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THE PROBLEM OF SOVIET COLONIALISM

IN THE BALTICS

Epp Annus

This essay works through some of the necessary preliminary questions in
thinking about Soviet colonialism in the Baltics. It opens by tracing the
prehistory of critical thinking about Soviet colonialism in the 1960s and
considers why the topic of Soviet colonialism has not (or not yet) become a
dominant way to understand Soviet history. The central question posed by the
article is whether one can speak about the Soviet invasions of the Baltic States as
‘colonization’. It proposes that, initially, communist Russia did not in fact seek
to colonize the Baltic States and instead ‘occupied’ them; however, this initial
period of occupation later developed into a period of a colonial rule.

Keywords: Baltic states; Soviet colonialism; post-colonialism; Soviet Union;
Soviet occupation in the Baltics; Baltic history; Baltic geopolitics

The Question of Soviet Colonialism: Background

In 1967, Americans for Congressional Action to Free the Baltic States published a
bulletin entitled The Baltic States: A Case Study of Modern-day Colonialism in Europe. On its
first page we read of the universal principle of a people’s self-determination:

The hope is that mankind might live in lasting peace and freedom; but it is a hope
impossible to fulfill while any people is under the duress or occupation of another,
regardless of the nature of this force: imperialist, colonialist, communist, or
fascist. [. . .]

This road to freedom must be supported for all nations, for then one could hope
that the era of colonialism and oppression would end very soon. It is, however,
noticeable that the United Nations avoids any actions that might touch upon that
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most brutal case of colonialism, terror and even genocide which the Soviet Union
has been and is perpetrating in Europe and Asia (Americans for Congressional
Action 1967).

This bulletin, published near the midpoint of the half-century-long Soviet
occupation of the Baltic States, includes the text of a resolution of the United States
Congress, which urges the president of the United States to direct the attention of
world opinion ‘to the denial of rights of self-determination for the peoples of Estonia,
Latvia, and Lithuania and to bring the force of world opinion to bear on behalf of the
restoration of these rights to the Baltic peoples’.

Today, resolutions and announcements of this kind might seem a quaint sidebar of
twentieth-century history, strange in their historical remoteness and seeming
impotence. Yet, while it is true that the militancy of Baltic activists in exile failed to
directly produce political change, there is also little doubt that these actions played their
part in the history of the Baltic States. According to Helen Morris and Vahur Made:

As the Baltic activists of the Cold War era freely admit, lobbying organisations
alone were not sufficient to achieve independence. Nevertheless, such lobbying
ensured that the Baltic question remained on the international agenda, helping to
bring about prompt recognition on the basis of legal continuity and arguably
strengthening the ability of the Baltic states to get their message across once they
had actually entered the organisations in question. (Morris & Made 2008, p. 151)1

This study is not particularly interested in the political importance of a 1967 US
Congressional resolution so much as in the ease with which the vocabulary of
‘colonialism’ was used to refer the ‘Baltic case’ in the 1960s. The beginning of the
twenty-first century has brought a renewed interest in the possible usefulness of
colonial and postcolonial theorizations for the former Soviet sphere, yet in the Baltic
context the colonial characteristics of the Soviet rule have remained an open
question.2 What has hindered the development of a colonial and postcolonial critique?
Should we consider the Baltic countries to have been colonized by Soviet Russia? Is
there a difference between colonization and occupation, or even between colonialism
and colonization? How would our understanding of the Soviet regime and its impact
profit from an analysis sensitive to matters of colonialism? This article considers the
most basic questions related to the annexation of the Baltic States by the Soviet Union,
and does so from the perspective of the possible colonial character of this annexation.
At the same time, the article is interested in following the intellectual trajectory of a
critical discourse on colonialism, drawing attention to the fact that ways of speaking
about historical events are conditioned by discursive limitations that might have no
direct connection to the historical events in question.3

Of course, The Baltic States: A Case Study was not the only early publication that
referred to the Baltic States as Russian colonies. In the archives of the US Congress,
we can find a 1954 Report of the Select Committee to Investigate Communist Aggression and
the Forced Incorporation of the Baltic States into the USSR, which displays a pathos quite
similar to the Case Study:

It is now obvious that the Kremlin sought to mislead the people of the world into
believing that the Communist invasion and occupation of the Baltic states was in
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concert with the will of the people. The Kremlin alone determined that Estonia,
Latvia, and Lithuania were willing to exchange their status as sovereign
independent nations for that of an exploited colony in the Red colonial empire.
(Select Committee on Communist Aggression 1954, p. 6)

‘Colonialism’ was used in common parlance in international Baltic émigré circles,
but its rhetorical and political power aimed to resonate within broader debates in
academic circles of the 1960s. British political writer Robert Conquest, for example,
declares in The Last Empire (1962) that ‘The three newest colonies in the world to-day
are the Baltic States of Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia’ (1962, p. 80). The question was
also addressed by authorities like Walter Kolarz (Russia and Her Colonies 1967), among
others. The collection Crisis and Continuity in World Politics (Lanyi & McWilliams 1966)
even has a section promisingly entitled Soviet Colonialism: Does It Exist? (Pipes et al.
1966). Yet, in all these texts, ‘Soviet colonialism’ remains a mere buzzword, gesturing
toward the imperial nature of the Soviet enterprise and discursively connecting it to
other burning issues of the day.

Of course, colonialism was a heated topic in the sixties. The United Nations had
published its Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples in
December 1960, and schoolchildren were busy learning the names of new states in
Africa and Asia. Frantz Fanon’s Wretched of the Earth (1961) had been translated into
several languages. Struggles over the destiny of former colonies reached into the
everyday life of mainland Europeans. Sartre, for one, had to move apartments, since
the Organisation de l’Armée Secrète, in its fight against Algerian revolutionaries, had set
off two bombs at the entrance of his apartment building. It is easy to see how the
liberation processes in former Anglo and French colonies, and the intellectual and
political excitement it provoked in the Western cultural and intellectual centers,
added urgency and weight to the message of Baltic freedom fighters.

Yet, the other political alliances of Fanon and Sartre, as well as the general
political climate among Western intellectuals of the 1960s, meant that anti-colonial
rhetoric could not reliably be used for a critical model of Soviet oppression. How,
after all, was one to use Fanon’s and Sartre’s work, if Sartre himself remained a strong
supporter of the Soviet Union, paying regular visits to the USSR and publishing
laudatory articles about the ‘total freedom of expression’ there?4 Even years later,
with the rise of postcolonial studies in the late 1980s, there remained an astonishing
lack of interest among Western intellectuals in connecting the Soviet enterprise in the
Baltics with colonialism. David Chioni Moore concluded in 2006: ‘The enormous
twenty-seven-nation post Soviet sphere – including both former Soviet Republics and
‘East Bloc’ states – are virtually never discussed in the substantial Western discourse of
postcolonial studies’ (2006, p. 11).5 Scholarship in the ‘East Bloc’ States, where the
end of Soviet rule at the beginning of the 1990s could in principle have triggered a
postcolonial reading of the past, likewise took up issues of colonialism at a regrettably
slow rate.6

Why then was the question of Soviet colonialism not addressed?7 This question
must be addressed from three angles: first, from the perspective of the postcolonial
critique of Western empires; second, from the perspective of Russia as the former
subordinating power in the Soviet Union; third, from the perspective of subordinated
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national and ethnic groups in the Soviet Union. I propose that the reasons for this
exclusion of Soviet colonialism were related more to discursive constructs of the
present than to questions of the past.

