them; Latvians are completely
different

1159 .093 .002 509 .089 .046

Feel best when only Russian speakers
around

1151 .094 .001 509 .139 .002

Source: The author’s calculation based on Baltic Institute of Social Sciences surveys 2004 and 2010.
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were operationalized in order to represent the requirements of positive contact and
positive interactions in the territory of residence.

The statement on friendship failed to exhibit any noteworthy correlations.
However, consistent in both 2004 and 2010 was the correlation between those survey
respondents who agreed that, “Recently I have begun to dislike Latvians” and their
expressed attachment to Russia. Further, concord with the statement, “Latvians are
snooty and speak only to those people who speak the Latvian language” also dis-
played a strong positive correlation with the respondents’ level of attachment to
Russia. Thus, the level of expressed belonging to Russia does not exhibit a direct
correlation with the respondents’ cognitive perception of Latvia as homeland, but the
negative perception of Latvians and their characteristics does display a positive
correlation with feelings of belonging to Russia.

The sense of community theory holds that rational considerations, such as the
ability to shape one’s environment through influence and the assurance of equal
opportunities, are essential for the development and maintenance of feelings of
belonging to the country of residence. In order to operationalize the influence
element of the sense of community theory, the declarations, “In Latvia, I have an
opportunity to express my views freely on any issue at all” and “In Latvia, everyone has
an equal opportunity to influence the taking of decisions” from the survey were
discussed in correlation with the survey respondents’ level of attachment to Russia.
The results of the empirical analysis, illustrated in Table 7, show that those respon-
dents who were more likely to disagree with the above-mentioned declaration regard-
ing their rights to freedom of expression in Latvia were also more likely to express a
closer sense of attachment to Russia. Additionally, feelings of belonging to Russia also
displayed a negative statistically significant correlation with the statement, “In Latvia,
everyone has an equal opportunity to influence the taking of decisions.” These two
steadfast correlations, for both years 2004 and 2010, suggest that those respondents
with a more negative perception of the democratic system and process of Latvia are
also more likely to express a closer attachment to Russia.

Finally, the needs fulfillment element of the sense of community theory was
operationalized by the use of statements denoting the level of perceived discrimina-
tion in society based on ethnicity and nationality. The sense of community theory
maintains that feelings of belonging to the place of residence are dependent on the
perception of equality, and one’s ability to make fair use of economic resources. In the
empirical analysis, illustrated in Table 7 above, the survey responses regarding fair

Table 6. Sense of belonging to Russia – shared emotional connection.
Correlation coefficient: Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient ρ.

2004 2010

Instances Value
Statistical
significance Instances Value

Statistical
significance

I wouldn’t like to move to another country,
since Latvia is my homeland

1159 −.088 .003 510 −.063 .156

I don’t care whether my friends are Latvian
or Russian, as long as we have the same
interests

1159 −.075 .011 509 −.037 .406

Recently I have begun to dislike Latvians 1155 .101 .001 507 .133 .003
Latvians are snooty and speak only to
Latvian speakers

1153 .095 .001 508 .129 .004

Source: The author’s calculation based on Baltic Institute of Social Sciences surveys 2004 and 2010.
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access and perceived discrimination in Latvia were tested in relation to the respon-
dent’s sense of belonging to Russia. The findings suggest that those respondents who
agreed that “Getting a job in Latvia, professional qualifications are not important,
while citizenship issues are – citizens are given the advantage” and that “Ethnicity, not
professional knowledge, is important when getting a job in Latvia” also felt a stronger
sense of attachment to Russia. The negative perception of the Latvian labor market
and the economic capital distribution system displays a direct correlation with the
respondents’ strength of attachment to Russia.

Discussion of findings

There are two potential ways of interpreting and explaining the empirical findings
above, both of which, however, require additional data the existing surveys do not
provide. In supplementing the original survey findings with an analysis of the time
frame, and the work of other scholars and experts on the topic of social integration of
Russian speakers in Latvia, the discussion will strive to make suggestions of what could
serve as potential explanations of the findings.

