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Memory and how it interacts with democratic politics remains a thriving theme within
both academic and public debate. In the Baltic states, memory has resonated in both
domestic and international politics, as in 1990, when the three countries defined
themselves as formally occupied, and finally restored their independence and
democracy. The subsequent public and academic controversies that erupted around this
representation of the past both on the domestic and international stage testify to the
continuous presence of the past in this region (cf. Berg & Ehin 2009; Budrytė 2005;
Lehti & Hackmann 2008; Onken 2003; Snyder 2002; Wezel 2008). These ‘memory
wars’, as they have been termed (Brüggemann & Kasekamp 2008), as well as recurrent
uses of the past for political claims among policy-makers, can be seen as inevitable in a
process by which the young nation-states seek to establish ‘historical truth’ after 50
years of totalitarian memory manipulation and historical falsification. Past myths and
propaganda, for example, the Soviet stereotype of the ‘Baltic fascists’ or the Nazi
propaganda of the ‘Jewish-communist guilt’, can still be found in populist campaigns or
internet blogs and forums or letters to the editor. Indeed, the fact that these
stereotypes still appeal to many shows that much groundwork in terms of historical
clarification and historiographical rectification remains to be done (Nollendorfs &
Oberländer 2005; Weiss-Wendt 2008). However, overcoming stereotypes and
deconstructing myths is only one part of the process. The more radicalized outbreaks
of recent public violence surrounding days or symbols of collective remembering1

indicate that parts of society experience the establishment of ‘historical truth’ as a
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state-sponsored policy of exclusion. From their perspective the independent Baltic
states are forcefully establishing and institutionalizing a particular narrative of the state
and nation that ignores many personal experiences and memories.

As we will show in this collection of case studies, the mechanisms of in- and
exclusion do not run exclusively along lines of ethno-cultural (Russian vs. Baltic)
belonging. Rather, many different groups and individuals in society continue to
struggle for recognition, representation and participation in the construction of
collective memories and political identities in a pluralist democracy. The means
to achieve this vary, and large public controversies or demonstrations are perhaps
only the more visible signs of the struggle. As long as they remain non-violent, they
can be seen as a healthy byproduct of a democratization process that goes far beyond
institutional and legal settings.2

The contributions to this special issue examine the divergent social memories that
exist in Baltic societies today. Coming from various disciplines and methodological
backgrounds, the four empirical cases encompass an exploration of nostalgic
memories of the Soviet period carried by rural and urban residents of Lithuania
(Neringa Klumbytė); a critical analysis of a recent survey among teachers and students
in majority and minority schools in both Latvia and Estonia with a focus on the
teaching and reception of the countries’ histories (Maria Golubeva); a study
of memory and political empowerment among Lithuanian female politicians
who have experienced deportation (Dovilė Budrytė); and finally, a discussion of
professional self-perceptions and political attitudes among Estonian historians of
different generations (Meike Wulf and Pertti Grönholm). In a concluding theoretical
and philosophical article Siobhan Kattago reflects on possible ways of reconciling the
multiple, at times contrasting, memories and actors that exist in the Baltic societies
today with the ideas of democratic pluralism.

In the first part of this introduction, I will outline a general conceptual framework
for a more nuanced study of collective memory in its relationship to democratic
politics. The aim is to show how aggregated individual and social memory empowers
different types of societal actors to seek influence in or interact on a variety of levels
with the political world. In turn, different prevailing top-down-imposed memories
can prompt different types and degrees of societal, bottom-up reaction. I will outline
a detailed model that identifies various types of actors and modes of interaction. Part
two will briefly discuss the current state of studies on ‘the politics of memory’ in the
Baltics in order to then present the case studies in this volume as they contribute
to the outlined model. By disaggregating and illustrating the different bottom-up
instances, we intend to improve Baltic research in the field of memory politics.
Moreover, our aim is to further research in the field, as this more precise
operationalization of how to study bottom-up processes of memory contestation
should be widely applicable elsewhere.

‘Collective Memory’ – From Above and Below

Research on collective memory has long sought to sharpen the original application of
the term that goes back to Maurice Halbwachs’ studies of the social frameworks
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of individual memory (Halbwach 1992 [1925]; cf. Misztal 2003). As Jeffrey Olick
and others have pointed out, Halbwachs’ theories on collective memory suffer from
a fundamental tension between two different phenomena: that of collective memory
as an aggregate form of individual memories, and of collective memory as
‘commemorative representations and mnemonic traces’ (Olick 1999, pp. 335–6).
The former understanding maintains that only individual human beings are able to
remember through highly selective and scattered neuronal processes. However, much
of our individual remembering only takes place because we actually attach our
memory to the memories of others. ‘When people come together to remember, they
enter a domain beyond that of individual memory’ (Winter & Sivan 1999, p. 6).
In fact, as psychologists point out, individual memory remains fragmentary and
episodic unless it is embedded in communicative frameworks based on language,
rituals and modes of behavior as much as on external media such as books, films,
and the like. Individuals, consciously or unconsciously, construct, redirect and adjust
their personal memories within this framework to create meaning for themselves.
This can lead to a situation in which ‘our autobiographical memories, i.e. that which
we think to be the core elements of our life-story, [are] not necessarily root[ed]
in actual own experiences’ (Welzer 2002, p. 12).