First, for scholars in North America and Western Europe, the study of
colonialism in the 1980s and 1990s was secured for the dark side of the civilized West.
Colonies represented the bad conscience of Western civilization. Russia and its
colonies simply did not fit into this picture, since Russia was not Western enough, and
the European parts of its colonies were not non-Western at all. Also, consideration of
a Soviet colonialism would disagreeably unsettle a fundamental binary opposition of
postcolonial theory in those days: the juxtaposition of Marxist critique against
capitalist vice. While Marxists held no monopoly on anti-colonial discourse, it is
nonetheless true that the most persistent, most vocal, and most dominant Western
critics of colonialism were indeed (like Fanon and Sartre) Marxists.8 Thus colonialism,
as seen from the post-war perspective, appeared almost exclusively in the light of
capitalist imperialism. So, from this perspective too, Soviet colonialism was an
oxymoron. It is crucial for our aims to realize this: the ways of speaking about the past
determine what can be included in a specific phenomenon. If colonialism is
understood on the axis of capitalism, then it excludes the Soviet sphere ipso facto.

The neglect of the Soviet sphere had also an institutional basis, of course. As we
know, postcolonial studies arose from the interests of specific scholars in specific
regions. These were generally scholars with an experience of Western colonialism in
Western colonies, and so postcolonial studies flourished in departments of English.
Studies of the Soviet sphere, by contrast, remained a distinct discipline confined to the
borders of Sovietology and, later, Slavic and Eastern European studies.

Second, postcolonial studies have not found a convenient place in post-Soviet
Russia itself. In Russia, writes Ewa Thompson, ‘The politics of interpretation is still
informed by the imperial vision. Russian history is yet to be recast in postcolonial
terms’ (2008, p. 417). Post-Soviet Russia is a unique postcolonial (and arguably still
colonial) oppressor that refuses to acknowledge its colonial past.9 Even after the
liberation of many of its colonies, it persistently reproduces colonialist accounts of
having brought enlightenment to the benighted populations on its frontiers. Moreover,
when its president declares Russia’s loss of empire to be the twentieth century’s
greatest geopolitical catastrophe, most young Russians evidently agree.10 On the part
of the Russian state, this refusal can be seen as an effort to counter any legal
consequences of occupation. For the Russian national imagination more broadly, the
refusal suggests a kind of postcolonialist identity crisis: the Soviet propaganda machine
had created, in the Russian national imagination, a Greater Russia corresponding to
the whole occupied area called the Soviet Union, a place where each corner was
destined to welcome Russian language and culture.

The collapse of this construction wounded nationalist pride in ways not quite
comparable to the end of the British or French empires, since these hadn’t quite
imagined their imperial extensions as perfectly homely places for the colonizers. The
reaction in Russia has thus not been a critical attitude towards national past, but, to
the contrary, a nostalgic glorification of the imperial past. ‘The Molotov-Ribbentrop
pact, the Soviet attack against Poland in September 1939 (effectively in alliance with
the Nazis), the Winter War against Finland, the occupation of the Baltic states, and the
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mass repressions which, inter alia, weakened the Red Army on the eve of the German
offensive – all these facts are not completely ignored, but squeezed out of the public
space and left for the professional historians to discuss’, explain Fofanova and
Morozov (2009, p. 27). Berg and Ehin point to the identity clash which is behind the
political tensions between Russia and the Baltics: ‘The constituting ‘‘narratives of self’’
of the Baltic states and Russia include truth claims that are mutually exclusive’ (2009,
p. 9). The Baltics and the Russian Federation have opposite popular interpretations of
the most important events of the twentieth century: ‘Conflict at the level of these
grand narratives creates a situation where almost any reinforcement of the definition
of the self (through specific policies, discursive practices of social rituals) automatically
implies a negation of other’s constitutive narrative of self, and thus, is perceived as a
hostile act’ (p. 9). This situation is even easier to grasp in postcolonial terms:
liberation from the colonizer demands a denial of the colonizer’s value system; if the
colonizer retains it through the postcolonial period, no mutual understanding is
possible.

We might, together with Fofanova and Morozov, insist on the relative
independence of scholarship from political decision-making or public opinion.11

However, a new issue comes into sight: the postcolonial perspective might diminish
the relative importance of Russian suffering.

For many scholars in Russian studies, the issue of utmost importance is the
suffering of Russians themselves under Soviet rule – a theme which effectively denies
colonial issues, since Russian subjects were ‘deprived of the same rights denied to
subalterns or to groups such as Jews and ethnic Germans living in Russia’
(Buckler 2009, p. 255). This flattening of differences between the unhappy
experience of Russians and of those populations subjected by Communist Russia
is evidently untroubled by the analyses that might be put forth in a postcolonial
critique.

George Grabowicz, among others, responded to similar claims several years
earlier: ‘there is a basic qualitative difference: decrees were passed limiting and
prohibiting such languages and literatures as Ukrainian and Lithuanian, not Russian.
Beyond that, a membership in the dominant nation transcended class distinction: a
Russian laborer could feel superior to a Ukrainian intellectual simply because the
latter was a ‘‘khokhol’’’12 (1995, p. 678). For Estonia and Latvia, the most dramatic
change during the Soviet years was the (typically colonial) influx of mostly Russian
settlers: the percentage of ethnic Estonians dropped from 94% in 1945 to 65% in
1989. In Latvia, the equivalent decline in ethnic majority was from 80% to 52%
(Kasekamp 2010, pp. 154–55). Of course, no comparable change transpired among
ethnic Russians in Russia.

Third, the perspectives of the former colonized nationalities and ethnic groups,
Eurasian and Eastern European postcolonial nations, now largely free of colonial
oppression, do not come together into a coherent whole. They compose a cluster of
disparate cultural and historical experiences and, no less importantly, a set of separate
languages. For that matter, some of the colonized areas have still not shed their
inherited colonial discourse. For these places, the postcolonial period has not yet
begun and criticism appears in the form of blunt political and cultural resistance,
which cannot afford theoretical complexity.
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A general theory of Soviet colonialism is further complicated by the fact that in
smaller cultures, critical writings in the humanities – precisely where one might look
for the development of postcolonial discourse – are largely confined within the limits
of small national languages and never reach international citation indexes. This makes
the creation of general discourse about Soviet postcolonialism or even about Baltic
postcolonialism a difficult task. Because most of what is and will be written will
remain hidden from an international readership, Soviet postcolonialism as a field will
always remain significantly invisible beyond local borders.

In addition, from the perspective of the oppressed nations and ethnic groups
under the Soviet rule, a new set of problems emerges, related to pre-Soviet history
and conditions under the Soviet rule. Here, from a political perspective, the Baltic
States have grounded their legal discourse on the claim that they were illegitimately
held under Soviet occupation and that the events of 1991 therefore represented a
restoration of the status quo ante, a comfortable claim for regaining international
approval. This is not the same as becoming independent (i.e. reaching the complex
and painful postcolonial stage) after a period of colonialism. Even though cultural
models of national discourse need not absolutely coincide with legal and political
discourses, their disparity creates a potentially unsettling discord.