One interpretation is that the correlations show that Russia exerts a real influence,
as the “external homeland,” on the opinions of the Russian language speakers in
Latvia. Muiznieks (2008) has exposed how the Russian media’s portrayal of Latvia
works to manufacture an enemy image. The prevalence of the Russian media for
Latvian residents’ consumption, according to Grigas (2012, 10), has “. . .been particu-
larly successful in creating a virtual community involving not only the Russian diaspora
but also a segment of the Baltic population that remains linked culturally, linguistically
and ideologically to Moscow.” As a result, the Russian influence, through public
diplomacy and the media, has worked to raise tensions and fragmented the society
in Latvia (Kudors 2014). Further, according to Dribins (2007), the reinterpretation of
Soviet history, particularly of the victory in World War II, has had a significant impact
on the Latvian Russian speakers’ identification and sense of belonging to Latvia.
Cheskin (2013) and Gruzina (2011) have also remarked on how history and Latvian-
Russian memory wars influence identity formation and social integration, with Cheskin

Table 7. Sense of belonging to Russia – influence and fulfillment of needs.
Correlation coefficient: Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient ρ.

2004 2010

Instances Value
Statistical
significance Instances Value

Statistical
significance

In LV have opportunity to express
views freely

1154 −.096 .001 510 −.179 .000

In LV equal opportunity to influence
taking of decisions.

1154 −.103 .000 510 −.106 .016

Getting a job in Latvia, professional
qualifications are
not important, while citizenship
issues are – citizens
are given the advantage

1153 .090 .002 507 .124 .005

Nationality, not professional skills or
knowledge, is
important when getting a job in
Latvia

1158 .069 .019 508 .174 .000

Source: The author’s calculation based on Baltic Institute of Social Sciences surveys 2004 and 2010.
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(2013, 298) pointing out that “. . .the official discourse of Russia, vis-à-vis its historical
interpretation of the Second World War, is largely supported by Russian speakers in
Latvia.” As a result, the Russian speakers in Latvia are confronted with the nation-
building processes and historical narratives of two different states that are not
mutually complementary. Mälksoo (2009, 70–72) suggests that as a result of these
“memory wars” integration on the basis of two dramatically opposed interpretations
of the past becomes nearly impossible. Consequently, those who side with Russia are
more likely to resist integration in other spheres and express negative attitudes
toward their country of residence relationships and adversely perceive their well-
being in Latvia.

Alternatively, the other potential interpretation suggests that a lack of social
integration in the country of residence promotes feelings of belonging to Russia as
the “external homeland.” Indeed, the early research on immigrant transnationalism
underscored marginalization and discrimination as triggers for transnational involve-
ment and identification (Schiller, Basch, and Blanc-Szanton 1992; Roberts, Frank, and
Lozano-Ascencio 1999). As Castles (2002, 1161) suggests, “Practices of exclusion,
discrimination or forced assimilation against immigrants can prevent integration and
encourage a homeland orientation.” In this approach, “. . .transnationalism appears as a
revalorization of exclusionary ethnic identity, and transnational communities take on
the form of exile diasporas. . .” (Castles 2002, 1158). Scholars of social integration in
Latvia have oftentimes suggested that Russian speakers in Latvia are poorly integrated
and have pointed out the failures in the various phases of integration that correspond
to the dimensions influencing belonging analyzed within this article. Their various
contributions will be discussed in detail below.

In terms of the membership dimension, and the requirements of cultural integra-
tion, the empirical analysis found that the Russian speakers who consider the Latvian
membership group to be “completely different” from their own community of identi-
fication were more likely to express a sense of belonging to Russia. The original survey
data shows how predominant the lack of self-identification with the group is, and how
tense the relations with the Latvian group are, amongst those surveyed. In 2004, 58%
agreed that “Latvians and Russians (Russian speakers) are two conflicting camps” and
by 2010, little had changed with 53% agreeing with the statement (Baltic Institute
Social Sciences 2010, 27). Cara (2013, 227) and Gruzina (2011) have argued that the
Latvian state’s focus on ethnicity, language, and history, as the basis of social integra-
tion, has resulted in the alienation of many Russian speakers. The expectation that
Russian speakers should assimilate, “. . .into a predefined ethnic and cultural commu-
nity rather than bring in their own cultural values and interpretations of history” (Cara
2013, 224) has produced attitudes of separation. In such instances, according to
Portes, Escobar, and Radford (2007, 255) the group may, “. . .adopt a defensive stance
toward the host country, appealing to symbols of cultural pride brought from home.”
As a result, lack of cultural integration can encourage the enactment of closer ties with
Russia as the “external homeland.”