Individual memory can thus be defined as a ‘dynamic medium of subjective
processing of experiences (Erfahrungsverarbeitung)’ developed within a ‘milieu of spatial
closeness, frequent interaction, common ways of life and shared experiences’
(A. Assmann 2006, p. 25). The dividing line between individual and social memory
is most difficult to detect. As Jan Assmann (1995) has pointed out, ‘individuals
remember in order to belong’ and their ‘memory’ can go far beyond their own
life span. Thus, the communicative process through which individuals associate and
identify themselves within larger social entities stretches much further than the
immediate family and community and encompasses whole generations. The immediate
interpersonal contact and ‘spatial closeness’ that has characterized individual memory
and ‘small face-to-face societies’ is lost at this level of social memory. In order to
generate shared values, beliefs and attitudes among larger entities, individual memory
is attached to symbolic media in a broader public-communicative space and they are
‘conveyed and sustained by (more or less ritual) performances’ (Connerton 1989,
p. 4). In this way individuals can share historical perceptions with people they have
never met either because they were born into a specific religious culture, or because
they belong to the same age cohort within a similar social, political and cultural
context (A. Assmann 2004, p. 23). Gender can equally determine historical
experiences and the way they are processed and communicated over time and in larger
social contexts. In this special issue, Budrytė aptly notes, ‘As a mode of discourse,
a ‘‘backbone’’ of social relations, gender becomes a crucial variable in the construction
of collective memory’.

It is on this level of societal interaction and construction that social theorists talk
about a collective form of memory, about memory as a ‘publicly available social fact’
(Olick 1999, p. 336; cf. Misztal 2005; Bell 2008). Such collective, social memory
relies on symbols and on commemorative rituals and practices that make it a
fundamentally ‘mediated memory’. At the same time, it still shares a common feature
with more narrow formations of memory such as family and ‘interactive group
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memory’ in that it is fundamentally ‘grounded in lived experiences’ and human
interaction, therefore unstable and temporally limited (A. Assmann 2008, p. 55).
Moreover, many social theorists have suggested limiting the use of the term ‘collective
memory’, if used at all, to this form of ‘embodied and intergenerational’, dynamic
and ephemeral social memory (Bell 2008; Gedi & Elam 1996; Winter & Sivan 1999).
They are wary of the existence of a ‘memory’ beyond human, communicative
interactions, ultimately grounded in individual, neuronal processes of remembering.
Instead, they suggest adhering to more conventional terms such as ‘myth’, ‘ideology’
or ‘tradition’ in order to describe historically informed public-political representa-
tions of the past and collective identity constructions.

This is not the place to delve any deeper into these theoretical debates. There is
certainly a danger of overstretching the concept of collective memory and thereby
confusing analytically distinct phenomena. In order to develop the conceptual
foundation for the case studies presented here, however, it nevertheless seems
worthwhile to stick for a while longer to the term ‘collective memory’. We therefore
follow Aleida Assmann’s suggestion to take it as an ‘umbrella term for different
formats of memory that need to be further distinguished’ (2008, p. 55). She includes
in these formats levels of historical consciousness no longer attached to individuals’
primary experiences and social, ‘embodied’ interaction. In order to understand the
multiple ways and means by which individuals organize their memories and construct
their identities, she argues, we need to move further ‘in space, time and complexity’
and look at what she identifies as the political, national and cultural formats of
memory. Drawing on several of Assmann’s most recent works (2004, 2006 and 2008),
we can visualize these types or formats of memory on a horizontal scale stretching
from the ‘individual’ all the way to the ‘cultural’, thereby increasing the spatial and
temporal scope of memory. Such a representation is depicted in Figure 1.

In order to generate historical awareness and a sense of shared beliefs and values
among large groups, such as whole nations, historical meaning needs to be attached to
more stable and ‘durable carriers of external symbols and material representations’
like monuments, texts, symbols, and images. Thus, a fundamental shift (symbolized
by the dotted vertical line in Figure 1) takes place from a short-term, ‘implicit
and embodied’ social to an institutionalized and transgenerational form of memory
(A. Assmann 2004, p. 25).

