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Abstract	  

This study explores experiences of division into ethnic groups of Latvians and Russians 

at Liepāja University in Latvia. The Soviet heritage has left a Russian minority that 

constitutes a quarter of the Latvian population. The Latvian and Russian groups are 

divided by opposed interpretations of the past Soviet domination in Latvia. Citizenship 

regulations and language practices forces the Russian group into an excluded position. 

In the education system nationalistic Latvian norms and values are excluding. To 

explore experiences of this group division, this study use a phenomenological approach 

and is built on nine in-depth interviews with students. Andreas Wimmers theory of 

ethnic boundary-making, which suggests five strategies for how an actor may react to 

ethnic boundaries, is used as model. The result suggests that the informants experience 

the division into ethnic groups at Liepāja University as important in order to relate to 

each other as either Latvian or Russian, but not of particular importance or influence in 

everyday interaction. The use of the Latvian language includes the Russian group in the 

Latvian majority through Wimmers expansion strategy while the use of the Russian 

language may exclude from the majority group through the contraction strategy. 
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Introduction	  

All Post-Soviet nations have a Russian minority group inherited from the Soviet Union era. In 

Latvia, this Russian group makes about a quarter of the population (Centrālās statistikas 

2013). Therefore the Latvian population consists of two larger groups, the Latvian majority 

and the Russian minority. The collective memories within these two groups are built up 

around two different interpretations and ideas of the past Soviet and Russian domination. 

While the Latvian group share the memory of the Second World War and time under the 

Soviet Union as a forced occupation and oppression of their motherland, the Russian group 

share the memory of the same events as their, the Soviet Russians, liberation of Latvia and 

glorious victory over fascism. Being either Latvian or Russian means identification with one 

of these two collective history interpretations (Bonnard 2013). However, the interpretations 

are in opposition with each other and strengthen the division into ethnic groups. In addition, 

the groups are divided by linguistic means. The Latvian group has Latvian as mother language 

while the Russian group has Russian as mother language. Even though a majority of both 

groups know both the languages, the use and practice of languages strengthen the division 

into ethnic groups. The Latvian group generally emphasis that the Russian language shouldn´t 

be used in public spheres while the Russian group generally emphasis their right to 

communicate in their own language (Volkov 2010). One central field in which the history 

interpretation and language practice strengthen the division into ethnic groups is the education 

system. 

 

For promoting a Latvian identity within the Latvian nation after the collapse of the Soviet 

Union, the education system was considered fundamental. On an institutional level the 

Latvian state exerts central control by language regulation and curriculum policies. This 

separates the school system in two spheres, a Latvian and a Russian. On an ideological level, 

building of the Latvian nation corresponds to, and promotes, nationalistic interest of the 

Latvian nation. In this process, Russian attributes and interests are perceived as an echo of the 

past Russian domination and are therefore being minimised. Educational institutions are a 

central structure in which this nation building process occurs. By regulating the language of 

instruction, curriculum contents and focuses, the schooling of pupils and university students 
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in Latvian nationalistic values are one of the most central means by which the Latvian nation 

dominates over the Russian minority group (Björklund 2003). Ethnicity is therefore a 

mechanism within the education system. This system is a central field that influences the 

ethnic division into one majority group of Latvians and one minority group of Russians. 

Between the Latvian and the Russian groups goes an invisible but fundamental boundary that 

has crucial impact on who is included and who is excluded in the Latvian nation (Brubaker 

2011). That ethnic boundary is the central phenomena in this study. As a central structure in 

the nationalizing process, the division into ethnic groups is influenced by education 

institutions. But how do students enrolled in the education system experience the ethnic 

boundary that is suggested to divide them?  

 

By examining the processes of ethnic boundary-making at Liepāja University in Latvia, this 

research aims to explore students’ experiences of division into ethnic groups of Latvians and 

Russians. The central question is “How do students at Liepāja University experience the 

division into ethnic groups?” The research will investigate how ethnic boundaries are being 

made, un-made and re-made in the social interaction of students at Liepāja University in order 

to explain the phenomenon of ethnic boundary-making in a Post-Soviet state.  

 

Research on ethnicity usually focuses on ethnicity in terms of majority domination over the 

minority (see Wacquant 1997). Latvia is such an example where a majority group dominates 

over a minority group, but here the minority group is a former dominator. Studies on the 

division into ethnic groups in Latvia have been focusing on ethnicity as an indicator. Volkov 

(2010) and Dilans (2009) focused on the language use, suggesting that the linguistic roots and 

practices are the dividing factors. Muiznieks et al. (2013) and Aasland & Fløtten (2001) has 

analysed the division into ethnic groups from the perspective of social exclusion, the first 

suggested that ethnicity is a cause of social exclusion of the Russian group while the latter 

suggested that education is a more crucial factor that causes social exclusion for all groups in 

Latvia. Björklund (2003) and Brubaker (2011) have provided comprehensive analysis of how 

ethnicity is used to promote the Latvian nation through the education system. All these studies 

provide adequate knowledge of how to understand ethnicity as an indicator for grouping and 

division in Latvia. However, because these studies only focus on ethnicity as an indicator or 

factor, they suggest little about how ethnicity operates in everyday social interaction. A focus 

on collective and individual experiences of division into ethnic groups would provide deeper  

understanding of ethnic division and grouping dynamics in Latvia. By focusing on 
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experiences of division into ethnic groups, this study attempts to complement and help to fill 

out this gap in the research.  

 

Before proceeding, a few clarifying definitions need to be made. When considering the 

Russian group, or the Russians, it is those Latvians who descend from Russia who is 

considered in this study. There are smaller groups in Latvia of Ukrainians, Belarussians and 

other nationalities who also were incorporated in the Soviet Union and are Russian-speakers. 

However, in this study it is only those Latvians who descend from Russia who is considered. 

They are referred to as either the Russian group or simply the Russians. Similarly, the Latvian 

group is referred to as either the Latvian group or simply the Latvians. 

 

In the next chapter an overview of the research on the Latvian and Russian groups in Latvia 

and the role of ethnicity in that context are provided. The third chapter presents the theories 

that guide this study. The main theoretical focus in this study is on the theory of Ethnic 

boundary-making, but also the concept of social exclusion is used to understand the division 

into ethnic groups. Both these theories are presented in chapter three. Chapter four presents 

how the study has been conducted. The research design is phenomenology and how this 

approach has been used is described in chapter four. Chapter five presents the result and 

analysis of the study. Chapter six ends the study by discussing the result and suggest future 

research problems. 
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The	  Latvian	  context	  –	  an	  overview	  of	  the	  field	  

This chapter gives a research overview of the field and context of this study. First, the chapter 

deals with the past Russian domination in Latvia and the division into a Latvian and a Russian 

group. Thereafter follows an elaboration of the opposed identity and history discourses for the 

groups and the sociolinguistic role. The chapter ends with a brief overview of the research on 

ethnicity in the Latvian education system and social exclusion of the Russian group. 

A	  history	  of	  Russian	  domination	  

After being dominated by Germans, Poles and Swedes, the Latvian territory was conquered 

by tsarist Russia in the early 18th century. In the 19th century a national awakening started in 

Latvia, as in the rest of Europe at that time. The Russian answer was to strengthen their 

dominance and oppose the Latvian independence movement, a process often referred to as 

Russification. However, after the First World War the independent Latvian nation-state were 

established for the first time. The first independent Latvian republic lasted for 20 years and is 

often referred to in contemporary Latvian narratives as a golden era, in contrast to its past 

Russian and future Soviet dominance (Aarelaid-Tart & Bennich-Björkman 2012, p. 1-8). By 

then the Latvian population consisted of about 75% ethnic Latvians, 10% ethnic Russian and 

just smaller groups of other minorities (Metuzāle-Kangere & Ozolins 2005).  Free from 

Russian domination, Latvia exerted the nation’s culture and identity. The economic and social 

welfare were of good standard in comparison with the rest of Europe at that time. Supported 

by land reforms and promotion of agricultural and rural prosperity, a significant part of the 

population lived well as farmers. Throughout the whole first Latvian republic the despot 

Kārlis Ulmanis were the political hub and increasingly authoritarian leader. In 1934 he made 

an unbloody state coup and became a dictator. However, in the context of the following 

Soviet domination, the period of the first Latvian republic has since the Soviet invasion in 

1940 been considered as a lost paradise (Aarelaid-Tart & Bennich-Björkman 2012, p. 1-8).  

 

When Soviet invaded in 1940, Latvia was forced to be incorporated in the Soviet Union. 

Then, as World War II proceeded and the Nazi forces moved towards Russia, Latvia was 

incorporated in the third Reich between in 1941. But the Nazi forces were defeated by the 

Soviet Union, which conquered back the Latvian territory in the end of World War II (Eglitis 

2002, p. 6-7). The Nazi defeat and conquering of Latvia was in the Soviet rhetoric celebrated 
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as a glorious victory. According to the rhetoric, Latvia and the Latvian territory belonged to 

Russia (Zelče 2011). The incorporation lasted from 1944 to the end of the Soviet Union. 

During Gorbachevs Perestroika period in the late 1980s the Union was weakened and a 

Latvian national movement became strong. In 1991 the Soviet Union collapsed and Latvia 

restored independence. This meant large re-organization of the societal structure in Latvian 

nationalist terms. The past Russified and communist structures were abandoned. However, a 

significant part of the population in Latvia was of Russian descent. As a consequence of this, 

the population in Latvia today is divided in two ethnic groups, one with Latvian origin and 

one with Russian origin (Aarelaid-Tart & Bennich-Björkman 2012, p. 8-15). 