The original survey findings also displayed the astounding consistency with which
survey respondents expressed a preference for an all-Russian environment. In 2004,
73% claimed to feel best when surrounded only by Russians or Russian speakers and,
in 2010, the same sentiment was echoed by 72% of the respondents (Baltic Institute
Social Sciences 2010, 27). Castles (2002, 1161) has suggested that lack of social
integration can lead to “. . .closed-off communities, which are relatively isolated in
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their country of residence and compensate through transnational linkages.” The
empirical results, showing that the respondents who prefer an all-Russian environ-
ment were also more likely to express a stronger sense of belonging to Russia, are in
line with this proposition. As a result, one of the potential interpretations of the
empirical analysis carried out within this article is that the lack of cultural integration
is encouraging the formation of closed-off communities, based around the Russian
language, who identify with Russia as the “external homeland.” This explanation
would suggest the formation of a diaspora identity in line with Safran’s (1991, 83–
84) definition.

The above discussion of the preference expressed by the majority of survey
respondents, in both 2004 and 2010, for an all-Russian environment already suggests
a lack of interactive integration, as interactive integration requires contact and the
formation of social networks with the entire society. Furthermore, the above-discussed
findings can also be interpreted to suggest a lack of identificational integration
amongst those who strongly identity with Russia. The preference for an all-Russian
environment promotes a lack of contact, which in turn hinders positive shared
experiences, and the formation of collective affiliations. Furthermore, the empirical
findings also demonstrated that those Russian speakers who expressed a specific
dislike for the Latvian membership group and believed Latvians were discriminatory
with regard to language were also more likely to express attachment to Russia. These
findings support Tsuda’s (2012, 642) suggestion that, “. . .negative experiences in the
host society because of marginalization or social alienation will strengthen their trans-
border affiliation to their homeland and reduce their possible identification with the
host country.”

The time frame of the analysis is interesting for the interpretation of the results
regarding influence and needs fulfillment as dimensions within the sense of commu-
nity theory. For years, the Latvian political field has been divided into “Latvian”
political parties and “Russian” political parties. What is interesting with regard to the
time period in question is that in 2005 the political party Harmony Centre is founded
with the intention of bringing together various smaller Russian parties and represent-
ing the interests of the Russian language speakers in Latvia. With a steady rise in
popularity, the party succeeded in the 2009 Riga City Council elections – a mayor from
the Russian minority was elected for the first time (Brands Kehris 2010, 112). By 2010,
Harmony Centre enjoyed considerable popularity and succeeded in receiving 26% of
the popular vote in the Latvian Saeima elections (Central Election Commission of
Latvia 2014). However, despite the party’s surge in popularity and electoral success it
was excluded from the government coalition. This has lead academics to suggest that
ethnic cleavages continue to have salience in politics and that the “. . .ethnic divide has
become a normal part of Latvian political discourse” (Auers 2013, 101).

In the Russian speakers’ case, the above suggests a lack of political integration in
Latvia. However, political integration is a key component of structural integration,
which requires individuals to believe that their voice matters and is on equal par with
others. From the original survey data it is evident that the majority of the respondents
do not feel this way. The respondents’ belief in one’s ability to influence the taking of
decisions actually decreased in the time period analyzed. If in 2004, 37% of respon-
dents agreed that all people in Latvia have equal opportunities to influence decision-
making, then by 2010, only 35% agree with this statement. As already discussed, in
these types of instances, where the immigrant or minority perceives an exclusion from
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the decision-making process or hostility toward their involvement, the reaffirmation of
an “external homeland” belonging functions as a compensatory mechanism for the
lack of voice. Consequently, in the survey findings those most keenly conscious of
exclusion are also more likely to express a stronger attachment to Russia.