Our interest here lies on the political (and national) dimension of memory as
a form of structural power that works through radical selection and simplification,
high symbolic intensity and emotional appeal. As such, it engenders identification and
works as a kind of ‘matrix of meaning’ for nationally conscious individuals (Müller
2002, p. 21). Indeed, as A. Assmann (2004, p. 36) points out, it is the political

Individual Family Interactive Social Political National Cultural
memory memory group memory memory memory memory memory

Bottom-up Top-down

FIGURE 1 ‘Formats of memory’ according to Aleida Assmann (2004 and 2008)
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memory that is truly ‘collective’ in that it ‘generates together with a strong sense
of loyalty a strongly unifying we-identity’. For this collective (national) identity to
thrive, the actual historical circumstances surrounding experiences no longer matter.
Rather, these experiences are transformed into highly simplified narratives and myths
of the political community that transcend the lifetime of individuals and even
generations. Thus, the formation of ideologies and collective identities comes into
focus when we study the top-down institutionalization of memory in society. This can
be studied in the framework of nation-building and nationalism (Hobsbawm & Ranger
1992). It can be equally well highlighted in contexts of regime transition when issues
of retroactive justice may or may not define political institutionalization, public
perceptions and political identities in the new state (Barahona de Brito et al. 2001;
Elster 1998; Teitel 2005). However, once democratic institutions are consolidated
and dominant narratives of the past established, the delicate interaction between
memory and liberal democratic politics still remains. Political scientists and social
theorists have, therefore, tried further to conceptualize the link between memory
in its collective forms and everyday politics. They discuss how memory translates
into power through legitimacy and interest (Müller 2002); how it impacts on political
culture by working as positive and negative cultural constraints (Olick & Levy 1997);
and how debating memory and the past can contribute to the ‘deepening’ of
democracy (Misztal 2005).

Democratic polities have many options for dealing with the plurality of social
memories that are continuously generated and appropriated in changing political and
socio-economic contexts. Through legal provisions, political regulations, material
representations and symbolic acts, certain social memories can be acknowledged and
even propelled to center-stage. They can also be ignored, depending on whether they
are conducive or obstructive to the discourses of political (national) legitimacy and/or
the pursuit of particular short-term interests. As Klumbytė observes, ‘paradoxically
(. . .), laws and other initiatives, although aimed at homogenizing memory and
identity, reproduce the difference between memory communities’.

Outlining a Model for Analyzing Societal-Political Interaction
Over Memory

The bottom line of many studies on the politics of memory is that the mechanisms
for molding public memory to support a particular political direction take place
in open and democratic societies. Through history education in public schools, public
commemoration, political speeches, monuments and museums, a collective (political)
memory is forged that creates a sense of loyalty among the majority of citizens of a
state (McNeill 1989; Wolfrum 1999). Memory-politics relations are thereby analyzed
predominantly as a top-down process by which a political and intellectual elite
determines what is remembered and what is forgotten in society. ‘For it is surely
the case that control of a society’s memory largely conditions the hierarchy of power’,
as Paul Connerton (1989, p. 1) has pointed out.

However, an alternative means of approaching the question of how exactly
memory relates to politics in pluralist democracies is to focus on the opposite process,
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that is, the ways in which societal actors with certain socially generated memories
seek political capital or gain political power in order to change dominant narratives.
The most obvious examples of such bottom-up memory contestations are cases in
which groups of former victims of injustice fight not just for political rights or legal
status, but also for official apologies and reparations. By doing so they claim
membership in the wider community of citizens by having their memories included in
the official narrative of the state and nation (Barkan 2000; Torpey 2003; Wulf 2007).
Yet, not all individuals or groups whose primary experiences and memories are absent
from dominant discourses translate this mismatch directly into political action.
Instead, they may interact in other ways, some of which will be profiled in the cases
studies to follow.

To fully understand the role memory plays within democratic power relations and
pluralist societies we need to understand the plurality of ‘memory actors’, that is,
individual societal actors who are part of and, in some cases, active agents of a
particular social memory. At the same time, the organizational levels on which these
social memories are generated need to be identified as well. Each of the memory
actors has a different degree of ‘memory consciousness’, or the degree to which they
perceive themselves as carriers of a particular historical experience that is deemed
relevant in a broader social context. Moreover, each actor will possess a different
amount of social capital to organize his/her personal memories in a wider social
framework. This, in turn, is needed in order to potentially gain access to the political
world and to acquire enough structural power to influence processes of public
meaning-making.

For a better grasp of this plurality of actors and interactions, I suggest that we
differentiate among them by using the concepts of recognition, representation,
participation and complicity in an ascending order that symbolizes not only the many
varieties of interaction, but also their impact on the dominant discourses in the
political world. ‘Political action’ in this context is understood as any kind of activity,
even unsuccessful, that seeks a voice within the struggle over public meaning and
power.