The	  Latvians	  and	  the	  Russians	  

One characteristic of the Soviet Union was the forcing of people to move back and forth in the 

empire. The Latvian industry needed labour force and hence population from all over the 

Soviet space were moved to Latvia (Eglitis 2002, p. 105-128). Also political prisoners were 

moved. During the first years of the Soviet domination significant proportions of influential 

Latvians, such as active politicians, high-educated and cultural elites, were deported to prison-

camps in Siberia, in parity with the Soviet ideology. These deportations are still a cornerstone 

in the Latvian identity and history discourse and influential of contemporary relations 

between Latvians and Russians. While being central in Latvian collective memory of this 

period, Russia has still today never recognized the Soviet deportations and terror in Latvia 

(Doronenkova 2011). As a consequence of the moving of people, the population consisted of 

a little more than 50% ethnic Latvians and 40% ethnic Russians when Latvia restored the 

independence in 1991. In order to restore Latvian dominance over state, the previous Soviet 

and Russian influence were eliminated. Strict citizenship regulations were adopted which 

automatically made ethnic Latvians citizens while ethnic Russians, and all others, had to pass 

tests of the Latvian language and the Latvian state foundations (Eglitis 2002, p. 105-128). The 

citizenship regulations has made it problematic for the Russian group to become equal 

members in the Latvian society and today only half of the Russian group have passed the tests 

to become citizens. The other half is non-citizens and hence can lack basic rights as citizens, 

such as access to political arenas, social and health care (Aasland & Fløtten 2001).  

The demographic composition of the population today still consists of two larger ethnic 

groups, the Latvian and the Russian groups. There are also smaller groups of Ukrainians, 

Lithuanians, Poles and Belarussians (Volkov 2010), but these groups are not in focus this 
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study. In 2013 the Latvian group made up 61% and the Russian group 26% of the total 

population in Latvia. In Liepāja, where the university this study focus on is located, lives 

about 73 500 residents. Of those residents in Liepāja, 55% are Latvians and 30% are Russians 

(Centrālās statistikas 2013). 

 

Rogers Brubaker (2011) has analysed what he calls a nationalizing process which has 

followed from the Soviet heritage and Russian minority in Post-Soviet Latvia. Nationalizing 

in the Post-Soviet era is the opposite of the previously described Russification. It is a process 

of changing a nation to be in political, ethno cultural and ethnic aspects dominated by the 

core, or titular, nation group, in this case the Latvians. As a consequence, Latvian national 

attributes dominate. By the citizenship legislation, the Latvian domination in the political field 

and the through language and cultural practices, the Russian group is forced to embrace the 

Latvian nationalizing process. However, the younger Russian generation increases their 

integration and Latvian language knowledge through the education system in which Latvian 

dominates as language of instruction. Hence, Brubaker (2011) suggests that the ethnic 

boundary between the Latvian majority and the Russian minority in Latvia is strong, but 

might decrease with the younger generation through the education institutions.  
 

Identity	  and	  history	  discourses	  in	  opposition	  

While the Latvian group share the memory of World War II and the Soviet time as a forced 

occupation and oppression of their homeland, the Russian group share the memory of the 

same events as their, the Soviet Russians, liberation of Latvia and glorious victory over 

fascism. These discourses are mostly established through the government, media and not least 

education institutions. Being of either Latvian or Russian ethnicity is established by 

identification with one of these two oppose identity and memory discourses (Bonnard 2013). 

 

In the Latvian identity and history discourse the Latvian nation, culture and independence is 

central. According to the Latvian narrative and history interpretation, the nation did not gain 

independence in 1991 but restored the independence of the first Latvian republic in the 1920s 

and 1930s. The time of incorporation in the Soviet Union is considered as an involuntary 

occupation and the Soviet domination as abnormal (Eglitis 2002, p. 225-233). During the 

Soviet domination, the Latvian identity was mostly kept secret and hidden within the minds of 
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the Latvians, banned from being influential and spoken public (Aarelaid-Tart & Bennich-

Björkman 2012, p. 8-10). The Latvian identity and culture is said to be lost during these years. 

The Soviet culture policy intended to preserve all the Unions national cultures but also to 

eliminate all bourgeois elements. In reality the Russian culture dominated in all the nations 

(Lindqvist 2003). The influence of the Soviet and Russian domination of the Latvian identity 

and memory discourse has been deeper analysed by the Latvian sociologists Vieda Skultans 

(1997, 2012). With a narrative life course approach she shows that Latvians tend to situate 

their collective memory as a movement between the past and the present. As a consequence, 

the present Latvian identity and memory discourse is affected by the past Soviet dominance. 

The movement is also apparent in cultural element such as Latvian national epos like the 

Bearslayer, Lāčplēsis, and in the influential folk songs called Dainas. These cultural elements 

portray often a symbolic parallel to the Russian domination of the Latvian nation. (Eglitis 

2002, p. 1-5). Skultans (2012) shows a similar tendency in contemporary Latvian life stories. 

In her study from 1997 she shows that Latvians situate themselves in the context of actual 

historical events of deportation, oppression and exile. This study was carried out in the early 

1990s and draws upon narrative interviews with mostly older women, and theories of 

translation from self-experienced life stories to a bridge between the self and the culture 

through a literary language in a fairy tale mode. She suggests that the Soviet oppression 

prevented Latvians to talk about the horror experiences of deportation to prison camps in 

Siberia. With the freedom after the Latvian independence followed a need for testifying of 

these horrific events, which she shows by detailed memories of photographic episodes. The 

narratives and memories portray the horror of deportation and imprisonment as mythical 

episodes of unreal events. Landscapes, persons and actions are retold in her interviews with a 

language similar to story telling. In their stories the identity is shifting. The majority of these 

narratives begin with an everyday identity in the home which gets interrupted by the arresting. 

Time and place are in an ordinary mode before the arresting but after, during the 

transportation and imprisonment, time and place are blur, hazy and beyond reality (Skultans 

1997). The collective Latvian national identity is partly constructed around these horror 

oppression memories from the Soviet past, memories which might be experienced or 

imagined but still of significant influence on the present Latvian identity. Therefore the 

Latvian identity and memory discourse is negatively influenced of the past Soviet and Russian 

domination (Skultans 2012). 
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By contrast, the Russian identity and history discourse in Latvia is less investigated than its 

antagonistic Latvian counterpart. Central in the Russian narrative is the Soviets liberation of 

Eastern Europe from the Nazis and glorious victory over fascism at the end of World War II. 

Therefore, in the Russian narrative Latvia freely joined the Soviet Union and was voluntarily 

annexed, not forced to occupation as in the Latvian narrative (Bonnard 2013). To gain deeper 

understanding of the Russian identity and memory discourse, Ammon Cheskin has in one 

discourse analysis (2012) and in one qualitative focus-interview study (2013) concluded that 

the Russian group has created their own ”Latvian-Russian” identity, distinct from both the 

Latvian and the Russian identities. While the Russian group feels compassion for the Russian 

identity and culture, they are also loyal to the Latvian nation and increasingly adopting the 

Latvian culture. In contrast to the general public’s understanding, the Russian group are 

increasingly able to integrate into both the Latvian and the Russian identity and memory 

discourses. In particular the younger, educated Russians increasingly identify themselves with 

the Latvian discourse. Yet, the younger educated groups also identify themselves with the 

Russian identity and memory discourse, suggesting a dual identification with ”one distinct 

foot in Russia and one distinct foot in Latvia” (Cheskin 2013). To further investigate how the 

Russian group relates to the antagonistic Latvian identity and memory discourse, Cheskin 

(2012) investigates how media and political elites construct the Russian identity and history 

discourse in relation to the opposite Latvian discourse. By discourse analysis of a leading 

Russian-language newspaper, Chas from November 2008 – May 2009 and May 2010 – 

November 2010, Cheskin (2012) distinguish three distinct discursive categories: anti-

discourse, synthesis and articulation of counter-narratives. As a response to the exclusion of 

the Russian group in the Latvian identity and history discourse, the anti-discourse reflected in 

Chas highlighted Latvia as a shameful state that denies the Russian-speaking group 

citizenship, as backward and uncivilised different to the rest of Europe, which the Latvian 

state in many other aspects identifies itself with. The anti-discourse also maintained that, in 

spite of the Latvian esteem of the interwar independence, Russian culture has influenced 

Latvian culture both before and after that period. The synthesis discourse suggests that the 

Russians in Latvia are more loyal to Latvia than to Russia, in contrast to the Latvian narrative 

of their loyalty to Russia. For example, geographically it is shown that Russians reflect more 

solidarity with Riga than Moscow, in hockey games they support Latvian hockey teams and 

the freedom monument in Riga is referred to as ”our” symbol. Articles in Chas do not deny 

the groups Russian heritage but acknowledge Latvia as their actual homeland. The 

articulation of counter-narratives discourse highlights European multiculturalism norms as 
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arguments for their right to keep their cultural heritage and language. However, the Russian 

group is shown to consider themselves as neither Russian, nor Latvian or European but a 

bridge between the Russian and European cultures. This unique strategy allows the Russian 

group to embrace both cultures without favouring one or the other. For instance, in the 

Russian culture the Baltic States are often considered as an extended Russian territory, like in 

Soviet times, but in dialogue with Russian authorities the Latvian Russians are shown to 

promote Latvia as an independent state. Cheskin (2012) concludes that the Latvian Russians 

are not a part of Russian chauvinism but identify themselves as distinct ”Latvian-Russians”. 

They relate their identity and discourse to old European norms of equality, racial and cultural 

tolerance (Cheskin 2012). Yet, it should be maintained that the Russian group is not 

homogenous but a group with different experiences, regional origin and educational levels 

(Lindqvist 2003). 