Further, according to Tsuda (2012, 636), socioeconomically successful immigrants
feel less of a need to engage with the “external homeland” in order to compensate
marginalization or exclusion. In this case, the analysis group is youths who, most likely,
lack economic experience as such. However, the survey respondents were asked to
think about employment opportunities in Latvia, and their responses gauged their
perception of discrimination in the labor market, which in the future could be a
potential hindrance to their socioeconomic success. The survey results show that
the perception of discrimination decreased very little in the six-year time frame
analyzed. In 2004, 39% agreed or completely agreed that ethnicity, not professional
skills or knowledge, was important for getting a job in Latvia, and in 2010, 31% of
respondents still maintained the same sentiment (Baltic Institute Social Sciences 2010,
28). Claims of discrimination in the Latvian labor market based on language and
ethnicity are not novel, and other scholars, such as Ivlevs (2008) and Hughes (2005),
made similar allegations. Hazans (2005, 2010, 142) has repeatedly shown that ethnic
minorities have a more difficult time finding employment, are underrepresented in
certain sectors, and on average earn 8–9% less than ethnic Latvians. All these features
add up to hint at a lack of structural integration. Consequently, in such instances
Lafleur (2013, 4) suggests that the perceived lack of opportunities may encourage
engagement with the “external homeland” as a means of increasing the likelihood of
economic success in the future. As a result, those Russian speakers acutely aware of
discrimination, or lack of opportunities in Latvia, are turning toward Russia and
reaffirming their belonging, thus resulting in the corresponding correlation between
the perception of discrimination and strength of expressed attachment to Russia.

The empirical analysis also substantiated Tsuda’s (2003, 245) interpretation of a
transnational identity as an identity based on simultaneous affiliations and feelings of
belonging. The 2004 and 2010 Russian speaker data suggests that feelings of belong-
ing to Russia do no preclude feelings of belonging to Latvia. These attachments to a
country of residence and a “country of origin” are not a zero-sum relationship and can
be simultaneous. Furthermore, the empirical analysis found that the expression of
attachment to Russia did not impede the identification of Latvia as homeland by the
respondent. Cheskin (2013, 309) has suggested that Russian speakers are able to have
these concurrent feelings because “. . .they have found a way to simultaneously hold
onto a number of discursive and identity poles which mark them as culturally Russian.”
As such, he suggests that there exists a distinct Latvian-Russian identity encompassing
these simultaneous attachments (Cheskin 2013, 309).

Conclusion

As relations between Latvia and Russia remain apprehensive and the Latvian govern-
ment concerns itself with the loyalty and feelings of belonging of the Russian-speak-
ing population, transnational attachment Russian speakers in Latvia feel toward Russia,
how this attachment manifests itself in the country of residence relationships, and
how these attachments impact integration are topical areas of research. This article
endeavored to explain the particulars of the Latvian situation and why concern with
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Russian speakers’ feelings of belonging to Latvia is warranted, especially in light of the
current Russian policy toward its linguistic compatriots abroad, and the precedent set
by the situation in Ukraine.

The intention of this article, through empirical evidence, was to determine whether
feelings of attachment expressed toward Russia, by the Latvian Russian-speaking
youths, correlate in any noteworthy ways with factors understood to promote inte-
gration and feelings of belonging. Academic theory, and previously conducted empiri-
cal research elsewhere, had suggested that multiple attachments and identities are
possible and that multiple systems of cultural reference do not necessarily pose a
hindrance to social integration efforts and the development of feelings of belonging
to the country of residence. On the other hand, academic discussion of diaspora
identity and “external homeland” belonging suggests that perceived lack of integra-
tion, and the context of the relations, governs the development of the subsequent
relationship. As a result, when transnational consciousness is understood not as a
cosmopolitan hybrid identity, but as the expression of belonging to the “external
homeland,” then “. . .transnationalism appears as a revalorization of exclusionary ethnic
identity, and transnational communities take on the form of exile diasporas. . .” (Castles
2002, 1158).

Sense of community theory was used to identify dimensions and factors facil-
itating feelings of belonging, and it was shown how these elements are interlinked
with the requirements and dimensions of social integration. Initially, the empirical
analysis concluded that a sense of belonging to Latvia and a sense of belonging to
Russia are not mutually exclusive, and that the respondents could feel a sense of
attachment to both. Feelings of belonging to Russia as such do not hinder the sense
of belonging development toward Latvia. Further, the empirical analysis established
that within the data set analyzed, feelings of belonging to Russia did not demon-
strate any noteworthy correlations with the respondents’ cognitive perception of
Latvia as homeland. These findings validate Tsuda’s (2003, 245) definition of a
transnational identity, as an identity based on simultaneous affiliations and belong-
ings, and substantiate Cheskin’s (2013, 309) observations of a distinct, concurrent
Latvian-Russian identity.