Figure 2 lays out this categorization. The first type of memory actors in the
societal world comprises a rather unorganized group of societal actors who share
particular memories of the past that contrast with the dominant narrative and
politically institutionalized memory of the state. Yet, due to their low organizational
level and weak memory consciousness, both the articulation of this contrast as well as
the possibility to mobilize are limited. The interaction in this case, represented by the
letter A in Figure 2, requires that political actors recognize the subaltern memories.
This recognition does not necessarily imply any direct political consequence or
obligation; the politician who listens and acknowledges people’s memory is not
obliged to take the particular views she hears into the political world and change the
existing ways of interpreting the past (for example, by changing legal provisions).
Recognition, in this sense, describes the lowest level of interaction between the
political and the societal worlds over memory, as it is a one-sided action and the
societal actors remain rather inactive. Thus the arrow from the societal world barely
reaches beyond its boundaries, whereas that from the political world stretches to the
very edge of the societal world. To be sure, this does not mean that such political
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recognition of ‘other’ memories is irrelevant or inconsequential. Though the political
(practical) ‘output’ for those whose memories and viewpoints are recognized might
be small, the moral gain is all the more important. The oftentimes purely symbolic act
of recognizing past suffering or even acknowledging different experiences can restore
a sense of dignity and value for those who suffered.3

The second type of memory actors deals with better organized societal actors:
often ethnic and religious minorities, but also other social groups such as war veterans
or certain professional groups, who feel their particular memories are being mis- or
underrepresented in official narratives and policies. Yet, other than the ‘memory
actors’ of the first level, these groups have a greater organizational capacity through
common institutions and established means of communication (religious and cultural
centers, organizations, newspapers) through which they practice and generate a strong
social memory and sense of identity. This, in turn, encourages them to seek greater
representation in the democratic state institutions and procedures. Thus, the second
level of interaction (B) is characterized by an effort of the societal ‘memory actors’
to find someone from the political world that can represent their interests and thus
include their particular experiences and the memory of them into the political memory
of the state. This form of interaction is depicted in the figure by the two arrows
meeting half way. Those representing the particular social memory in politics do not
necessarily have to emerge directly from the memory community itself, though they
usually do. Former German expellees from the east are an interesting case here. Some
of them (especially the Sudeten-Germans) are highly organized in expellee
organizations, yet their interests within German politics are also represented by
politicians (mostly members of the Christian Social Union (CSU) of Bavaria) without
any personal background with expulsion (P. Ahonen 2004).

The third type of memory actors (denoted with the letter C in Figure 2)
represent still a higher degree of ‘memory consciousness’ and agency. As with
memory actor type B, these are individuals, sometimes groups, who have usually
suffered under a former regime or in past conflicts, which gives them a rather high
degree of memory consciousness. However, rather than looking for mere

Political world

Societal world

A B C

D

A: Recognition
B: Representation
C: Participation
D: Complicity

FIGURE 2 Bottom-up interactions of the societal and political worlds over memory
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representation of their views and memories in order to receive benefits or change
legislation, they try to participate actively in political decision-making and the
construction of political memory. They do this either by actively lobbying among
policy makers as part of larger agencies, or by running for political office with a view
to changing public perceptions and incorporating their own experiences into the
larger public discourses. In other words, their level of organization in interest groups
(organizations or parties), as well as their personal sense of duty to remember
empowers them to run for public office and enter the world of political power
relations. Such a form of interaction, characterized by the highest degree of action
on the side of the societal actors, is symbolized in the graph by an arrow going all the
way up and into the field of the political world. Yet, what is important is that
the arrow (the action) is still coming out of the societal world. The ‘agents of
memory’ still perceive themselves as carriers and representatives of the particular
social memory and identity they want reflected in their country’s politics.

This social rootedness is also what differentiates the first three types of memory
actors from the last in our model (D). These are individuals or groups who are already
fully immersed in the political world as they actively take part and influence the
processes of public meaning-making, yet they are not politicians per se. Thus we
are talking about journalists, academics, intellectuals, clerics, and often artists. The
curved line that meanders through the political field in Figure 2 depicts their level
of interaction as a form of complicity. Although ‘complicity’ formally means being
associated with a ‘wrongful act’, the implication here is not that being a part of political
memory construction is criminal. Rather, it is that at this fourth level of societal-
political interaction on memory, the participants bear a more direct association or
liability for their involvement. As members of the interpretative elite (Deutungselite)
acting mostly (but not always) outside the formal political apparatus, they have a
significant share in the reification of memory and meaning in the public-political space.
They are thus willingly or unwillingly accomplices to processes of political and social
inclusion and exclusion. What makes them still societal ‘memory actors’ is the fact that
each of them is still part of a socio-cultural context – involving either a generational
unit, gender, ethnicity, religion, or class – that can account for a certain amount of
tension between the two worlds. In other words, autobiographical memory and socio-
cultural settings can result in perceptions of the past that contrast with the established
narrative, which in turn can mold professional and political attitudes and actions.

Looking at these multiple ways in which social memory comes into contact and
interacts with democratic politics we can conclude that an actor-oriented ‘bottom-up’
approach to the study of memory politics that differentiates between types of actors
and levels of interaction can yield interesting insights. This is most certainly true for
the study of the post-Soviet Baltic world where there has been relatively little done
in this field so far.