One might also consider the reluctance of European nations under Soviet rule to
compare themselves with African and Asian colonial cultures. If the European part of
the Soviet postcolonial sphere has declined to thrust Soviet postcolonialism into
postcolonial studies, this may be in part because the postcolonial is not a fully
satisfying category for countries whose past entanglements with Russia make their
own Europeanness a matter of national self-respect just as much as of national
security. As Violeta Kelertas puts it: ‘Preferring to think of themselves as superior to
other colonized peoples [. . .], the Balts find being lumped together with the rest of
colonized humanity unflattering, if not humiliating, and want to be with the
‘‘civilized’’ part of the world’ (2006a, p. 4).

Estonians, Latvians and Lithuanians under the Soviet rule felt themselves superior
to Russians: Latvians and Estonians with their history of high literacy and developed
economies; Lithuanians with their grand history before annexation into Russian
empire.13 The superiority of the Baltics was widely acknowledged in Soviet popular
culture, where from a Russian perspective, ‘The Baltic Republics represented an
‘‘outpost of Western civilization’’’ (Smirnov 2003, p. 56; Zubkova 2008, p. 4). Baltic
feelings of superiority together with the common prejudice that colonized people are
‘undeveloped’ and ‘immature’ compels a distancing attitude towards postcolonial
readings of the Soviet and post-Soviet situation in the Baltics. Thus a Latvian or
Estonian professor in the humanities, for example, might not pursue postcolonial
research due to of a kind of ‘contamination’ by an almost entirely external colonial
paradigm, i.e. by traditional Western assumptions that the colonized must have
difference inscribed on the face, and that the colonized are actually supposed to be less
‘enlightened’ than the colonizers.

Here, we also need to add conceptual reasons behind the denial of Soviet
colonialism: how do we judge that the Soviet annexation of its neighbors would be
productively described by ‘colonialism’, instead of satisfying ourselves with
‘occupation’, the preferred term over recent decades? Why choose ‘colonialism’
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over ‘Sovietization’ and ‘postcolonial’ over ‘post-communist’? This is not just a
question of why scholars have not started thinking along postcolonial lines. The
change towards a postcolonial analysis involves a kind of paradigm shift, and thus the
slow recognition of the unsustainability of the earlier paradigm. Altogether, it is
important to realize that the disuse of ‘colonialism’ as a description for the Soviet
experience relates perhaps less to the historical facts of the Soviet years, than to
scholarly paradigms of discourse, to the favorability or the unfavorability of certain
explanatory frames during different eras of interpretation of those facts.

In spite of so many encumbering circumstances, the last 20 years have witnessed a
steady growth of interest in Soviet colonialism. Marco Ferro’s Colonization: A Global
History (1997), for example, draws a lot of attention to the Soviet situation. Muriel
Chamberlain also added an additional chapter on Russian empire to the end of the
second edition of her Decolonization: The Fall of European Empires (1999). Many articles
have addressed the questions of Soviet colonialism, and Katherine Verdery (2002) and
Mark von Hagen (2004), among others, have accepted postcolonial critique alongside
other critical perspectives of post-socialist or Eurasian studies.14 Most notably, the
keywords ‘colonial’ and ‘postcolonial’ emerged in monographs about the Soviet
Union and its sphere of influence (Chernetsky 2007; Northrop 2004; Rusinko 2003;
Slezkine 1994, among others) and scholarly journals have devoted space for
roundtables on the topic (Chernetsky et al. 2006; Empire 2003; Sub Altera Specie
2008).

Yet for Baltic colonialism in particular, there still remain many basic questions to
be worked through. Regrettably, many interesting treatises on the Soviet system limit
themselves to the period before the annexation of the Baltic States.15 About Baltic
colonialism in particular, only a few articles have appeared on the international scene.
The articles collected into the groundbreaking Baltic Postcolonialism (Kelertas 2006b)
provide a strong point of departure, yet much remains to be discussed. My effort here
is to turn to the basic definitions of colonialism, colonization and occupation, to
consider the possible relations between colonization and occupation and to analyze
additional complicating features of the situation caused by the Soviet annexation. This
task cannot be accomplished through research into Soviet colonialism, since Soviet
colonialism includes a diverse spectrum of models of repression and subordination,
dependent on the prehistories of separate regions. Here, Central Asia fits the Western
model of colonialism most smoothly, so that, according to the optimistic view of
Carey and Raciborski, the scholarly community is virtually unanimous: ‘All analysts
agree that Central Asia, where Muslim communities were brutally suppressed in the
final decades before 1917 and then were reacquired by the USSR after a brief
independence after World War I, were colonies’ (2004, p. 200).

Similarly, Transcausasian pre-Soviet history, with its nobility in close connection
to imperial nobility and with the economic importance of the Armenian middle class,
makes it a different case during the Soviet years. The situation in Belarus was
complicated by the linguistic and cultural closeness to Russia. From a Ukrainian
perspective, Kiev, the ancient center of medieval Kievan Rus’, gives an interesting
undertone to later Russian rule. The Moldavian SSR presents a separate case with its
history of split ethnicity and its relatively recent annexation to Russia. For the Baltic
States, their independence between 1918 and 1940 was crucial for their cultural
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survival during the subsequent Soviet colonialism. Russian politics of the Soviet era
had to take historical circumstances into account; therefore the modes of oppression
were significantly different in different parts of the Soviet empire. Thus I limit my
interest to the Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania which, different as they
are, share a reasonably similar experience of what I will call Soviet colonialism.16

Colonization or Occupation?

We need to ask the most basic question: can we speak about the Soviet invasions of the
Baltic States as, precisely, colonization? It is a historical fact recognized everywhere,
save perhaps in Russia itself, that Russia invaded the Baltic States. Our question
regards the exact nature of this invasion. Should one describe it in terms of
‘occupation’ or as ‘colonization’? The two terms are not quite synonymous, but
describe different projects, which may, but do not necessarily, coincide. Colonization
(a word so deeply connected to the history of Western imperialism) is the ‘process of
taking lands and resources for exploitation’ (Cashmore 1996, p. 80). Occupation is a
looser and more vaguely defined term, sometimes used in the more concrete sense of
military occupation. In many articles about postcolonialism, these words, ‘coloni-
zation’ and ‘occupation’, are used interchangeably (or in a supplementary way, as in
the formulation ‘colonial occupation’). Often, ‘occupation’ is not used as a specific
term, but as an indefinite equivocal word indicating acquisition and settling, when
there is no need to specify the mode of encounter with the new territory. For
purposes in this essay, I will leave aside the non-specific use of the word and apply
‘occupation’ as a term defined according to the Regulations appended to the 1907
Hague convention, article 42: ‘Territory is considered occupied when it is actually
placed under the authority of the hostile army. The occupation extends only to the
territory where such authority is established and can be exercised’ (US Navy
Department 1911, pp. 63–4).17 In this precise sense, in the summer of 1940, Soviet
Russia occupied the independent republics of Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia. Lauri
Mälksoo’s comprehensive study of the legal aspects of this occupation outlines the
legal case for a 50-year occupation: ‘A rule has developed in customary international
law, according to which an illegally annexed State does not become extinct, and can
consequently preserve its legal personality as long as for fifty years’ (Mälksoo 2003,
p. 324).