The	  sociolinguistic	  role	  of	  the	  language	  

As a part of the nationalizing process after the Latvian independence in 1991, the Latvian 

state has controlled the language use in Latvia through regulations and legislation. While all 

who descend from Latvians in the first Latvian republic automatically became citizens, 

everyone else, which in particular meant the Russian group, had to prove at least basic 

knowledge of the Latvian language. In addition, the regulations stipulate that Latvian must be 

instruction language in at least 60% of the subjects in all schools in Latvia (Priedīte 2005).  

 

These language policies are important since Latvian is mother language for approximately 

60% of the population and Russian is mother language for approximately 40% of the 

population in Latvia. Most of the latter group descends from Russia (Centrālās statistikas 

2013, Dilans 2009). The languages have different social functions. In addition to being 

official state language, the Latvian language is also a marker for the Latvian identity and 

history discourse. It is mainly used by the Latvian group, but also Russians use it frequently. 

The Russian language is used by Russian group in the private sphere and in Russian 

communities. This language division creates a Latvian and a Russian society side by side. The 

Russian group has its own community with cooperation’s, entrepreneurships and common 

social norms and culture. This community operates with the use of the Russian language 

which also is a marker for the Russian identity and history discourse. However, the use and 

knowledge of both languages are widespread among both groups (Volkov 2010).  
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During the Soviet Union, the Russian language held a dominant status and was compulsory 

taught in school. The Latvian language were banned from official use and allowed only in the 

private sphere, where ethnic Latvians continued to use it (Aarelaid-Tart & Bennich-Björkman 

2012, p. 8-11). The Latvian language served as a unifying symbol for the people of Latvia. 

The linguistic Russification and Soviet domination over the Latvian language is a central 

element in the dislike of the Soviet past (Lindqvist 2003). However, the linguistic 

Russification also resulted in a widespread knowledge of the Russian language among 

Latvians. When Latvia restored independence in 1991 the ethnic Latvians were bilingual, 

knowing both Latvian and Russian, while almost all ethnic Russians were monolingual, 

knowing Russian but not Latvian (Metuzāle-Kangere & Ozolins 2005). Yet, the Russian 

language has gradually been abandoned by the Latvian state, opposed and today it´s only 

optionally taught in the later school years. The knowledge of the Russian language is 

therefore now decreasing in the Latvian group (Dilans 2009) while the knowledge of the 

Latvian language is increasing in the Russian group, especially among the younger 

generation. On the other hand, the older Russian generation has lower knowledge level of the 

Latvian language, suggesting a substantial gap between the generations in language practice 

(Priedīte 2005). In 2003 it was expected that 12% of the Russian group didn´t know the 

Latvian language at all. The Latvian language regulations and policies have been criticized by 

the European Union which claimed that the policies discriminate the Russian group and 

neglect their right to preserve their language (Metuzāle-Kangere & Ozolins 2005).  

Ethnicity	  in	  the	  educational	  institutions	  

Fredrika Björklund (2003) has studied the role of the school system and education policies in 

Latvia during the 1990s. Her focus is on how school structures and education policies 

provides a platform for the construction of the identity of the Latvian nation. Through 

schooling of pupils in nationalistic values, the education policies help establishing traditions, 

understanding of history and norms in favour of the interests of the Latvian nation (Björklund 

2003).  

 

She distinguishes two levels in the education policies, the institutional and the ideological. On 

the institutional level the Latvian state kept central bureaucratic control of the education 

system, despite an overall atmosphere of mistrust to bureaucratic centralisation after the 

Soviet system (Björklund 2003). To create a Latvian identity within the Latvian identity and 
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history discourse, the education system were considered an elementary element. An 

orientation towards a western democratic form of the education curriculums was adopted, 

aiming to stress national awareness. Still, in all schools at least 60% of the education must be 

conducted in the Latvian language, a strict policy in accordance with the Latvian identity and 

history discourse. Special emphasis were put to promote the Latvian language as the main 

language of instructions and the schools were divided in Latvian- and Russian-speaking 

schools (Björklund 2003, Lindqvist 2003). Thus, pupils are ethnically separated to schools 

with different linguistic structures through policies in the education institutions. In Latvian-

speaking schools all instructions are in the Latvian language and most of the students are from 

the Latvian group. In Russian-speaking schools, while at least a majority of the instructions 

are in the Latvian language, still the rest is in the Russian language and most of the students 

are from the Russian group (Karklins 2008, Lindqvist 2003). This division of school is by 

Björklund (2003) understood on the ideological level. A significant break with the past Soviet 

school ideology, which only aimed to reproduce knowledge and uncritical thinking, a liberal 

ideology aimed to promote critical thinking and democratic values as themes in the education 

policies were adopted. However, special emphasis stressed awareness of the Latvian culture 

and identity and history discourse as a political basis of the society. Hence, ethnicity became a 

part of the education policies (Björklund 2003, Lindqvist 2003). As a consequence, the 

elementary rights for the Russian group become blurry. These education policies and the 

promotion of the Latvian language creates exclusion of the Russian group in the education 

system, and thus also in the Latvian society (Björklund 2003).  

Ethnicity	  and	  social	  exclusion	  

The concept of social exclusion has been applied in several studies to explain the division into 

ethnic groups in Latvia. However, there are indefinite implications. On the one hand, Aasland 

and Fløtten (2001) suggest education as the major factor for social exclusion in Latvia. Their 

research focused on the relation between the ethnic Slavic groups and the Latvian group to 

clarify if there is a larger risk for the Russian group to be socially excluded than the Latvian. 

Data from the Norbalt living condition survey of 1999 were used, containing information 

about individual and household status, conducted in all three Baltic countries. The Latvian 

sample consisted of 3500 individuals and drawn as a two-stage stratified cluster sample from 

population registers. A non-response of 9% was noted for the Latvian sample and another 5% 
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of the sample fell out because the population registers were not updated (Aasland & Fløtten 

2001).  

 

Their study focus on four arenas where social exclusion of the ethnic Russian groups are 

expected to occur, exclusion from formal citizenship rights, exclusion from the labour market, 

exclusion from participation in the civil society and exclusion from social arenas. The result 

suggests that, considering exclusion from formal citizenship rights, the Latvian citizenship 

regulations has created a large group of non-citizens, about half of the Russian group. 

Because of their lack of citizenship, they are being excluded from significant arenas of the 

Latvian nation such as right to vote in political elections and access to social security systems. 

When considering exclusion from the labour market it is suggested that the Russian group 

runs a bigger risk of being excluded from the labour market. In 1999 the unemployment rate 

was 15% for the Russian group and 11% for the Latvian. The Russian group is also shown to 

experience a bigger fear for losing their jobs than the Latvian. When considering exclusion 

from participating in the civil society the Russian group is shown to participate more rarely in 

the civil society and social organisations than the Latvians. However, it is noted that all 

groups in Latvia are passive when the overall participating in organizations is counted. The 

authors conclude by suggesting that their most important finding is that ethnicity is not the 

main factor for exclusion from social arenas. Instead age, gender, place of residence and most 

significantly education are more dominant factors causing exclusion from social arenas for all 

groups in Latvia. The Russian group are less integrated and shown to be socially excluded 

from labour market and education, but not significantly excluded in a social context. 

Education is instead the main factor for social exclusion for all groups in Latvia (Aasland & 

Fløtten 2001).  

 

On the other hand, Muiznieks et al. (2013) suggests ethnicity as the major factor for social 

exclusion in Latvia. Their study examines efforts to encourage social cohesion and inclusion 

in all of the Baltic States. By reviewing and analysing previous research and statistics, they 

show that the nationalizing effort in Latvia is built-in to the political system that sets the 

conditions for the social cohesion, inclusion and exclusion in the Latvian nation. The 

linguistic means on the citizenship regulations exclude Russian attributes. Knowledge of the 

Latvian language is a pre-requisite for getting access to most positions in the public sector as 

well as to higher education. However, data from 2004 suggests that 40% of the Russian group 

identity themselves with Russia and only 5% with Latvia. Identification with Latvia 



 

 13 

encourages social cohesion and inclusion while identification with Russia causes a sense of 

exclusion in the Latvian nation. Cultural and linguistic assimilation policies might fuel this 

trend. In addition, both the Latvian and the Russian group has been shown to perceive the 

other groups language as a threat to the own group. Taken together, Latvian policies have not 

acknowledged ethnic social and economic inequality in Latvia. The social cohesion and 

inclusion of the Russian minority is low and the Russian group is in many social aspects 

excluded, as Muiznieks et al. (2013) suggests. Thus, they suggests that social exclusion is 

caused through the division into ethic groups of Latvians and Russians, while Aasland & 

Fløtten (2001) suggests education as main cause of social exclusion in Latvia. However, both 

studies agree that social exclusion at least partly occurs by the division into ethnic groups, 

even though they are indefinite in their suggestions. Therefore this study attempts to apply the 

concept of social exclusion, but with a different research design and approach. 

 

To sum up the overview in this chapter, the influential past Russian domination over Latvia 

shifted when Latvia became independent in 1991 and gained power and dominance over the 

nation. However, about a quarter of the Latvian population are Russian descendants, creating 

an ethnic Latvian and an ethnic Russian group. These groups share different and opposed 

identity and history discourse which include different interpretations of the past Russian 

domination. Through a political nationalizing process the Latvian culture, language and 

identity are promoted while Russian attributes are excluded. A central arena for this process is 

the education system and social exclusion of the Russian group is suggested, even though the 

research on social exclusion is indefinite. However, all these studies apply ethnicity only as an 

indicator or factor. By doing so, they miss the depth and complexity of ethnicity and the 

division into ethnic groups. They do not focus on the social interaction, a central process 

through which the division into ethnic groups operates. Therefore, this study attempts to 

complement the research by directing a focus on social interaction and the division into ethnic 

groups. 
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Theoretical	  frameworks	  

This chapter presents the theoretical frameworks and concepts that this study uses to 

understand the division into ethnic groups. First it is presented how the concept of ethnicity is 

interpreted and elaborated in this study. Second, the main theoretical framework, Andreas 

Wimmers theory of Ethnic boundary-making, is described. Thereafter follows a presentation 

of social exclusion, a competing concept that several previous studies has been using to 

analyze the division into ethnic groups in Latvia.  