However, the situation was much different when the empirical analysis looked at
the dimensions of the sense of community theory and the factors identified as
promoting feelings of belonging to the country of residence in correlation with the
respondents’ level of attachment to Russia. The empirical section established that
unlike in other countries, where dual identities can be shown to be positively inter-
related, in the Latvian case, the maintenance of a strong link with Russia exhibited
statistically significant and consistent correlations with factors and statements sug-
gesting a lack of social integration. The surveyed individuals, who expressed a closer
attachment to Russia, were more likely to prefer an all-Russian environment, avoid
interethnic contact, were less likely to believe in freedom of expression in Latvia, or
their ability to influence the decision-making process. Respondents with feelings of
belonging to Russia were also more likely to perceive discrimination in terms of
citizenship status and ethnicity in the Latvian labor market. Furthermore, a closer
sense of belonging to Russia exhibited a direct correlation with an anti-Latvian
sentiment and the negative perception of Latvia and Latvians in general.

These results, and their interpretation along the lines of research performed by
other scholars and academics, suggest two potential explanations. One possible
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explanation of the correlations proposes that the maintained attachment to Russia
hinders further social integration efforts. As Latvia and Russia continue to be
engaged in historical disputes that are at the very foundation of each state’s
identity, immigrant identification with the country of residence is jeopardized as
the, “. . .the home and host countries are in a highly antagonistic international
relationship” (Tsuda 2012, 643). Identification with the Russian side, manifesting
itself in feelings of belonging, could be motivating the Russian speakers in Latvia
to negatively perceive the host community, integration efforts, and their prospects
of future well-being in Latvia.

The other potential explanation implies that a lack of social integration in
Latvia, specifically amongst those who feel that they are different and cannot
self-identify with host community of Latvia, those who live and prefer to live in
an all-Russian environment and lack contact with the Latvian ethnic group, and
those who perceive a lack of influence and discrimination in the economic sector,
is facilitating “external homeland” orientation toward Russia. This is in line with
Tsuda’s (2012, 635) suggestion that “. . .the more marginalized and less integrated
immigrants are in the host society, the more they will strengthen their trans-
border ties back home, and the more they are integrated in the host society, the
less they will develop these trans-border connections.” As suggested by the
various studies and observations made by other scholars, referenced within this
article, lack of social integration, in various spheres, is still a pertinent issue for
Latvia.

In either case, both potential explanations point to an ineffective approach to social
integration in Latvia. The years since the surveys were carried out have hardly
improved the situation with the publication of the ethnocentric integration guidelines,
which, according to Cara (2013, 116), make the prospect of “. . .separation or margin-
alization more appealing for ethnic minorities.” The Russian speakers’ initiatives
regarding Russian as the second language of Latvia and the proposed referendum
on citizenship for Latvian noncitizens in 2012 were met with hostility and turmoil,
further alienating them from the decision-making processes in Latvia. The Ukraine
crisis and the escalation in Latvian and Russian mutually critical and assertive political
rhetoric both domestically and abroad are further serving to divide public perception
and estrange Russian speakers in Latvia.

The fact that it is the Russian-speaking youths who consistently express a stronger
sense of belonging to Russia suggests that integration and socialization efforts are
failing and are unable to contest the prevalence of a diaspora identity. As already
discussed, the extent to which the “external homeland” is able to involve itself in the
affairs of the “migrant population” in the state of residence, in large part, depends on
the attitude of the population and the context of social relations. Alienation and the
lack of acceptance can only encourage further engagement and identification with the
“external homeland.” As such, Latvian integration efforts have to be mindful of the
level of expressed attachment Russian speakers feel toward Russia, and how these
feelings are likely to impact the development of feelings of belonging to Latvia. The
focus should not be so much on whether or not a sense of belonging to Russia will
detract from the potential bond felt toward Latvia, as feelings of belonging were
shown not to be mutually exclusive, but how the felt sentiment toward Russia could
be suggesting shortcomings in the integration process as such.
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Note

1. The surveys also established an overall increase in the Russian-speaking youth’s feelings of
belonging to Europe. However, a previously conducted correlation analysis between the factors
promoting social integration and feelings of attachment to Europe displayed a lack of note-
worthy statistical correlations (Birka 2013).
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