Studies of Baltic Memory Politics

The Baltic states are an intriguing case of transformation from the ephemeral, bottom-
up social memory on the one hand and the long-term, institutionalized political
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memory on the other, in the schema formulated by A. Assmann. Numerous
anthropological and ethnographic as well as literary studies have been published in
recent years on the processes by which individual experiences of trauma, loss and
deprivation have translated into more collective forms of remembrance. During the
Soviet period these personal memories were kept alive in a number of ways, including
through anecdotes and secret codes (Bela-Krumina 2003; Bennich-Björkmann 2007;
Kirss et al. 2004; Tulviste & Wertsch 1994). In the changed political context after
1985 these hidden memories not surprisingly could be easily organized and translated
into political action (mass-scale resistance) that eventually brought down the
Soviet Union. With the subsequent re-institutionalization of national statehood,
through institutions of law and education, historiography and the establishment of
commemoration dates and practices, many of those formerly hidden narratives and
memories were now turned into ‘official’ history and political memory. In their
contribution to this volume, Wulf and Grönholm allude to this process of ‘memory
transformation’ by describing the process of codifying an ‘official history’ of the young
Estonian state. Yet, such rapid and radical transformation from social to political
memory remains the exception and in fact can only happen in a context of a wide-
ranging government and elite change. Moreover, in the Baltic context this elite change
meant a fundamental shift in power dynamics that more or less reversed ethno-
hegemonic structures (between the titular nationalities and the Russian-speaking
minorities) and ideological paradigms. In a context of established democratic societies
and states, the shift from short- to long-term durability of collective memory comes
with many more difficulties and obstacles in the form of public controversies over
policies, memorials or history curricula.

As a consequence, much of the recent proliferation of academic work on ‘the
politics of memory’ in the re-independent Baltic states has focused on these moments
when the ‘memory transformation’ becomes most visible. Thus, at the center of these
investigations are commemoration days and rituals, public speeches, monuments,
historical writing and textbooks. At the same time they look at ‘agents’, or those
endowed with sufficient political and symbolic capital (to use a term coined by Pierre
Bourdieu) to influence and control public discourses and perceptions of the past
(S. Ahonen 2001; Brüggemann & Kasekamp 2008; Christophe 2002; Lehti &
Hackmann 2008; Onken 2003; Petersoo & Tamm 2008). Political scientists and
contemporary historians are also increasingly interested in the impact of various
memory constructions and reifications of a national narrative and ‘official’ history
both on a bilateral and multilateral (European) level (Berg & Ehin 2009; Onken 2007;
Snyder 2002). What these studies have in common is that they look at the interaction
between society and politics over memory as a process largely dominated by the
political world. In other words, those studying the relationship between memory and
political power focus on top-down political memory constructions and their impact on
policy decisions and mechanisms of political inclusion and exclusion. As many of them
rightfully point out, the political memory that has been constructed and
institutionalized in the Baltic states is characterized by a strong narrative of national,
collective victimhood. The ‘perpetrator’ or simply the (evil) ‘other’ is, in most cases,
Russia, against whom Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian national self-perception is
formed (Budrytė 2005; Christophe 1997; Petersoo 2007; Zhurzhenko 2009).

MEMORY AND DEMOCRATIC PLURALISM 285



There arises, however, a significant tension within a state that, on the one hand,
adheres to the ideas of an open society and pluralism and yet, on the other, bases
much of its claim to legitimacy on a national narrative of the past (or political
memory) that is fundamentally constituted by collective (ethnic) categories not shared
by large parts of society. This is what Siobhan Kattago addresses in her concluding
theoretical discussion in this special issue on memory and pluralism. She cautions
against an over-politization and ‘sacralization of memory’ in an open society and
democratic state. Invoking ideas about pluralism, democracy and the open society
formulated by Isaiah Berlin, Hannah Arendt and Ralf Dahrendorf among others,
Kattago points out that the quintessence of democratic pluralism is that

one cannot explain every aspect of the past; however, in the process of trying to
understand, one should also try to listen to what others say. (. . .) Pluralism and
freedom of speech suggest that all narratives of the past should be heard.

In other words, the ‘political memory’ in a liberal democratic state should be
less homogeneous, more flexible and open for disagreement and antagonism. Kattago
rightly asks whether this would not end up in relativism, since every interpretation
of the past is treated as equally valid and therefore everything and nothing is true.
A way out would be to give up on the idea of consensus in relation to the past, and
instead embrace the notion of debate and competition that is at the heart of
democracy. Drawing on Berlin’s ideas of value pluralism and liberalism, Kattago
stresses, however, that such ‘democratic debate’ has to be grounded in a sense
of common humanity, civility and respect in order to arrive at a point where diversity
of narratives and memories is truly welcome and seen as a source of richness and an
intrinsic part of the democratic process.