As already mentioned, Russian politicians and scholars would disagree with such a
description. Consider the difficulties faced by Elena Zubkova, a serious scholar of
international reputation and a more or less sympathetic Russian historian of the
Baltics. In her Bribaltika i Kreml’ (2008), she opposes the notion of occupation, finding
it almost too moderate to describe actual events. Zubkova, unlike a number of earlier
Russian writers, does not deny the fact that the independent republics of Lithuania,
Latvia and Estonia were forced into the Soviet order. Her understanding of the
situation in the Baltic States in 1940 is framed by international law concerning military
occupation. Such regulations declare that it is acceptable to establish a military
administration, and that residents must obey it. These regulations also require the
military administration to refrain from changing existing laws, to guarantee public
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order, to honor individual liberties, and to refrain from deporting civilians to another
territory or conscripting them into the occupying army.

Zubkova observes that, by the standard of this ‘civilized’ form of occupation
(2008, p. 99), the Soviet presence in the Baltics was too ubiquitous, too intrusive, and
too lengthy to fit into anyone’s ideal of a civilized military occupation. The local
laws were not accepted, the sovereignty of the independent states was violently
abrogated, the former independent states were folded into the territory of the
annexing state, and Estonians, Latvians and Lithuanians were forced to become
Soviet citizens with Soviet passports (p. 100). Remarkably, Zubkova, who appears
unfamiliar with Mälksoo’s lengthy study of the legal aspects of the Baltic occupation,
uses the violations of international law for military occupation as evidence that
‘occupation’ is the wrong term to describe the years between 1940 and 1991 in the
Baltics. Because the Soviet occupation did not honor the law of occupation, it
should therefore not be considered an occupation. Zubkova, however, seems at a loss
for how then to describe it: ‘The regime established in the Baltics was not an
occupation, but the Soviet version of a communist regime’ (pp. 100–1). As for the
mechanism the arrival of this ‘Soviet version of a communist regime’, Zubkova falls
upon an agentless, passive formulation: ‘In 1940 ‘‘Soviet order’’ arrived in the Baltics’
(p. 101, author’s italics). Indeed she even began her book in the same way, with a
remarkable description of the new names Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian SSR
‘showing up’ on the map of Europe, as if no external force or no violence were
involved (p. 3).

One the one hand, Zubkova recognizes that the result was far worse than any
proper military occupation, yet her sympathetic denial of the event of occupation
tends to conjoin the tribulations of the Baltic peoples to those suffered by Russians in
Russia, as if to say: we all suffered under the regime of terror, which is true enough
from the Russian perspective. But this is to obscure an important aspect of the Soviet
order that ‘arrived’ in the Baltics: precisely that it came from the outside and brought
with itself the additional complex of tensions between occupiers and the occupied,
between different cultures and languages.

A number of Zubkova’s reservations about ‘occupation’ as the proper word here
(for example that it lasted ‘too long’) might be resolved by proposing ‘colonization’ as
a better, more apt term. But did Russia precisely colonize Estonia, Latvia and
Lithuania? Even critics who use postcolonial vocabulary try to avoid this uncomfort-
able question, yet we cannot indefinitely pass this topic over with assertions that ‘the
vocabulary of postcolonial studies can help us to understand the processes in the
former Soviet Union’, or even with declarations that ‘Postcoloniality does not need to
follow from an actual ‘‘colonial situation’’’ (Smith 1998, p. 8). Surely the specificity of
these terms requires that both ‘postcoloniality’ and ‘colonialism’ need to be anchored
in a colonial situation.18 Postcoloniality without a preliminary colonial situation would
be a nearly empty, metaphorical construct. Thus, a country that has never endured
colonialism cannot, by definition, experience a postcolonial situation unless the issue
at hand is a global postcolonial condition. We might apply Homi Bhabha’s theories of
hybridity or mimicry, for example, to explicate any kind of oppressive system, but in
such a case we are exporting the terminology of postcolonial studies to serve other
purposes.
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In Baltic studies, as well as in postcolonial studies in general, Bill Ashcroft’s notion
of the discursive nature of postcolonialism has sometimes led to the understanding
that we do not have to analyze the concrete cultural and political situation. When Bill
Ashcroft writes that ‘words such as ‘‘post-colonial’’ do not describe essential forms of
experience, but forms of talk about experience’ (Ashcroft 2001, p. 13), the idea is not
that we can talk about anything as postcolonial, but that postcolonial experience (and
any other kind of experience) is to a large extent discursive. We form an
understanding of an experience by talking about it, and more importantly, an
experience takes place in a certain ‘space of enunciation’, where certain rules ‘govern
the possibility of statements about the field’ (Ashcroft, p. 13). The Foucauldian turn in
question involves analyzing the discursive modes that govern colonized societies. Yet
at the same time we must avoid repeating the Soviet method of creating a discursive
simulacrum over the historical situation, where everybody understood that official
discourse had very little connection with the facts of everyday life.19 A careful analysis
of the historical situation is necessary for at least two reasons: in order to articulate
differences between various colonial experiences, and to make distinctions between
colonial and other, non-colonial modes of oppression.

Before answering the question of whether Russia colonized the Baltic States, let us
consider the possible ways of interpreting ‘colonization’ and ‘colonialism’.

Robert Young reminds us:

Colonization, as Europeans originally used the term, signified not the rule over
indigenous peoples, or the extraction of their wealth, but primarily the transfer of
communities who sought to maintain their allegiance to their own original
culture, while seeking a better life in economic, religious or political terms – very
similar to the situation of migrants today. Colonialism in this sense comprised
people whose primary aim was to settle elsewhere rather than to rule others.
(2001, p. 20)

It is likely that in the Baltics, this early usage of the term has provided the
everyday understanding of colonialism: people by the Baltic Sea have little serious
connection to Asia or Africa, yet romantic stories about early settlers in the Americas
and about the fate of native Americans already circulated widely in the nineteenth
century. Obviously, the initial impulses behind the colonization of the Americas were
very different from those of the Soviet annexation of the Baltic States in 1940.

Yet, as we know, settlement was the primary purpose of only one of several
modes of colonization; in addition to settler colonies, history knows also colonies of
exploitation that involved colonization without settlement.20

Let us propose a basic typology of the relations most commonly sustained
between colonization and occupation.

( 1) New settlements created and a settler colony formed without coercion (for
example by paying for a piece of land). This situation is understood to satisfy
the former inhabitants of the area. Thus we have a peaceful colonization of a
certain area without military involvement, at least initially. For example, the
early history of New Zealand colonization, before the start of the Land Wars in
1960: New Zealand Company bought Maori lands in New Zealand in 1830s,
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and a treaty of Waitangi in 1840 with Maori leaders made New Zealand a
British colony.

( 2) A temporary military occupation of a territory not accompanied or followed by
new settlements or continuing subordination. This is called occupation, not
colonization. An example is German occupation of France during World War
II.

( 3) Military occupation accompanied by exploitation of local resources, but without
establishment of significant settler colonies. This is considered a colony of
exploitation. An example is British India.

( 4) Military occupation accompanied or followed by settling new inhabitants into
the area. This combination of occupation and settlement results, again, in a
settler colony. Typically, the exploitation of local resources for the interests of
the colonizing country ensues. An example is French Algeria.

( 5) A small base for merchants or missionaries is created, one that relies on the
goodwill of the host country. Neither military occupation nor significant
settling takes place, generally called a base colony. An example is the early
history of East India Company.