 

Ethnicity is a subjectively experienced sense of shared culture, historical origin, affinity and 

common ancestry. It is a process that constitutes and re-configures groups by defining the 

boundaries that divides them (Wimmer 2008b). The research of ethnicity and of ethnic 

domination in the field of sociological inquiry has been influenced by a preconstruction of the 

concepts that order them in a vertical hierarchy. The existence of ethnic groups is presumed 

but the process that creates these groups and the boundaries that frame them are often 

overlooked. Even though ethnic grouping often assumes to begin with the European 

colonization – the ”white man” and the colonized savages – grouping as in peasants, priests, 

rivals, recalcitrant, men, women and so on has existed much longer in Europe. The 

hierarchical order of ethnic groups leaves room for ethnical domination of certain groups 

while others are oppressed and excluded. To define and distinguish ethnic groups thus 

assumes boundaries between them, boundaries of ethnic categorization and group making that 

exists in the objective social and subjective mental space (Wacquant 1997).  

 

The concept of ethnicity in this study is understood, interpreted and used as Wimmer (2008b) 

and Wacquant (1997) above elaborates it. It is used as a subjectively constructed process that 

divides people in groups, which sometimes are referred to as ”us and them”-groups. By using 

accessible power, one ethnic group can dominate another.  

 

In two articles from 2008 Andreas Wimmer presents a theoretical framework for how ethnic 

boundaries are being made, unmade and remade. Drawing on literature from several social 

sciences, the model aims to be a comprehensive tool for analysing ethnic boundary-making in 

different spatial, cultural and time contexts. Boundary, in the context of ethnic boundary-

making, is by Wimmer (2008b) defined on two levels. On a categorical level as classification 
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or representation and on a social and behavioral level as social everyday interaction with 

inherent connecting and distancing. Both levels operate in two distinct cognitive schemes. 

The first divides the social world in two groups, ”us and them”. The second cognitive scheme 

provides scripts of how to act within the division of ”us and them”, how to relate to 

individuals perceived as either ”us or them”. An ethnic boundary occurs when these two 

cognitive schemes coincide in the social world (Wimmer 2008b). 

 

Many scholars focus on ethnicity as an indicator or factor. Thus ethnic boundaries are 

presumed. By contrast, Wimmer (2008a) is critical to this approach and emphasis the 

complexity of ethnicity. He suggests that ethnicity should be analysed through social 

interaction and focus should be on how ethnic boundaries are being made, un-made and re-

made. For this purpose he suggests his model and theory of ethnic boundary-making. The 

model consists of five strategies, with additional sub strategies, for how an actor may react to 

existing ethnic boundaries by overcome or re-inforce them, shift them to be more inclusive or 

exclusive or ignore them by promoting other categorizing modes than ethnicity. The first 

strategy is expansion by fusion in nation-building and ethno genesis processes. State elites 

may fusion existing ethnic group by re-defining, increasing or decreasing existing ethnic 

groups in the nation building process. Fusion may also proceed by inclusion of minority into 

the majority group. While the expansion option is inclusive, the second strategy in the model 

contraction is exclusive. By contraction more narrow boundaries between groups can be 

claimed and thereby an individual can reject a group belonging claimed by others. This can be 

made either through fission, that is dividing a certain group in two groups, or through moving 

to levels of lower diversity. Third, transvaluation emphasis power balances between ethnic 

groups. By normative inversion in hierarchical ethnic groups the excluded may re-evaluate 

themselves as normatively and morally superior over the majority. Or by equalization through 

promoting moral and political equality between ethnic groups. Fourth, positional moves by 

individual boundary-crossing or collective re-positioning. Individuals may move between 

ethnic groups and thus re-position themselves within the ethnic hierarchy, or the entire ethnic 

group may re-position into another ethnic group. This may or may not be possible depending 

on the circumstances within the groups. The fifth is boundary blurring in which ethnic values 

are undermined through emphasis-shift to non-ethnic norms and legitimacy. Such de-

ethnicitizing shifts from excluding some ethnic groups to being more inclusive, either on 

local, global or universal level (Wimmer 2008a). 
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Previous research on the division into ethnic groups in Latvia (see the research overview in 

the previous chapter) has suggested tendencies similar to those in the contraction strategy. A 

brief hypothesis of which of Wimmers (2008a) strategies that can be expected to be used is 

therefore the contraction strategy. Further, since the Russian group has dominated for a 

substantial time in the past in Latvia, the transvaluation strategy could be expected to be used 

by the Russian group. 

 

Which of these five strategies that will be used depends on four major characteristics of the 

ethnic boundaries. The political salience of boundaries refers to dimensions of politicized 

boundary-making, such as political representation and party formation. The social closure 

dimension refers to social network structures. The degree of closure decides the degree of 

division into groups of us and them. The cultural differentiation dimension refers to cultural 

variation and cultural ruptures which is likely, but not necessary, to coincide with an ethnic 

boundary. The final dimension refers to the stability of ethnic boundaries over time, as in 

stretching over an individual lifespan or over generations. Furthermore, three structure 

domains within the social world constrain the boundary-making. The nation state as 

institution defines territorial boundaries in ethnic terms and applies principles of ethnic 

majority representation in its government. This leads to a power distribution that determines 

individual positions within the institutional hierarchy. As a consequence of the institutional 

frameworks and power differentials, networks of political ideas and figurations while be 

established. It is between these networks that the boundaries between us and them will be 

drawn (Wimmer 2008b). 

 

The theory of Ethnic boundary-making will be used to analyse experiences of the division 

into ethnic groups at Liepāja University. In particular the concepts of categorization and the 

five strategies for how an actor may react to existing ethnic boundaries will be tested and 

elaborated on the material in this study. The Ethnic boundary-making theory is used because 

its focus on social interaction. Therefore the theory is a comprehensive framework for 

analysing experiences of division into ethnic groups. Further, the study will use the theory and 

concept of social exclusion as an additional, and competing, theoretical framework. Despite 

indefinite suggestions about ethnicity and social exclusion, the research overview in the 

previous chapter showed reasons to expect that the division into ethnic groups in at Liepāja 

University can be understood through the concept of social exclusion.  
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Social exclusion developed as a post-modern concept both in the academy and public debate 

during the 1980s and early 1990s to partly replace the modern notion of poverty. Social 

exclusion refers to lack of economic resources and low living conditions. It may incorporate 

poverty, but not necessarily, instead it refers to a life outside the norm of the society. As a 

process of exclusion from the social and cultural life it creates involuntary isolation from the 

institutions that hold citizens together (Samers 1998, Abrahamson 1995). Causal mechanisms 

of social exclusion are dynamic, context dependent and multidimensional. For example, 

national citizenship policies include some and exclude others. Distribution of socially 

important characteristics like honour, respect and status include some and exclude others. At a 

micro level, the concept is relational and means both lack of participation in social activities 

in a very social aspect, and lack of material resources, employment, housing and 

consumption. Most research tends to focus on lack of material resources, suggesting 

unemployment as a major cause of social exclusion. Those who considered the very social 

mechanisms measure these as membership in clubs, organisations or political groups, talking 

to neighbors or meeting friends and relatives. At a macro level, asymmetric group relations 

and distinction of social boundaries shapes in-group and out-group processes. Cultural 

attributes, such as language, social class or gender, defines what counts as an in-group 

character. Such in-group and out-group mechanisms shape the coherence in the society which 

some individuals and groups are included in while others are excluded from (Silver 2007). 

Social exclusion can be both institutionalized and a product of social interaction. The concept 

is similar to Goffman’s idea of stigma. Individuals or groups are prevented from participating 

in the society. By being denied inclusion in the social sphere and the society, exclusion leads 

to marginalization. Social exclusion drives individuals outside the social everyday interaction 

and denies them to be involved in cultural activities. Social exclusion could also refer to lack 

of access to political arenas, health and social care and other arenas which creates the basis of 

the human society (Allman 2013). Critics to the concept of social exclusion have claimed the 

concept to be vague. What the excluded are excluded from and what the opposite, an inclusive 

society, would be is often unclear. Studies of social exclusion are claimed to be more 

descriptive than analytic. Critics has also suggested a risk that the concept has gained more 

attention as an indicator while the mechanisms operating in the social exclusion process has 

been neglected (Silver 2007, Daly & Silver 2008). As an attempt to focus on such neglected 

mechanisms, this study attempts to explore experiences of division into ethnic groups as a 

potential mechanism operating in the social exclusion process.  
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Research	  design	  

In this chapter follows a description of how this study has been conducted. First the 

epistemological orientation is presented. Then follows a description of the main 

characteristics of empirical phenomenology, the research design this study is conducted by. 

After that follows a more detailed record of how the case and informants has been selected 

and motivated, how the interviews have been made and how the material has been analyzed 

and validated. The chapter ends with a note on ethical considerations taken into account 

during the work with this study. 

 

This study takes a subjectivist epistemological approach. According to the subjectivist 

epistemology, the world is to be understood through the minds of its inhabitants, it is through 

what we perceive and our consciousness that knowledge of the social world are constituted. 

Understanding is created through experiences of interaction between individuals and groups. 

Subjective individual experiences and ideas about a phenomenon create the meaning of this 

phenomenon. Based in this approach, the aim of this study is to explore student’s experiences 

through social interaction. By studying the process of social interaction and experiences of 

individuals, knowledge about social phenomena can be produced (Creswell 2003).  