Baltic Memory Actors and Bottom-Up Memory Politics

The four case studies illustrate the multiple ways of bottom-up interaction between
society and politics over memory. Each of the authors has focused on one particular
type of memory actor as outlined above and represented in Figure 3. Neringa
Klumbytė’s interviews with ‘Soviet nostalgics’ reveal that positive memories of the
Soviet period are shared by many people. Yet they remain mostly silent, even secret,
as they stand in stark contrast to the national (and also international) narrative of the
‘oppressive’, ‘immoral’ and even ‘criminal’ Soviet regime. Klumbytė argues that
nostalgia is a social and political commentary on post-Soviet marginalization and
exclusion. Thus, the ‘Soviet nostalgics’ constitute type A in our conceptual framework
outlined above – a group of mundane people with a very low level of memory
consciousness and organization, united only by their sense of ‘lost dignity and respect’
due to the post-Soviet transition and by their nostalgic memory of the ‘good’ Soviet
past. Their political commentary, i.e. nostalgia, is ‘a way to reclaim recognition and
inclusion in a post-Soviet political community’ (emphasis added). The level of ‘action’
in this case remains low, surfacing only in the form of nostalgic recollections by which
these memory actors only indirectly voice their dissatisfaction with the current social
and political realities. Yet, according to Klumbytė, Soviet nostalgia also projects
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an alternative citizenship to the one ideologically supported by the state. Remaining
largely in the societal world of memory generation, these actors’ only hope for
political impact is for someone from the political world (elected representatives or
populists seeking support) to ‘come down to them’ and listen. Whether or not this
will result in a form of representation of their views, that is whether the politician
takes their concerns into the realm of political power and actually works to integrate
their views into the dominant political memory, is not in their hands – at least for the
moment.

The survey data analyzed by Maria Golubeva shows that there is a rather wide-
spread dissatisfaction among history teachers of Russian origin in both Latvia and
Estonia. Although Golubeva’s analysis of how contrasting historical narratives impact
on the ‘civil enculturation’ of members of minorities includes also the students’
perspectives, it is the teachers who are of importance to our conceptual model.
The Russian history teachers are an interesting ‘double’ memory actor. On the one
hand they can be seen as belonging to type A, a group of rather unorganized carriers
of a particular social (Soviet/Russian) memory who want to be recognized by the
Latvian and Estonian authorities. But as public school history teachers, they belong
to a much more specific and narrower professional group close to the processes
of political memory construction. As a recognized professional group, their capacity
to organize their particular perceptions of the past through professional organizations
is much higher. Moving up the ladder of activism, these Russian history teachers thus
belong to the second type of memory actor (B) that does not need to seek formal
recognition of their historical perceptions. Rather, their goal becomes to find actual
representation in the political world or power structure, in this case the Ministry of
Education. This means that someone needs to ‘come down’ from the ministry and
meet them part-way, while the teachers, in turn, have to bring their ideas ‘up’. Such
mutual rapprochement can take place, for instance, through state-sponsored textbook
development projects involving history teachers of different backgrounds. Projects

Political world 

Societal world 

C: Female politicians with 
deportation background

B: Russian history 
teachers

A: ‘Soviet nostalgics’ 

D: Generational cohorts of 
historians 

FIGURE 3 ‘Memory actors’ and levels of interaction in the Baltic states
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of this sort have taken place in recent years, mostly initiated by non-governmental
organizations.4

Still, as Golubeva’s data show, history teachers of non-Estonian and non-Latvian
background do not feel their perspectives on the past to be sufficiently accommodated
in the official history curriculum. They claim that they are ‘not asked’ to get involved.
As a result they experience a strong ‘sense of unfairness’ and ‘seek to compensate the
lack of a sense of civic empowerment by reinforcing their own vision of the role of
minority and majority in history’. In other words, they have turned back into the
societal world (indicated in Figure 3 by the dotted arrow turning back downwards)
and have started to teach a version of history that is closer to their own experience
and social memory. This can be seen as ‘political action’ in and of itself, as these
‘alternative’ ways of teaching the countries’ past ultimately contribute to a further
alienation between the majority and minority population. Or, as Golubeva seeks to
demonstrate, it leads to ‘divergent civic attitudes’ and a ‘sense of disenfranchisement
among minority school students’ that may well result in open opposition to the state.