What happened in the Baltic States was certainly a military occupation, followed
by the exploitation of local resources and the arrival of new settlers (4). This is a
widely used schema of colonization to form a settler colony: after a military conquest,
the exploitation of resources ensues, together with the arrival of settlers. David
Moore compared this situation with a colonial regime in the sub-Saharan Africa:

Indigenous governments are replaced with puppet control or outright rule.
African education is revamped to privilege the colonizer’s language, and histories
and curricula are rewritten from the imperium’s perspective. Autochthonous
religious traditions are suppressed in the colonial zone, idols are destroyed, and
alternative religions and nonreligious ideologies are promoted. The colonized
areas of Africa become economic fiefs. Little or no ‘natural’ trade is allowed
between the colonies and economies external to the colonizer’s network.
Economic production is undertaken on a command basis and is geared to the
dominant power’s interests rather than to local needs. Local currencies, if they
exist, are only convertible to the metropolitan specie. Agriculture becomes mass
monoculture, and environmental degradation follows. In the human realm,
African dissident voices are heard most clearly only in exile, though accession to
exile is difficult. Oppositional energies are therefore channeled through forms
including mimicry, satire, parody, and jokes. But a characteristic feature of society
is cultural stagnation. (2001, p. 114)

This description of a colonial rule would, without difficulty, describe the situation
in the Soviet sphere. Gayatri Spivak, a giant of postcolonial studies, affirms this view
in her response to the questionnaire of the journal Ulbandus about the usage of
postcolonial vocabulary in Soviet studies: ‘When an alien nation-state establishes itself
as ruler, impressing its own laws and systems of education and rearranging the mode
of production for its own economic benefit, ‘‘colonizer’’ and ‘‘colonized’’ can be used’
(Empire 2003, p. 5).
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Yet, for the Baltics, we must first consider some complicating features of the
situation.

The complexity of legal status

Colonization before the twentieth century had a legal status and was accepted among
the European powers. Read, for example, the 1914 Outlines of International Law: ‘As a
rule, however, if the land occupied is ‘‘peopled by uncivilized tribes which are not
politically organized under any government possessing the marks of sovereignty’’, an
occupation by civilized peoples is tolerated or accepted’ (Stockton 1914, p. 73).
Colonization was part of the ‘normal’ state of global affairs in the nineteenth-century
world: colonies were a sign of comparative prestige among the European powers. By
1940, however, the history of Western European colonization had entered its
decolonization phase, and it became unthinkable that territorial annexation and colony
establishment would find international endorsement. The officials of Soviet Union had
to hide cautiously their imperial ambitions and there was no international consensus to
make sense of the disparity between the official discourse of the Soviet Union as a
union of sovereign states and, to the contrary, its oppressive reality.

Remarkably, until 1968, many outside the Soviet Union believed in the good will
of the Soviet system. Even though an important number of Western states did not
recognize the incorporation of the Baltic States into the USSR (see Mälksoo 2003),
Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania were not considered de jure colonies: international law
would not declare their status as colonies. So, on the one hand, most states in the
world regarded Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania as having been annexed and
illegally incorporated into the USSR, yet they were not considered colonized
countries. The tension between legal-political and socio-cultural ways of describing
the Soviet empire remains a persistent point of difficulty in the colonial descriptions
of the period.

The lack of geographical distance between the colonizer country and the colonized
country

Typically, colonization has involved the seizing of a distant land. Russia, however,
incorporated borderlands into its territory. Superficially, this might suggest that the
relationship between Russia and its borderlands was of a different, non-colonial kind.
David Chioni Moore, however, convincingly questions the granting of an ‘odd primacy
to water’:

For when one considers the easy Marseille-Algiers sail or the generally pleasant
London-Cairo voyage, one is puzzled that the infinitely rougher path from
Moscow to Tashkent – which until the opening of the colonial Central Asian
railroads in the 19th century took months to travel and traversed over a thousand
kilometers of freezing-broiling steppe and desert – is granted an ‘adjacence’.
Indeed, a lack of adjacent ice-free ocean was exactly Russia’s problem, and much
of its expansion – towards the Baltics, the Crimea, the Persian Gulf, and finally
the Pacific – was a frank attempt to get some. (2001, p. 119).
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David Moore also usefully reminds us of the nineteenth-century competition
between Russia and Britain in Asia: in the ‘scramble for Asia’, Russian and British
powers tried to grab much of Asia from each other, each afraid of the dominance of
the other in the region. Clearly, both powers behaved according to the traditional
colonial model. Yet once we accept czarist colonialism in Asia, we have also accepted
Soviet colonialism, which both followed the czarist model in many particulars and also
discursively justified itself by harking back to its having formerly controlled these
territories in its own czarist past.21

The question of a modern nation-state cast into the position of the colonized

‘How white must one be to be occupied?’ asks Nancy Condee (Chernetsky et al.
2006, p. 830), referring to the tendency to use the term ‘occupation’ for Europe and
‘colonization’ for African or Asian areas. Similarly, we may ask, though without
Condee’s irony: can one colonize a modern industrial nation-state? The curious 1914
law book mentioned earlier, Outlines of International Law, reminds us of a fundamental
condition for the acceptability of a colonial situation: if the colonized peoples are
‘uncivilized’, then colonization is considered morally and legally acceptable. In
postcolonial studies, the question is asked from a more ‘correct’ angle: namely, how
did colonization become possible? But from the perspective of Outlines of International
Law, colonization was morally acceptable because it was practically possible. It was
practically possible and morally justifiable because of the ‘uncivilized’ nature of the
colonized, whose relative lack of civilization is made manifest in their very military
defeat. Essentially, if one can be colonized, it is proof that the colonization was no
crime and no just cause for outrage. Postcolonial research points to less ideologically
loaded reasons, like the colonizer’s military and infrastructural superiority and the
disunited model of government generally enjoyed by the colonized (Osterhammel
2005, pp. 44–6). Muriel Chamberlain writes about colonialism in the era of mature
capitalism:

By the late nineteenth century Europe had undergone an industrial revolution and
the rest of the world had not. It was not only a question of military superiority
[. . .]. The Europeans also had far superior means of transport, including
steamships, railways and, by the twentieth century, aircraft. They could
overwhelm village output by factory production. They had all the efficient
bureaucracy of the modern state at their command. The effects were
psychological as well as material. Early African nationalists rather wryly recalled
their awe when they first encountered examples of European technology, such as a
railway engine. (1999, p. 13).

The relative positions of the parties vis-à-vis modernity were significantly
different in the Baltic States. In November 1940, Vladimir Derevianski, commissioner
of the Soviet Communist Party in Latvia, sent Moscow a list of remarks about Latvian
agriculture and industry. Derevianski was clearly impressed by the quality of the goods
and services at the market and offered his recommendations accordingly:

Special attention should be given to the quality of packaging of all kinds of goods:
the packaging of baked goods, dry goods, stationery etc. High quality packaging
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elevates not only the goods themselves but also the distributors, sellers and
buyers.