 

Since the research question in this study seeks to explore experiences of division into ethnic 

groups, the inductive research design of empirical phenomenology has been used. The 

sociological phenomenology derives from Alfred Schütz (1899-1959) and is focused on the 

structure of meanings as they are experienced by actors. Subjective experiences by real people 

should be understood and explained from the perspective of actors. Communicated through 

language and interaction in interviews, actors express what is meaningful to and for them. 

Understanding in a phenomenological sense is gained though first and second order 

constructs. The researcher seeks emphatic understanding of what the actor means. Such 

understanding constitutes a first order construct. To explain the meaning of the actor the 

researcher must use second order constructs. These are theoretically guided constructs of the 

researcher’s interpretation of what the actor means. Thus, the actor communicates meanings, 

that is first order constructs, and the researcher seeks to understand these meanings both 

emphatical and theoretical, that is second order constructs. A phenomenological explaining 

can then be made in dialogue between first order constructions and second order 
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constructions, as Aspers (2009) suggest. These suggestions have been used as framework in 

this study. 

 

As defined in the introduction, the research will examine the processes of ethnic boundary-

making at Liepāja University in Latvia by exploring students’ experiences of division into 

ethnic groups of Latvians and Russians. The university is a relatively small with about 2000 

students, both from the Latvian and the Russian group. Previous studies on ethnicity in 

educational institutions and universities in Latvia have been focusing on the bigger 

universities in Riga, the capital and biggest city in Latvia. Liepāja on the other hand is the 

third biggest city in Latvia, situated in the far west of the country, in the Courland province. 

Of the 73 500 residents in Liepāja in 2013, about 30% are Russians, which corresponds 

relatively well to the proportion of 26% Russians in Latvia overall. Therefore, the community 

of Liepāja, in which Liepāja University is situated, is relatively representative of the overall 

ethnic proportion of Latvians and Russians in Latvia. An alternative could have been to focus 

on a university in Riga, but there are a significant higher proportion of Russians in Riga than 

in Liepāja (Centrālās statistikas 2013).  

 

The phenomenological approach emphasis in-depth interviews as a dynamic tool to unpack 

experiences of individuals and achieve knowledge about them. Therefore this study builds on 

primary data from interviews with students at Liepāja University. Nine informants have been 

interviewed, of which two are from the Russian group and seven are from the Latvian group. 

Three are males and six are females. The content of each interview started to get repetitive at 

the level of these nine interviews and an acceptable level of saturation in the quantity of 

interviews were decided to have been reached. Ideally a handful more interviews would have 

provided a more solid ground for this study to be based on. Still, the nine interviews generated 

63 transcripted interview pages which enable a depth in the analysis. However, equal numbers 

of informants form both groups and gender would, ideally, have been the best base for this 

study. It is a limitation of this study that the Latvian group and females are overrepresentated 

in the composition of informants. 

 

The selection of the informants has been made through a Chain referral sample inspired by 

Penrod et al. (2003). These authors propose the chain referral sampling method when 

sampling in populations where the phenomenon that defines the population is sensitive or 

controversial. Research on such groups tends to be biased and unrepresentative because of 
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problems in the sampling procedure. Drawing from experiences from informant sampling in a 

larger study of risky sex behaviour of homosexual men in the United States, Penrod et al. 

(2003) suggests that chain referral sampling reduces bias problems. The sampling proceeds as 

chains in multiple social networks, using the contacts of initial gatekeepers, seeds. These are 

requested to recruit informants. I received some help from personal contacts to first locate 

four seeds. Second, each seed recruited one informant. After a first round of interviews with 

four informants, each informant recruited a new informant. Thus, the recruitment has been 

running through four distinct chains, which reduce bias by scattering the social networks that 

the recruitment runs through. The relatively large number of chains also increases the 

variation of informants. To further reduce bias problems, the informants were given a 

symbolic reward in form of a ticket to the local cinema in Liepāja for being interviewed and 

recruiting a new informant. The use of incentives for participating and recruiting new 

informants is inspired by Respondent driven sampling, a method introduced by Douglas D. 

Heckathorn (2002). He argues that incentives for both participate and recruit new participants 

reduce sampling bias by motivating informants to cooperate, it becomes easier to steer the 

recruitment and the recruitment runs more stable.  

 

Most of the interviews have been conducted at a café near the University in central Liepāja, 

while a few were conducted at the University or at a nearby hotel. They have lasted for 

around 45 minutes to one hour. They have been openly organized with general guiding topics. 

In order to uncover the ideas and experiences of the informants, they have not been strictly 

controlled by the interview guide, but still the guide served as a frame and orienting tool. The 

informants were asked to describe episodes where they interact with other students both at the 

university and outside in everyday situations. They were also asked about the symbolic 

meaning of Latvian and Russian language and culture. Example of asked questions are 

”describe an episode when you hangout with other students” and ”describe a situation where 

you, or a friend of you, experience exclusion because he/she is Latvian/Russian”.  

 

The interviews has been analysed with Aspers (2011) and Moustakas (1994) writings about 

phenomenological analysing as guide. The coding was conducted manually with printed 

papers and colour pens, one colour for each code. First an inductive code scheme without 

particular emphasis to the theoretical frameworks was created. This scheme consisted of 

themes connected to ethnicity that were repeating in the interviews. It wasn’t completely 

inductive, since the emphasis were on themes relevant to ethnicity, but the first round of 
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coding aimed to be less directed by the theoretical frameworks. Second, the code scheme was 

applied and the interviews were coded with this inductive code-scheme. Third, a summarizing 

of each interview was written with the inductive coding as guide. Fourth, a deductive 

theoretical coding, based the concepts in the theoretical frameworks as code-scheme, were 

created for each interview. Fifth, all codes were putt together into code lumps with every 

interview section connected to each code included. The printed interviews, code lumps and 

interview summaries were then used as base for the analysis. The deductive coding has been 

given most space and influence in the analysis, while the inductive coding has been used as 

complementing substance.  

 

In order to validate the empirical ground for this study, the inductive interview summaries 

were sent to each informant. They were asked to read it and to confirm if the summarizing 

and interpretation of the interview were accurate. All informants gave their confirmation to 

the summary of their interview.  

 

Who am I in the field then? I have been around in Latvia a few times before I started this 

study, both for leisure travels and during fieldwork for my former bachelor paper. I have also 

visited Liepāja a few times before, and was familiar with the city. However, as a sociology 

student from Sweden, my role in the field has been characterised as an outsider. The contact 

with the informants, first through e-mail and then during interview meetings, has been 

appearances in a field and context where I am a complete stranger. With this come both 

strengths and weaknesses. A strength is that I have an outsider’s perspective, which makes it 

easier for me to observe phenomena that are easily taken for granted by those who are part of 

the field. A weakness is that I don´t speak their languages. In the phenomenological research 

design, much of the gained knowledge is based on what the informants communicate in 

interviews. The researcher should ideally be able to hear not only the words, but to understand 

what the informant means with the words. However, I speak neither Latvian nor Russian well 

enough to conduct interviews in these languages. Therefore the interviews have been 

conducted in English, a language that is neither the informant’s nor my mother language. This 

is a weakness because it is hard to communicate and understand meanings that are personal 

and important for this study. However, interviewing in the English language is also a strength. 

In the context of this study, the Latvian language is an inevitable symbol for the Latvian 

group and the Russian language is an inevitable symbol for the Russian group. Conducting the 

interviews in one of these languages could be perceived as a standpoint for that group. On the 
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other hand, the use of the English language makes my role as an outsider and not a member of 

one or the other group explicit. The English language is therefore a neutral basis for the 

interviews.  

 

Still, the aim of my appearance in the field has been to talk with the informants about personal 

and potential sensitive or controversial issues. This puts some ethical considerations in focus. 

Following Aspers (2011) suggestions about ethical concerns in phenomenological research, I 

have seeked to be transparent and open about the aim and reasons for meeting and 

interviewing the informants. I have also seeked to be a respectful interviewer and handled the 

information shared with me during the interviews with dignity. From this follows that the 

names of the informants that are used in this paper are pseudonyms, in reality they have 

different names.  
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Results	  and	  Data	  analysis	  

In this chapter the result of this study is presented and analyzed. The analysis is built up 

around five subheadings; Categorization, The language, Social closure, Social exclusion and 

An emerging conflict in Ukraine. The result builds on the nine interviews with students at 

Liepāja University. These informants are Anita, Māris, Ilze, Kristīne, Ieva, Jānis, Dmitriy, 

Marija and Yulia. Dmitriy and Yulia are Russians while the other seven are Latvians.  

Categorization	  

The first significant theme that unfolds in all interviews is the ethnic categorization into two 

groups, a Latvian and a Russian. Several previous studies have determined this trend (for 

example Eglitis 2002, Lindqvist 2003, Cheskin 2012 & 2013). The informants tend to 

categorize people they meet in everyday situations and make clear to themselves if the person 

is Latvian or Russian. For example, Māris describes those he uses to meet when he goes to the 

gym: 

 
”there are guys going there, probably they are Russians, but they are speaking pretty good Latvian. 

And when I´m, talking with them, they are talking with me in Latvian. But, I can here their accent 

and, yeah, I know they´re Russian, they are pretty cool guys” 

 

As Wimmer (2008b) suggests, an ethnic boundary is firstly defined on a categorical level as 

classification and representation. The categorization operates as a cognitive scheme where the 

social world is divided in ethnic groups. Māris description above is an example of such 

categorization. He reflects that the guys he uses to meet at the gym are Russians. He listens to 

their accent and he seeks to place them in one or the other category. Their accent tells him that 

they are Russian and hence he place in the Russian category. Another example of 

categorization can be seen when Ilze describes her work in a bar and how she experiences the 

guests who are visiting the bar: 

 
”I also work in a bar, and, there is a huge difference if there are Latvians sitting at the bar or if there 

are Russians sitting in the bar”  

 

Ilze describes how she experiences a difference between Latvian and Russian barguests. 