The former Lithuanian female deportees interviewed by Dovilė Budrytė decided
at some point in their lives to run for public office and thus actively participate
in politics. They therefore belong to type C in our model – a type of memory actor
with a high level of memory consciousness and organizational capacity. They are fully
aware of their role as representing a particular social memory, feeling politically
empowered by their experience of trauma. As self-perceived ‘agents of memory’ they
have a strong sense of obligation and calling to keep their memory alive in today’s
Lithuanian society. Feeling their personal experiences of trauma increasingly
marginalized in public memory discourses, they are not searching for someone
merely to listen to them or even for organized representation (through associations
of former deportees, for example). Instead, they want to participate themselves in the
political power games, seeking to influence whatever level they can (for example,
in parliament and in government) in the construction of political memory and related
policy decisions. This mode of interaction is perhaps what one could call the classical
understanding of political action: entering politics to gain power. As Budrytė
demonstrates in her analysis of interviews with a number of high-ranking Lithuanian
female politicians who have a personal experience of deportation, trauma has served
as a source of empowerment. Their sense of duty to remember has been translated
into a desire for political power and influence over the direction their country is
taking. Yet, as all of them pointed out, they remain rooted in society and see
themselves primarily as representatives of fellow former deportees and politically
oppressed Lithuanians. Though none of those interviewed see themselves as
representing a particularly female cause, Budrytė shows nevertheless how their
very position as female spokespersons for formerly suppressed people still ‘challenges
the reification of the category of ‘‘women survivors’’ as voiceless victims, thus
resisting the temptation to essentialize women’s experiences’.

Finally, the Estonian historians of different generations studied by Meike Wulf and
Pertti Grönholm constitute type D among our memory actors, having the highest
degree of memory consciousness and being already deeply involved in the processes of
public meaning-making. Being ex officio cheek-to-cheek with power, they take
active part in the construction and institutionalization of political memory by
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authoring history textbooks, appearing as experts and advisors in political decisions
involving questions of history, and initiating or participating in public controversies.
In fact, the study by Grönholm and Wulf demonstrates how far reaching, in the
Estonian case, the complicity between the historians’ work and political-ideological
interests has been during and after the transition period. At the same time, the
historians’ professional self-perception and their political attitudes are fundamentally
molded by the socio-cultural context they come from. Grönholm and Wulf identify
the aspects of personal experience and generational belonging as key factors that
determine different Estonian historians’ professional and political self-perceptions,
attitudes and actions. At the core of a certain tension between social memory and
politics is the very definition of the role of the professional historian in a democratic
society (and of the relationship between collective memory and critical history more
generally) – a definition that varies largely between different generational cohorts,
as the authors point out. Historians are, of course, a very particular group of ‘memory
actors’ in a democratic society. Their discipline’s methodological requirements and
professional ethos mark them off from other actors that qualify under the type D
outlined above, such as journalists, public relations specialists, artists and other
academics.5 More than those vocations the professional historian finds himself
consistently balancing between the professional claim to show ‘the contingency,
opacity, and plurality of the past’ and the political temptation to produce myths, that
is ‘simplified narratives ascribing fixed and coherent meanings to selected events,
people, and places, real or imaginary’ (Bell 2008, pp. 151–2). As Grönhom and
Wulf point out, especially in situations of ‘political transformation (. . .) historians
can barely avoid having a fundamentally political role to play’. The authors’ study of
Estonian historians shows what theorists of memory have suggested before: that
professional history, rather than being juxtaposed to memory, should be treated as
‘a mode of remembering and a mnemonic practice’ (Tamm 2008, p. 500; cf. Assmann
2006, pp. 43–47, and Burke 1989).

Conclusion

The studies presented in this special issue represent substantially different disciplinary
and methodological approaches to the question of how memory interacts with
democratic politics and the idea of pluralism. However, these studies converge in their
primary use of interview or survey data. Moreover, their focus is on ‘memory actors’
rather than on policies, legislation, texts or other forms of material representation.
The interview and survey data allow them to offer insights into the concerns and
motivations that cause various societal actors to become more or less active in the
construction of the political memory of a democratic polity. With this actor-oriented
‘bottom-up’ approach to the mechanisms of societal-political interaction in the Baltic
democracies the case studies reveal at least two aspects about the relationship between
social memory and democratic politics that are worth reiterating.

The first aspect concerns the large variety of different interactions and actors that
the four cases have demonstrated. It is not just the relatively well-studied civil groups
and organizations of former victims of injustice that seek official membership in the
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national narrative and political memory of a given polity. Rather, interaction between
societal and political actors over memory takes place also on a much lower level
of individual memory organization (for example, type A in our model) as well as on
a much higher level within the realm of politics itself (for example, type D).

Secondly, the interactions between higher organized memory actors and the
political world, often studied in the literature on retroactive justice or post-conflict
democratization, need to be further differentiated as well. As our case studies show,
there is a clear difference between those Russian history teachers whose interest it
would be to find better representation in state agencies and those former deportees
who decided to run for political office and become representatives of a particular
memory in politics itself. The conceptual framework outlined here provides a more
nuanced understanding of these different kinds of interaction by using the notions
of recognition, representation, participation and complicity. Its aim is to broaden and,
at the same time, further differentiate the analytical approach to studying the
relationship between social memory and politics.