Production of beer. The quality of beer brewed in the breweries of the Latvian
SSR exceeds by far beers brewed in all other Soviet republics. This is achieved by
the [advanced] level of production culture and the strict adherence to technical
procedure. (Zubkova 2008, p. 124)

Derevianski enthuses about other locally produced consumer goods (alcohol,
perfumes, dishes), but he also praises the care sellers gave to the presentation of their
goods, adding some drawings (about the especially efficient caps for the perfume
bottles) and promising to send more. Even though the Soviet system managed to destroy
the well-functioning Baltic economies, and even though some years later the state of
Latvian commercial culture had been leveled down by the prevailing Soviet carelessness,
the initial situation remains clear enough: the Soviet invaders did not encounter an
‘uncivilized barbarism’, but rather a developed modern nation state. Remarkably,
Soviet propaganda persisted in casting its colonial enterprise in imitation of Western
models of colonialism and reported for domestic consumption the standard narrative of
enlightenment, albeit with the de rigueur communist twist: the annexation of the Baltics
was justified as an enlightened humanitarian mission to aid the exploited workers of the
bourgeois Baltic States, bringing them education and happiness. Russian colonial rule
‘lacked a philosophical stance to justify its conquests as civilizing missions’, suggests
Julie Buckler (2009, p. 255). Insofar as the story of enlightenment functioned, it seems
to have functioned only partially, since it jostled with another emerging narrative: the
Baltics as the developed West of the Soviet Union.

Another aspect of the modern nation state question is more disturbing: can one
colonize a community which has attained a national consciousness? This is not just a
legal question concerning human rights as recognized at a given moment in history,
nor is it just an economic question concerning the level of industrial modernity. It is
also a question of identity. Colonialism is not just a political or economic act; it also
involves a cultural and psychological manipulation of the local community, which
changes even the most basic attitudes of the colonized community. Typically, this is
understood as a cultural subordination: the identity of the local population becomes
shaped in relation to the presence of others, who are perceived as superior, or, more
precisely, whose presence is supposed to make natives feel secondary and unworthy.
The experience of being oppressed becomes an important aspect of the local culture.
Frantz Fanon describes this process:

Colonialism is not simply content to impose its rule upon the present and the
future of a dominated country. Colonialism is not satisfied merely with holding
the people in its grip and emptying the native’s brain of all form and content.
With a kind of perverted logic, it turns its attention to the past of the colonized
people and distorts it, disfigures it, and destroys it. [. . .] When we consider the
resources deployed to achieve the cultural alienation so typical of the colonial
period, we realize that nothing was left to chance and that the final aim of
colonization was to convince the indigenous population it would save them from
darkness. (2004, p. 149).
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Sovietization in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania included a distortion of national
memory and a strict control over cultural production. Yet the project of hegemonic
‘enlightenment’ could not be carried out because an already developed national
identity, partly expressed as a confidence in one’s existing cultural values, buffers one
from colonialist pressures to cultural subordination. This is not to say that the identity
of the oppressed was untouched by the oppressor, but rather that these identity
changes were of a different kind, not related to the feeling of cultural unworthiness
described by Fanon. Instead, one sees the constant stress of balancing between
compromise and collaboration.

From Occupation to Colonialism

Earlier, this essay posed the question of whether one can properly speak about the
Soviet invasions of the Baltic States as colonization. The answer, I think, is no. The
USSR occupied independent nation-states, and this is not to be equated with
colonization. One can only ever occupy a modern nation-state. The situation in 1940–
1941 and later again, from 1944, was clearly a Soviet occupation, even if Russia did
not follow established international legal norms of military occupation.

Yet, the almost 50 years of the Soviet rule in the Baltics do not conform to the
archetypal story of occupation derived from World War II – that of the French
résistance, a story based on binary thinking, with the occupation opposed by a
resistance. In such a narrative, the oppressors are properly hated, their voice finds no
popular legitimacy in the occupied country, and, under a thin veil of collaboration, the
majority respond with proud denial, eagerly waiting for the occupation to end. This
may describe the early years of Soviet rule in the Baltics, in which the countries were
ruled by the local Communist Parties with very limited local support. For example, in
the spring of 1940, before the Soviet occupation, the Estonian Communist Party had a
mere 133 members (Raun 2001, p. 146). After the end of the war, the forests became
battlefields of guerilla warfare, with about 50,000 fighters in Lithuania involved in
‘Forest Brotherhood’ resistance movements (Kasekamp 2010, p. 141).22 Soviet power
was concentrated in the major centers and had great difficulties reaching out from
there. To borrow an example from the ample list provided by Elena Zubkova, a report
by inspector J. Diman after a visit to Abrene County (Latvia) on 5 June 1945
demonstrates the helpless anxiety of the Soviets in a situation where the activities of
‘bandits’ included even the checking of documents on the roads (Zubkova 2008, p.
232). In August 1945, the oversight group in Moscow worried that ‘In a good half of
Lithuanian villages Soviet power does not exist’ (Zubkova 2008, p. 232).

Obviously, the beleaguered situation on the ground did not jibe with the official
Soviet claim that the three states had happily joined the Soviet Union. The situation,
then, had to change and it was clear that only very serious repression would bring the
Baltics to heel, together with substantial resettlement of loyal communists imported
from Russia. After the first wave of deportations in 1941, new deportations
took place after the end of the World War II. During the years 1940–1952 more
than 203,000 people were deported from Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia (Vahtre 2005,
p. 274).23
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The waves of deportations and the rapid collectivization following them
devastated the support base for guerilla warfare and after 1949 the armed resistance
effort withered away. Those who tried to voice resistance had been silenced. Hopes
for Western intervention and aid could no longer be sustained. The private sector in
the economy was destroyed. The three countries were internally governed by a police
state whose foreign, Russian, character was impossible to mistake. After the purge of
1950–1951, not a single native Estonian remained among the 26 members of the
Council of Ministers in the Estonian SSR and four secretaries of the Estonian
Communist Party (Raun 2001, p. 173). Hundreds of thousands of primarily Russian
newcomers settled in the Baltics, and a new situation emerged.

Typically, the socio-cultural situation of occupation is perceived as temporary, and
people generally anticipate an eventual restoration of the ‘good old times’. This hope
faded in the Baltics under the terror of the new regime. The simple opposition
between oppressors and oppressed started to dissolve and to become complicated
when it became clear that resistance was futile. The occupation-resistance scheme can
work only when there is reasonable hope that the occupation can end. When there is
no hope at all, resistance is understood as the absolute refusal of collaboration is left
for only the most dedicated nationalists.

The mid-1950s signified the turning point in the Baltics, opening up the
possibility of peaceful collaboration with the regime, and a life without constant fear.
‘There seems to have been a significant change of attitude’, admit Misiunas and
Taagepera, ‘from struggle against foreign occupation to working for one’s own interest
within a framework of a foreign ‘‘rule’’’ (p. 129). Olaf Mertelsmann confirms the
same view: ‘For a period of roughly ten years after the end of the war, the Baltic
Republics transformed from a trouble-making area into model republics in the 1950s’
(2003, p. 13).

By the mid-1950s, the general population in the Baltics started to collaborate with
the new regime. The number of Estonians in the Estonian Communist party rose to
9,729 in 1953, reaching 30,000 in 1966, and nearly 50,000 in 1981 (Raun 2001,
p. 190). This happened not because of any growing faith in communist ideology, but
rather because of a growing realization that the new regime was incontestably
established and would be in place for the foreseeable future. The oppressed
started leading their lives within the rules established by oppressors. New forms of
hybridity started to appear as the culture of the oppressed territories and the
identify of the oppressed people became inflected by the new regime. Value systems
changed.