Exactly what this difference is does Ilze not tell, but nevertheless she experience a difference. 
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This experience of difference connects to Wimmers (2008b) cognitive categorical scheme 

when she categorizes her barguests as either Latvian or Russian. This trend is evident in all 

interviews. The categorization appears to be important in order to relate to people as either 

Latvian or Russian. When both the Latvian and the Russian informants in the interviews 

describe other students, or people in general, they specify if the person is Latvian or Russian. 

As previously shown (Bonnard 2013, Cheskin 2012, Skultans 1997) Latvians and Russians in 

Latvia identify themselves with different identity and memory discourses. There are both 

historical and linguistic reasons (see Aarelaid-Tart & Bennich-Björkman 2012, Dilans 2009, 

Eglitis 2002) that can be means to understand the categorization of people as Latvians or 

Russians. Māris, in the quotation above, categorizes the guys he meets at the gym as Russians. 

Further, he also reflects that they’re “pretty cool guys”; he doesn’t think it’s a big deal that 

they’re Russians. Still he categorizes them as Russians.  

 

However, the division was only explicit when representatives of the other group were 

concerned. Hence, in the interviews with Latvian student; they never mentioned if the specific 

person they talked about were Latvian, their experiences of ethnicity appeared to be important 

only when the other group, i.e. the Russian, was concerned. The same tendency occurred in 

the interviews with Russian student; they categorized Latvians while their own group, the 

Russians, remained uncategorized. The own group then represents “us” while the other group 

represents “them”, as Wimmer (2008b) suggests.  

 

The second cognitive scheme and definition of an ethnic boundary goes on a social and 

behavioural level as everyday interaction and distancing. In order to relate to the “us and 

them”-division, Kristīne does not consciously rank one group before the other: 

 
”in Latvia there are Russians and Latvians, and we meet them every day, but that, like I never make 

them separate, they are all persons and, it doesn’t matter if he’s Latvian or Russian, he is person and 

I accept him” 

 

Most of the informants agreed that there is a division of the groups into what Wimmer 

(2008b) theorize as ”us and them”-groups. However, most also suggested that they accept the 

other group and in general does not consider the other group as a problem. Anita says: 
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“it’s like equal, we are just students and we don’t care if it’s Russian or Latvian, we just are one 

common people, students. We don’t say Ok, you are Latvian, you are Russian, but it’s like nothing 

special, it’s like just students” 

 

Anita too categorize into groups of Latvians and Russians. Previous research has shown that 

being either Latvian or Russian also means belonging to either the Latvian or the Russian 

identity and history discourse (Bonnard 2013, Cheskin 2012, Skultans 1997). Still, Anita 

experience the groups as equal students. Kristīnes description is similar: 

 
“with my course mates, I really don’t feel that they are Russians, it’s like they’re people like us, there 

is no problem. Like I never go into the classroom and say, oh, there are Russians, no, we all are 

persons. It doesn’t disturb or something, I don’t make separate, we are always together” 

 

As these quotations shows, the categorization that does exist does not end up in an explicit 

and intentional exclusion. However, previous research has suggested that Latvian languages 

policies forces the Russian group into an excluded position (Björklund 2003, Dilans 2009) 

and this trend was observed also in the interviews in this study. 

The	  language	  

The informant’s descriptions and experiences of the use of the languages connect to three of 

Wimmers (2008a) theorized strategies of how to deal with ethnic boundaries, the expansion, 

contraction and transvaluation strategy. Previous studies has shown the symbolic meaning of 

the Latvian language among Latvians, that the use of the Latvian language manifests Latvian 

national identity while the use of the Russian language is, by Latvians, considered to be a 

historical symbol for Russian identity and authority (Lindqvist 2003, Volkov 2010, Björklund 

2003). Jānis describes how he experiences the meaning the Latvian, his mother language: 

 
”the Latvian language is like represents my nationality … it’s like proof that I’m Latvian, that I know 

the [Latvian] culture” 

 

The most significant and common strategy for ethnic boundary-making by the use of language 

that is found in the interviews is the expansion strategy. Through the expansion strategy the 

language is used to include the minority in the majority group. The Latvian majority considers 

Russians who knows the Latvian language and who uses it as Latvians. As Ieva puts it: 
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”if you know Latvian – Ok, then you are Latvian” 

 

When the Latvian informants talks about their Russian course mates in their classes, they 

often add the specification that these course mates knows the Latvian language. Kristīne 

reflects about her Russian course mates: 

 
”because like, on the first, you can’t even say that they aren’t Latvians, they speak fluent Latvian and 

so, they’re like normal person … and there’s no problem with them, they’re speaking Latvian, 

everything is ok” 

 

Here we can see how the boundary is being expanded to include persons from the minority 

group, i.e. Russians, into the Latvian majority group. Kristīne reflects that the Russians in her 

class speak Latvian so well and fluent that it’s hard for her to say that they aren’t Latvians. 

Because of their practice of the Latvian language she also considers them to be Latvians. 

Further, when Russians are being considered as Latvians, they are also normal persons, as she 

says. With normal Kristīne means Latvian (see Eglitis 2002 for a theorized analysis of the 

meaning of normality and being Latvian in this context). By consider the minority group as 

normal, i.e. Latvian, the boundary is being expanded and the minority is included in the 

majority. Ilze too expanded the boundary to include the Russians into the Latvian majority 

group: 

 
”if they speak Latvian, if they live happy here, then maybe their nationality is Russian but they are 

Latvians”  

 

Here Ilze talks about the Russian group in general, not only Russian students at Liepāja 

University. As she experiences it, when Russians knows and use the Latvian language, then 

she consider them to be as Latvians. The knowledge, or at least an attempt of trying to speak 

Latvian, is in this context a mechanism that makes the minority being included in the majority 

through the boundary expansion strategy. Ilze explains: 

 
”the basic problem with Latvians and Russian is that, there is always this pain in us, that Russians 

never admitted what they did to us [in the Soviet past]. And, that works also in causal everyday 

communication with each other, at some point, because, I’m also doing this when I’m working at the 

bar, and, when the people come, I know that they are Latvians, because they come every day, but they 

speak to me in Russian all, everyday, like again and again, I always answer them in Latvian, because 

I don’t think it’s my job to speak to them in Russian in my country” 
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Ilze describes the communication with barguests at her work in a bar. She knows that they can 

speak Latvian but they still keep talking to her in Russian. Here she experiences the ethnic 

boundary explicit and direct. In this situation the barguests using of the Russian language 

becomes a positioning for the Russian identity and historical discourse. Both the two 

languages functions as symbols for respectively identity and history discourses and the use of 

a language means, in this situation, also positioning in that identity and history discourse 

(Bonnard 2013, Lindqvist 2003, Volkov 2010, Björklund 2003). Thus the barguests using of 

the Russian language becomes a violation of her Latvian identity. However, by insisting on 

answering in Latvian, while the barguests speaks to her in Russian, she counter the violation 

because, as she says, she doesn’t think it’s her job to speak to them in Russian in her country.  

 

The strategy for dealing with the ethnic boundary Ilze uses is contraction. By dividing a 

group in two groups more narrow boundaries can be drawn (Wimmer 2008a). In most of the 

interviews the Russian group is divided in two groups. Those Russians who knows, or at least 

tries to speak, the Latvian language are in one group while those who doesn’t know, or use, 

the Latvian language are in another. As shown on previous pages, those Russians who uses 

the Latvian language are being included into the Latvian majority group through boundary 

expansion. While the others, who as in the above example with Ilzes barguests doesn’t use the 

Latvian language, are being excluded and not considered as members of the Latvian group. 

Also Anita does the same division of the Russian group: 

 
”…I respect people who are trying to speak to me in Latvian, if they are Russian … but if they are not 

trying, then I will not [respect them]“ 

 

By respecting Russians who are trying to speak Latvian with her, Anita expand the boundary 

to include them while she exclude those Russians who are not trying to speak Latvian with 

her, by not respecting them when they talk in the Russian language with her. The language 

also plays a central role in order to identify who is Latvian and who is Russian. Many persons 

who have Russian as their mother-language speaks Latvian, but with a Russian accent. The 

accent becomes an audible attribute which is used to identify who is Latvian and who is 

Russian. Yulia describes how she experiences her Russian accent when she speaks Latvian: 

 
”sometimes on my speech, when I start to speak Latvian, they can also hear that my speech is not so 

clear, like Latvian … my speech is a little bit different” 

 



 

 28 

As a Russian-speaker in the Latvian-speaking majority group, Yulias Russian accent reveals 

her as Russian. Therefore, she experiences herself as different in the majority group. Even 

though she knows the Latvian language, it is in her mother-language Russian that she fully 

and freely can express herself. She explains: 

 
”my family is Russian, so maybe its easy for me actually to talk in Russian, so maybe that is why I’m 

not going friends with the Latvian people. Maybe for me it’s also to talk, in Latvian, it’s for me, its 

not hard, but I don’t like to speak in Latvian, because all my family was always a Russian family” 

 

Yulias experience of the using of the Latvian language as difficult because Latvian is not her 

mother-language. On the one hand, Yulia manage to speak the Latvian language and is 

therefore included in the Latvian majority, in accordance with the expansion strategy. On the 

other hand, she experience that it is hard to speak in Latvian, that Latvian isn’t the language 

she has been brought up with and that, in this context, it is hard for her to get Latvian friends. 