Perhaps the most important contribution made by this special issue concerns the
oft-mentioned antagonism between ethnic majority and minority populations,
especially when it comes to the perception of the past and collective memory.
As Siobhan Kattago formulates it, ‘in the case of the Baltic states, two narratives of the
recent past perennially conflict with one another: whether the war and the subsequent
communist period should be remembered primarily as occupation or liberation’.
However, the contributions to this special issue clearly show that it is not enough
to discuss the issue of conflicting memories and democratic pluralism in the Baltic
context only in the framework of ethnic minority–majority relations. No doubt they
are important for these countries’ domestic and international politics. But different or
even antagonistic perceptions of the recent past also appear between different socio-
economic groups of society (the ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ of the economic transition),
between different age groups or generations as well as between women and men.
Thus, three of the four case studies draw attention to non-ethnopolitical issues in
regard to memory in democratic politics.

In both Lithuanian case studies, members of the ethnic majority do not feel their
memories – defined by current socio-economic status in one case and by the quality
of the past experience (trauma) on the other – sufficiently acknowledged and
represented in the post-transitional memory discourses of the democratic state.
Indeed, as the case studied by Budrytė shows, the particular social memory does not
actually have to stand in any kind of stark contrast to the ‘official’ narrative and
majoritarian commemoration culture in order to cause friction and trigger political
action. Moreover, socio-economic ‘losers’ and their resulting Soviet nostalgia exist
also in the other two Baltic states, as do generational or gender antagonisms in the
interpretation of the past and its moral legacies (Ekman & Linde 2005; Jaago 1999).
The more obvious ethno-cultural memory divisions that dominate the discussion of
social memory and politics in Latvia and Estonia have largely prevented academics
from looking more closely into which other groups in society feel a lack of recognition
or representation and what effect this has on the political, democratic culture. This
special issue of the Journal of Baltic Studies may help to fill the gap.
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Notes

1 In Latvia, the annual commemoration day on March 16, at which the veterans
of the former ‘Latvian Waffen-SS Legion’ commemorate their fallen comrades,
has increasingly become a site for young people, radical Latvian nationalists
and Russian-speakers, to protest. The demonstrations prior to and the riots
surrounding the Estonian government decision to remove a Soviet-time war
monument from downtown Tallinn are another example of a discord over issues
of history and memory that is radicalizing.

2 In a study on Latvian memory politics after 1991, I have referred to this
understanding of historical debates and controversies as a process of pluralization
and diversification of opinions and interpretations of the past as a process of
‘democratizing history’ (Onken 2003).

3 A good example of such a mostly symbolic act of recognition was the campaign of
the Broken Cornflower initiated by Estonian president Lennart Meri. In summer
2001 Meri conducted a two-week tour of Estonia, where he met personally with
former victims of Soviet suppression and handed out symbolic mourning tokens
bearing the insignia of a broken cornflower (the Estonian national flower)
(Anepaio 2002, p. 62).

4 Both in Estonia and Latvia the History Teachers’ Associations are quite actively
involved in history teaching and school textbook projects. Most of these projects
are supported by the ‘European Association of History Educators’, EUROCLIO
of which they are full members. See http://www.euroclio.eu, accessed 11 August
2009.

5 Reinhart Koselleck speaks in this context quite memorably of the ‘six P’s’, the
priests, professors, PR specialists, politicians, poets and publicists (in Tamm 2007,
p. 115).

References

Aguilar, P. (1999) ‘Agents of Memory: Spanish Civil War Veterans and Disabled Soldiers’,
in Winter, J. & Sivan, E. (eds) (1999) War and Remembrance in the Twentieth Century
(Cambridge, Cambridge University Press), pp. 84–103.

Ahonen, P. (2004) After the Expulsion. West Germany and Eastern Europe 1945–1990 (Oxford,
Oxford University Press).

Ahonen, S. (2001) ‘Politics of Identity Through History Curriculum: Narratives of the
Past for Social Exclusion – or Inclusion?’, Journal of Curriculum Studies, 33, 2,
pp. 179–94.

Anepaio, T. (2002) ‘Reception of the Topic of Repression in Estonian Society’,
Pro EthnologiaI, 14, pp. 47–65.

MEMORY AND DEMOCRATIC PLURALISM 291



Assmann, A. (2004) ‘Four Formats of Memory: From Individual to Collective
Constructions of the Past’, in Emden, C. & Midgley, D. (eds) (2004) Cultural
Memory and Historical Consciousness in the German-Speaking World Since 1500 (Frankfurt,
Peter Lang), pp. 19–37.

Assmann, A. (2006) Der lange Schatten der Vergangenheit. Erinnerungskultur und
Geschichtspolitik (München, C.H. Beck).

Assmann, A. (2008) ‘Transformations Between History and Memory’, Social Research, 75,
1, pp. 49–72.

Assmann, J. (1995) ‘Erinnern, um dazuzugehören. Kulturelles Gedächtnis,
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