This new situation can be described as an achieved incorporation to the Soviet
system (often enough it is described as Sovietization, a term likewise suitable for
developments inside Russia itself). Yet the economic, cultural and social models at
work were colonial: foreign supremacy and military control over the annexed
territory, reconstruction of the economy of the territory in order to serve the
interests of the colonizers, appropriation of goods and products from the colonized
territories into the center of the empire, and careful screening of all cultural activities.
The identity of the local population became shaped in relation to the presence of
oppressors and the experience of being oppressed became an important aspect of the
local culture. The local historical and cultural heritage was revalued, the local history
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rewritten, and significant cultural artifacts destroyed or closed to public access. Kalev
Kukk summarizes this situation:

It is not difficult to see that ‘socialist reconstruction’ carried out in Estonia has
nearly all the characteristics of colonisation, such as liquidation of the earlier
economic structure, establishment of a production structure corresponding to
alien interests, migration and employment policies directed towards assimilation
of the indigenous population, rapacious exploitation of natural resources,
pollution of the environment, cutting off former economic ties, etc. (1991, p. 8)

I propose that, even though the Soviet Union occupied rather than colonized the
Baltic States, the period of occupation nevertheless developed into a period of colonial
rule, as the modes of resistance turned into a hybrid coexistence with the new power.
Occupation can only have a short life-span. If the occupation does not end by
expelling the occupiers from the country, then the relationship of domination in the
occupied areas acquires features of colonialism: the occupiers settle in the occupied
territory, and their ideology starts to change how the occupied people relate to the
world. The oppressed country can still be called an occupied country, yet the
economic, social and cultural models at work become those of a colonial enterprise.

Note here that I make a distinction between colonization and colonialism. Often,
following the tradition established by Edward Said, these terms are used quite loosely
(see the quotes from Frantz Fanon, Robert Young and Kalev Kukk earlier in this
article). Yet, some scholars have drawn attention to the differences between the
terms. For Jürgen Osterhammel, ‘‘‘Colonization’’ designates a process of territorial
acquisition, ‘‘colony’’ a particular type of sociopolitical organization, and ‘‘colonialism’’
a system of domination’ (2005, p. 4). We can separate colonization from colonialism
and, even though it is not possible to have a postcolonial situation without a colonial
situation, it is possible to have a colonial situation without a prior act of colonization.
This was the case in the Baltics: in Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia, after World War II,
the Soviet occupation developed into a colonial situation.

One might argue that the development from an occupation-resistance period into
a period of colonialism-collaboration has been one of the typical schemata of
establishing colonial systems for centuries: what then would be the difference in the
case of Soviet colonialism? In addition to different legal language, the difference also
lies in the level of destruction. The establishing of a colonial system in a developed
modern nation state requires deportations and executions on a massive scale, the
devastation of existing social and political structures, and the eradication of the former
governing classes, including the cultural, military, and economical elite. The colonial
system in a former nation state can only be sustained through totalitarian control with
a huge control apparatus.

So, in describing the situation in the Baltics after the Soviet invasion, we find a
tension between an implemented model of subordination, which has a clearly colonial
structure, and the fact that the subordinated national groups were modern nation
states with a developed sense of national identity and cultural self-confidence. Soviet
colonialism in the Baltics was a colonialism that never managed to fully establish itself
and that started to dissolve with remarkable speed as totalitarian control loosened and
move towards democratic rule became a possibility. But while the post-Soviet period
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witnessed a quick reestablishment of democratic cultures in the Baltics, the Baltic
States also had to deal with problems of a typically colonial nature, like polluted
landscapes, economic collapse, demographic tensions and the task, once again, of
rewriting the national narrative of past, present and future.

Postscript: Why Soviet Colonialism?

How, then, are we to consider the analytic contribution of ‘colonialism’ and
‘postcolonialism’ for understanding the Soviet period in the Baltic States? What is the
importance of this shift in discursive strategies for Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian
self-description? How, for that matter, might studies of Soviet colonialism contribute
to the field of postcolonial studies in general?

Most importantly, a postcolonial approach to the Soviet regime foregrounds the
dynamics of the oppressor and the oppressed, instead of questions of a totalitarian
regime and communist ideology. Its central thesis claims that the Soviet regime was,
in non-Russian areas of the Soviet Union, imposed from the outside; it was an
oppression by a foreign invader and needs to be analyzed as such. This analysis would
not only focus on the macro level of demands, laws, rules and regulations, but also on
the micro level of the practices of domination in the everyday life of an ordinary
colonial subject. In the words of an anthropologist Katherine Verdery:

Most area studies work on the socialist bloc during the Cold War focused on
excessive political control (‘totalitarianism’) and the absence of consumption and
market – features opposite to basic features of our own Western identity, just as
much scholarly effort since 1989 has gone to studying the rectification of these
‘lacks’. Postcolonial studies emphasizes, rather, practices of domination, such as
techniques of evangelizing, manipulations of time and space, modes of inscribing
the colonial system on the bodies of its subjects, etc. To adopt this broader rubric,
along with some of its insights, would give an alternative kind of coherence to
postsocialist studies. (2002, p. 18)

It needs to be stressed that Soviet postcolonial studies should be wary of the
‘wholesale importation of ideas developed in other contexts’, to use Adrienne Edgar’s
phrasing (Sub Altera Specie 2008, p. 82). The role of the Baltic scholar in this context
should not be just the application of thoughts and terms applied elsewhere, but an
active and creative participation in the global field of postcolonial studies. The Baltic
experience has the potential to lead to a more complex understanding of the
interaction between different ideologies in the field of colonialism. Soviet colonialism
was based on tsarist colonialism, which imitated and competed with Western
European models of colonialism.

In the Baltics, one also needs to take into account the complex prehistory of
different dominations before the Soviet era. The Baltic cases illustrate clearly how
colonialism is a historical discourse which carries within it implications of the
colonization processes of the past. This layering forms a system where colonial
systems compare themselves to preexisting colonial estates, forming self-identification
not only through a synchronic discourse of power relations in a given colonial situation
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(colonizers versus colonized, colonizers versus other colonizers), but also through
diachronic links into the history of the homeland and of the world around it.

In addition to the complexity of colonialism on the diachronic axis, the colonial
regime established in the Baltics pinpoints the ideological fusions on the synchronic
axis. Soviet colonialism was conditioned by Soviet ideology and its totalitarian regime:
the totalitarian regime kept a very strict physical control over the oppressed. Soviet
ideology, for its part, created a now incredible, multi-layered language which
described its colonialism as striving towards the equality of all nations, named
occupation as a liberation, and presented totalitarian control as freedom. Thus, Soviet
ideology, together with totalitarian practice and colonial ideologies, created a complex
fusion, whereby Soviet, colonial and totalitarian features merged, whereby
communism signified colonialism, and whereby the colonial regime was enforced
by totalitarian measures. One of the specific features of communist totalitarian
colonialism in the Baltics, one that calls for further study as such, was the
deconstruction of the binary opposition between the colonizer and the colonized by a
third term: the free world outside the coerced union of colonizer and colonized.
Postcolonial studies has generally viewed the colonial situation as a complex
relationship of hatred and desire, power and knowledge between the colonizer and the
colonized. Soviet colonialism created, in the imagination and fantasy of its colonized
Baltic peoples, an imaginary opposite for itself, the fantastic ideal of the desirable
Western world, full of bliss and happiness and free from Soviet oppression.