The opposed identity and memory discourses for respectively languages is one way of 

understanding this. Another is communication difficulties aroused from lack of possibility to 

express oneself freely and fully in another language than ones mother-language. The 

quotations above indicates the latter when Yulia describes that it is not hard for her to speak 

the Latvian language, but she doesn’t like it and with her Russian as mother-language in 

mind, she reflects that it is hard for her to actually get friend with Latvians. 

 

A solution to deal with these communicative difficulties is that the Russian-speakers talks in 

Russian and the Latvian-speakers talks in Latvian. Such communication in both of the two 

languages was evident in seven of the nine interviews. When they talk to someone, they can 

do it in their mother-language, be it Latvian or Russian, and the one they are talking with 

replies in the opposite language. They are both using their mother-languages and they 

understand each other, but they speak in two different languages, Latvian and Russian. Yulia 

describes how she sometimes communicates in this way with one of her friends: 

 
”there is interesting between us, cause sometimes I’m talking in Russian but she’s answering in 

Latvian … and it’s very cool actually, so I can talk Russian, and she even says to me sometimes, Oh, 

don’t try to speak Latvian, speak Russian, I will learn maybe something. So, I’m speaking in Russian 

and she’s answering in Latvian. So we can understand each other like this” 
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As Yulia describes this communication, she and her friends’ communication is performed in 

mutual understanding regarding the double language. They both agree in the communication 

and Yulia experience it as positive, friendly and even cool. Thus, the ethnic boundary is being 

expanded through the expansion strategy. Yulia as a minority-member are being included into 

the majority by her Latvian-speaking friend because this friend insists in the double language 

communication. As previously shown, Latvians doesn’t include Russians in the majority if the 

latter insists on speaking in Russian. However, the described double language communication 

is an exception. Yulias Latvian-speaking friend insist in the double language structure of their 

communication and even says that she can learn something of the Russian language by 

hearing Yulia talking to her in Russian. The friendly, accepting and including mode of this 

double language communication makes it a performance of the expansion strategy. On the 

other hand, Kristīne describes a similar double language communication but where the mode 

is negative and exclusive:  

 
”If the person speaks to me in Russian, but he is polite, then I can understand that and I can try to 

reply him in Russian if I know, but if he is rude … then I never reply them [in Russian] cause I will 

speak Latvian and that’s all” 

 

When someone speaks to Kristīne in the Russian language and a rude mode, she will reply in 

Latvian. In this case, as Kristīne describes it, there doesn’t exist any friendly or including 

mutual understanding mode in the communication in the two languages, like Yulia described 

in the previous quotation. Instead Kristīne has a negative and exclusive mode that connects to 

the exclusive contraction strategy for dealing with the ethnic boundary. By insist to keep 

talking in Latvian, even though the Russian-speaking person who she is talking to maybe not 

even understands Latvian, Kristīne is positioning herself with her Latvian identity and history 

discourse. She uses the contraction strategy to divide the Russian group in one group who 

practice the Latvian language and one who doesn’t. When the person who she talks to insists 

on talking in Russian, she places this person in the latter group. Thereby she performs the 

contraction strategy and excludes this person from the Latvian majority group. At the same 

time, this person who talks to her in Russian is positioning him- or herself with the Russian 

identity and history discourse. The person thus also uses the transvaluation strategy to deal 

with the ethnic boundary from his or her side of the boundary. In the transvaluation strategy 

moral and political equality is promoted. The person who insists in speaking Russians with 

Kristīne also insists in, and promotes, his or her equal right to speak Russian. The promotion 
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of the right to use the Russian language is a common trend in the Russian identity discourse 

(Cheskin 2012, 2013). Therefore, in the double-language communication that Kristīne 

described above, the person who insists in speaking the Russian language with Kristīne 

positioning him- or herself in the Russian identity discourse and thereby performs the 

transvaluation strategy to handle the ethnic boundary.   

Social	  closure	  

Even though there are both Russian and Latvian students at Liepāja University, the social 

closure is relatively homogenous and social networks tend to only rarely cross the ethnic 

boundary. While most of the informants have both Latvians and Russians in their social 

networks, close friendship is describe as unusual between the Latvian and the Russian 

informants in this study. The tendency described in the interviews is that Latvians have a 

larger social network with Latvian contacts and friends than Russians, and that Russians have 

a larger social network with Russian contacts and friends than Latvians. Ilze tells that: 

 

“I have some Russian friends, or not like friends but people I know and, they’re really nice and we 

don’t have any problems at our interaction … I’m not showing them my Latvian patriotic feelings, 

and not saying like Yeah I’m so patriotic about my country, the Russians did wrong with us [in the 

past] … but my closest friends they’re not Russians, they’re Latvians” 

 

Ilzes describes that her social network consists of mostly friends from her ethnic group, the 

Latvian. Previous research has shown similar trends. Volkov (2010) suggests the language as 

the factor that divides Latvians and Russians and that the two groups have two social societies 

side by side. That implies a homogenous social closure, which is partly supported by the 

result of this study. The general trend in the interviews is, as the above quotation from the 

interview with Ilze exemplifies, that the informants have some contacts over the ethnic 

boundary but that the close friends are mostly within the same group. At page, 28 previous in 

this chapter, it is discussed how the language is a barrier for Yulia to make friends over the 

ethnic boundary. She further describes this: 

 

”…for me it’s easy to get friend with a Russian, because Russian people will understand me 

more than Latvian. For me it’s not a problem to sit with somebody, you know, like talking 

with some Latvian people, but for me it’s hard to get friends [with Latvians]” 
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As Yulia experience it, she can sit down with somebody who is Latvian and have an informal 

conversation but it is harder for her to actually become friend with a Latvian person. Russians 

understands her more than Latvians, as she describes it. Thus, her close social network will 

consist of mostly other Russian-speakers. Therefore, Volkovs (2010) suggestion is only partly 

supported, since Yulia still experience that she can sit down and talk with Latvians. Further, 

Ieva describes a close friendship over the ethnic boundary. Even though she is the only one 

who has that, this study does not fully agree with Volkovs (2010) suggestion that the Latvian 

and the Russian group are two social societies side by side. The groups interact and 

communicate, but mostly not on a close friendship-level.  

Social	  exclusion	  

As shown earlier, those Russians who speaks, or at least tries to speak, Latvian are being 

included in the Latvian majority group while those who does not speak, or tries to speak, are 

being excluded. Anita describes how she experience confusion and frustration over the 

language use on a bus ride in Riga: 

 
”…sometimes if you are going with public bus in Riga, the Russian people in Russian ”why you are 

not let me sitting there” when the bus is almost, no one is sitting there, and they are not polite, the 

Russian old people. They’re like saying bad stuff in the Russian language about the people in Latvia. 

And in Riga you can hear that more, and if you’re, one time I was going and someone was asking me 

in Russian and, I don’t understand the question, I say like in Latvian can you repeat, and he like 

”why you not speak Russian, you live in Latvia, you need to speak Russian” and I was like ”No I 

need to know Latvian language” and turn around and walk away, because if you live in Latvia you 

need to respect Latvian language and Latvian culture. That’s in my opinion” 

 

The arguing that Anita here describes can be interpreted as a struggle for domination between 

the Latvian and the Russian identity and history discourse. Anita’s describes how someone 

asks her a question in the Russian language. When she replies that she can’t understand, the 

person replies back by questioning why she doesn’t understand the Russian language. As 

Anita finishes this quotation, it is her opinion that Russians need to speak the Latvian 

language. Anita’s opinion in end of this quotation connects to previous research that suggests 

that the Latvian language is a significant symbol for the Latvian nation and culture 

(Björklund, 2003, Lindqvist 2003, Volkov 2010). Anita’s arguing at the bus also implies that 

the Russian person she talks to should, in her opinion, pay respect to the Latvian language. In 
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this context, Anita means paying respect to the Latvian nation and culture by speaking the 

Latvian language and not questioning her knowledge of the Russian language. However, the 

person doesn’t do so but the opposite, and Anita turns around and walks away. Anita’s 

position in this arguing, her statements and turning her back and walk away from the person 

are all articulations of Wimmers (2008a) contraction strategy. By dividing the Russian group 

in two groups and placing the person she argues with in the non-Latvian-speaking-group, the 

person is being denied entrance to inclusion in the Latvian majority group. Because the person 

is not included in the majority group, he is also being socially excluded. Thus, the contraction 

strategy for dealing with the ethnic boundary-making, which indeed is by Wimmer (2008a) 

described as exclusive, is related to the concept of social exclusion. This is implied also when 

Yulia describes an experience of everyday interaction at the university: 

 
”…in the university, there was one guy who was Latvian, and he always like saying that oh, the 

Russians, you are just a Russian, and, you know, but he didn’t know Russians at all, and he always 

like, you know, being mad cause he searched like, oh you are Russian, you like, if you are Russian 

then you are not people, you know, what can you say, you are just Russian, so what can you know, 

you are just Russian. And once I said to him why do you think that I’m Russian, maybe I’m not at all 

Russian, and then he didn’t know what to answer for that” 

 

The guy Yulia describes uses her Russian identity as a reason to harass her. He is being mean 

to her on the basis of her ethnicity. He emphasises the hierarchical order in which the Latvian 

identity is the majority and dominant identity and uses this as ethnic nastiness. Because of the 

ethnic basis in this harass, it too is an example of social exclusion of the Russian group.  