David Moore wrote in 2001: ‘to privilege the Anglo-Franco cases as the
colonizing standard and to call the Russo-Soviet experiences deviations, as I have done
so far, is wrongly to perpetuate the already superannuated centrality of the Western or
Anglo-Franco world. It is time, I think, to break with that tradition’ (2001, p. 123). A
Baltic scholar should not worry about whether his or her research object fits into a
certain established category, but instead generate interpretive models that would
enable one to interpret Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian experience in connection
with wider social and cultural processes. For the Soviet period this would include
opening up Soviet experience as a local phenomenon towards wider processes of
dominations and resistances, occupations and colonization in the world.

Notes

1 The Baltic activists in exile played an important role in the late 1980s and early
1990s. See Zake 2010, pp. 162–67 for a Latvian perspective.

2 See Annus 2011 for a critical overview of literature published in the field. Recent
additions include Kangilaski 2011 and Kapper 2011.

3 As the article will suggest, a scarcity of postcolonial discourse in the twenty-first-
century Baltics is mostly conditioned by its contemporary cultural and geopolitical
position and has much less to do with the historical period under investigation.

4 David Drake summarizes in his Sartre monograph Sartre’s expressions about the
Soviet Union in 1954, published in five articles in Libération: ‘The tone can be
gauged by the headline of the first article – TOTAL FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION
IN THE USSR – while in another Sartre predicted that ‘‘Around 1960, before
1965, if France continues to stagnate, the average standard of living in the USSR
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will be 30 per cent to 40 per cent higher than ours’’’ (2005, p. 92). In later years
Sartre tried to give different excuses for his laudatory words (fragile health,
uncertainty, politeness towards generous guests). Nonetheless it’s clear that, for a
while, Sartre was impressed with the ‘achievements’ of the Soviet Union.

5 David Chioni Moore’s article was initially published in 2001. This quote comes
from an introductory summary attached to the revised version of the article,
published in 2006.

6 The great exception here would seem to be Ukraine studies, where according to
Vitaly Chernetsky, ‘Ukraine has experienced a veritable boom of talking and
writing about things postcolonial’ (2007, p. 48).

7 Many recent articles about Baltic or Soviet colonialism touch upon the topic, often
with reference to either the supposed discomfort of postcolonial studies faced with
the communist regime in the USSR, or else to the resistance within the Baltics
themselves to adopting a postcolonial frame (see Buckler 2009; Jirgens 2006;
Kelertas 2006b; Moore 2001; Račevskis 2006). My aim here is to map these
causes as systematically as possible.

8 It is worth noting not only that colonial critique relied on Western Marxism, but
that Lenin himself was also included among its authorities. One of the frequently
quoted texts was Lenin’s Imperialism, The Highest Stage of Capitalism (published in
1917), where the author linked colonialism with the growth of capitalism and
argued that colonization was necessary for European finance capitalism, which
needs new markets to invest its profits (Lenin 1973). See, for example, Loomba
1998, p. 5, and Young 1995, p. 36. Obviously, this combination of capitalism and
colonialism discouraged the possibility of thinking about the Soviet sphere in terms
of colonization.

9 Concerning Russia as a contemporary colonial power, see Thompson 2008.
10 In a summer 2007 survey of 1802 Russians, ages 16 to 29, 63% agreed with

Putin’s declaration of 25 April 2005 that the collapse of the Soviet Union was ‘the
greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the twentieth century’ (Chandler 2008, p. 95).

11 There is no doubt about the existence of a high-quality critical scholarship in
contemporary Russia; see the works of Fofanova and Morozov and Zubkova
quoted in this article, for example, and the many interesting writings published in
the series Istoriia stalinizma by the publisher Rosspen.

12 A pejorative name for Ukrainians in Russian.
13 Latvians and Estonians had belonged to the Lutheran church, which supported

general literacy: ‘According to the 1897 census, 96% of Estonians and 92% of
Latvians in the Baltic provinces were able to read’, whereas ‘only 29% of Russians
could read’ (Kasekamp 2010, p. 85).

14 Among the earlier ones were Pavlyshyn 1992, Pavlyshyn 1993, Vichnevski 1995,
Mettam and Williams 1998, and Baberowski 1999.

15 Also the promising Rossiia i Baltiia series, which is published in Moscow and
includes articles by both Russian and Baltic scholars, has not yet reached the post-
World War II era (see Chubar’ian & Nazarova 2000, 2002, 2004, 2006)

16 Soviet colonialism was, of course, Russian colonialism. In the following discussion
I use the narrower term, ‘Soviet colonialism’, not ‘Russian colonialism’, since
Russian colonialism more broadly would involve us in a long history of
annexations, evolving over the centuries. We should keep in mind that nearly all
the areas forced into the Soviet Union had already experienced earlier waves of
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Russian colonialism and serious attempts at Russification. Soviet colonialism can
often be seen to continue this policy.

17 Concerning the extensions to the Geneva Convention, see Milano (2006,
pp. 91–3).

18 This is not to deny the possibility of colonial imagination, of colonial dreams
without real conquests (see Zantrop 1997).

19 Regarding the Soviet simulacrum as a postmodern phenomenon, Annus and
Hughes use the term simulacrum, a copy without an original, to stress the
difference between the Soviet claims about reality and the actual situation: ‘The
totalizing nature of the simulacrum, the fact that there was no exterior point of
articulation to it, meant that the simulacrum could manufacture itself – not just in
cultural or interpretive but also in economic terms, such as numbers and statistics.
Such a thoroughly empowered simulacrum was able to counteract and master the
facts of reality for decades – if only by neglecting them’ (2004, p. 58). Alexei
Yurchak makes a similar point: ‘The late Soviet world became a kind of
‘‘postmodern’’ universe where grounding in the real world was no longer possible,
and where reality became reduced to discursive simulacra’ (2006, p. 76).

20 Settler colonies and exploitation colonies are two widely recognized types of
colonies. In addition to these, maritime colonies, base colonies, plantation
colonies are also sometimes differentiated. For our purposes, it suffices to outline
the basic distinction between settler and exploitation colonies.

21 See, for example, Ewa Thompson’s Imperial Knowledge (2000) on that matter.
22 The numbers were significantly smaller in Estonia and Latvia. Andres Kasekamp

points out that very few Lithuanians had been mobilized into the Soviet or German
armies and thus more young men were available in Lithuania (2010, p. 142).

23 Concerning mass repressions in Estonia, see Saueauk 2009.
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künnisel?’, Methis. Studia humaniora Estonica, 7, pp. 10–25.

Annus, E. & Hughes, R. (2004) ‘Reversals of the postmodern and the Late Soviet
Simulacrum in the Baltic Countries – With Exemplifications from Estonian
Literature’, in Cornis-Pope, M. & Neubauer, J. (eds) History of the Literary Cultures of
East Central Europe: Junctures and Disjunctures in the 19th and 20th Centuries. Vol.1
(Amsterdam, John Benjamin Press), pp. 54–65.

Ashcroft, B. (2001) Post-Colonial Transformation (London, Routledge).
Baberowski, J. (1999) ‘Auf der Suche nach Eindeutigkeit: Kolonialismus und

zivilisatorische Mission im Zarenreich und in der Sowjetunion’, Jahrbücher für
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