Social exclusion is a process in which individuals or groups are being denied entrance to 

inclusion processes in the social and cultural sphere of the society and being outside everyday 

interaction. Distribution of respect and status include some but exclude others. Social 

exclusion also means being isolated from the institutions that holds citizens together 

(Abrahamson 1995, Allman 2013, Silver 2007). Both above mentioned examples with Anita 

and Yulia connects to these definitions of the concept, the Russian group is in both those 

examples being denied entrance to inclusion processes in the social and culture sphere of the 

majority group in Latvia, and are thus a subject of social exclusion. On the other hand, Māris 

describes a more inclusive attitude in everyday interaction while at the same time 

experiencing a generational difference: 

 



 

 33 

”Actually, I can speak Russian aswell, so, its not a big problem for me, and actually, I don’t care if 

they’re talking to me in Latvian or Russian, doesn’t matter … I think that with the new [young] 

Russian people who are living here, the situation is not so bad at all now, they speak Latvian … but 

the problem is more about he older generation”      

 

As he describes, he doesn’t exclude Russians in everyday interaction on the basis of language 

and he doesn’t exclude the Russian group from the social and cultural sphere in the way Anita 

and Yulia did in the previous examples. However, he reflects that while the young generation 

speaks Latvian, there are still language problems with the older generation. He describes that 

the older Russian generation does not speak the Latvian language to the same extent as the 

younger generation. This generational gap is supported by Priedītes (2005) and Dilans (2009) 

studies. 

An	  emerging	  conflict	  in	  Ukraine	  

During the work with this study, a political conflict started to develop in Ukraine. Because the 

confict is recent and developing by the time of writing, reliable information and knowledge of 

it is hard to find. Much existing information comes from the media and might therefore be 

biased, but the scholarly journal Baltic worlds published a commentary that discusses the 

background to the conflict. In November 2013 the Ukraine government suspended an 

agreement association with the European Union, which resulted in extensive public protests in 

Kiev. A significant issue of the protests considered whether Ukraine should orient towards 

western Europe or Russia. Within a few months the protests developed to a violent conflict 

with police and military interference and many killed victims. As a consequence, the 

Ukrainian and Pro-Russian president fled to Russia in February 2014. In Crimea, a province 

in southern Ukraine, a violent public demand of autonomy and separation from Ukraine 

emerged in early march 2014, supported rhetorically and military by Russia (Kurbatov & 

Marchenko 2014). Early march 2014 was also the time when the last half of the interviews in 

this study was conducted. The Russian military threat and interference in Ukraine, and not 

least the rhetoric behind them, were similar to those the Soviet Union engaged in when they 

conquered Latvia after World War II (see Aarelaid-Tart & Bennich-Björkman 2012, Eglitis 

2002, Zelče 2011). As shown previously the Soviet conquers of Latvia after the World War II 

is central in the Latvian identity and memory discourse. Therefore the confict might be a 

sensitive issue in Latvia, at least for the Latvian group, and that the conflict might cause 

tension between the groups. Ieva draws frightend parallels to the Latvian history: 
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”And now it’s a bit scary, because you know what’s happening in Kiev, in Ukraine and Russia. And 

me and a few friends we are even scared that Russia will, you know, before Russia twice occupied us, 

and we are a bit scared that it will happen [again]” 

 

However, the interviews in this study does not reflect increased distrust or tension between 

the Latvian and Russian group because of the conflict in Ukraine. Jānis explains how he and 

his Russian friends have been discussing the conflict: 

 
“As I said I have some course mates who are Russians and we are discussing these things and 

usually we stay at “These are my opinions and these are your opinions” … like the Russian people I 

know, we are having these discussions more or less like friends, we are not fighting about it” 

 

As Jānis experience, the crisis in Ukraine does create a conflict between him and his Russian 

friends. The same trend is reflected in the interview with Ieva: 

 
”I’ve been discussing this only with my friends, good friends, and they are like half-Russians, and 

they’re like no, this [Latvia] is our home. Maybe they’re speaking Russian, their families are living in 

Russia, like grandmothers or something, but they’re feeling like Latvians, and they said that its better 

here, no matters if its crisis or not, like Latvia is our home” 

 

As Ieva describes, her Russian-speaking friends consider Latvia as their home and that they 

doesn’t want Russia to dominate in Latvia again, they attempt to do in Crimea. Thus, the 

general trend seems to be that the crisis in Ukraine does not start, or increase, a conflict 

between the Latvian and Russian group in Latvia. Rather the Russian group, as reflected in 

the quotation from Ieva above, seems to be loyal with the Latvian nation and does not want 

Russia to dominate in their territory. This is supported by Cheskins (2012) conclusion that the 

Russian group is loyal to the Latvia and several Latvian national symbols. Thus, even though 

it is not clearly said, it can be assumed that the expansion strategy is being performed here. 

The Russian group reflects loyalty with the Latvian nation and both groups seems to be united 

against Russian domination. Therefore, the ethnic boundary is being expanded to include the 

Russian minority into the Latvian majority group.  
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Discussion	  

The aim of this study is to explore Latvian and Russian students’ experiences of division into 

ethnic groups of Latvians and Russians. By using Andreas Wimmers (2008a, 2008b) theory of 

Ethnic boundary-making, this study attempts to answer the question how do students at 

Liepāja University experience the division into ethnic groups? The result of the study suggests 

that the informants experience the division into ethnic groups as important in order to relate to 

each other as either Latvian or Russian. However, the division into a Latvian and a Russian 

group is experienced as discrete and mostly not of particular influence in the students’ social 

interaction in everyday situations. On the other hand, the use of language is shown to awake 

emotions and plays a significant role in the division. In order for the Russian minority group 

to be accepted and included in the Latvian majority group, they need to show sympathy and 

respect to the Latvian nation. By keeping the Russian language on a personal, or family, level 

and use the Latvian language when communicating with Latvians, the Russian group is being 

included in the Latvian majority group. Thus, the groups cognitively exist in the minds of the 

informants but this division into ethnic groups has no radical influence on the experiences of 

everyday interaction apart from the language use. 

 

The division of people into groups of Latvians and Russians proceeds in accordance with 

Wimmers (2008a, 2008b) theory of Ethnic boundary-making. This theory has been proved to 

be a fruitful framework for answering the research question in this study. His definition of 

ethnicity, on the categorical level and social and behavioural level, is reflected in the result 

through the separating of people into a Latvian and a Russian category, or group. Of the five 

strategies for how an actor may react to ethnic boundaries, it is mainly the expansion and 

contraction strategy that gains support. The third strategy, transvaluation, is also supported 

but to a less degree. However, there are almost no support at all for the use of the last two 

strategies, the positional moves and boundary blurring strategies. If for example the Russian 

group would have abandoned the Russian language and only used the Latvian language, that 

would in this context have been a positional move. If for example no cagegorization would 

have been reflected in the interviews, that would have blurred the ethnic boundary. However, 

no such strategies or any other evidence for the positional moves or boundary blurring 

strategies were found in the interviews. 
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The boundary-making theory suggests that which of the strategies that will be used depends 

on four major characteristics of the ethnic boundaries; the political salience of the boundaries, 

social closure, cultural differentiation and the stability of the boundaries. The political 

salience of the boundaries, and dimensions of politicized boundary-making, is influenced by 

the Latvian citizenship legislation and the language policies. Previous research has shown the 

excluding consequences these regulations has for the Russian group. Latvian language 

regulations suggest that the official language is Latvian and that the Russian language should 

have a marginal and private role. Such is also the approach of the informants in the Latvian 

group, while the informants in the Russian group express some scepticism towards that 

approach. However, most of them have adequate knowledge of the Latvian language and 

adjust their language practice to the Latvian language regulations. This influences the social 

closure of the ethnic boundary. The informants have some, but not many, contacts over the 

ethnic boundary, yet close friendships only rarely crosses the boundary. Therefore, the social 

closure of the ethnic boundary is rather tight. On the other hand, the cultural differentiation is 

experienced as low. The experienced differentiation is focused around the language practice. 

As previous research has shown, being Latvian or Russian includes identifying with 

respectively identity and history discourses. These discourses are manifested by the language 

use (Bonnard 2013, Lindqvist 2003, Volkov 2010, Björklund 2003). While there is a certain 

cultural differentiation between the groups, the differentiation is experienced as less 

significant when the Latvian language is practiced. However, when the Russian group insists 

in using the Russian language, the cultural differentiation is more explicitly experienced. Such 

role of the language is supported by Volkovs (2010) and Dilans (2009) studies. Besides the 

language practice, the students do not experience any crucial cultural differentiation between 

the groups. An effect of this might be that the stability of the ethnic boundary is weakening. 

The Latvian informant’s experience that the older Russian generations are less integrated and 

have lower knowledge level of the Latvian language than Russians in their young generation 

have. The young generation has been schooled with the Latvian language and education 

policies, while the older generation was schooled with the Russified Soviet policies. Thus, the 

stability of the ethnic boundary is likely to weaken over time. This trend is supported by 

several studies (Priedīte 2005, Dilans 2009, Cheskin 2012 & 2013).  

  

The result shows that the contraction strategy is used to exclude the Russian group when they 

insist in using the Russian language. There are substantial similarities between the contraction 

strategy and the concept of social exclusion. Thus, there is also support for the social 
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exclusion concept in the result. However, the Ethnic boundary-making theory captures a 

wider range of aspects in the student’s interaction than the concept of social exclusion can 

capture. For example, the social exclusion concept leaves little room for the process in the 

expansion strategy, which is a strategy that can be interpreted as the opposite of social 

exclusion. The expansion strategy is shown to be the most significant of the strategies in this 

study. Not everyone is excluded and as this study shows, an individual can be excluded in one 

situation but included in another. The Ethnic boundary-making theory focus on a bigger 

spectrum of aspects in the experiences of the division into ethnic groups in Latvia. Thus, 

Ethnic boundary-making is a more comprehensive theoretical framework for analysing 

experiences of division into ethnic groups in the context of this study than the social exclusion 

concept is. 

 

To sum up, the phenomenological approach of focusing on actors experiences of division into 

ethnic groups in Post-Soviet Latvia has provided an in-depth insight and understanding of 

what the division into a Latvian and a Russian group means for nine students at Liepāja 

University. A strength of the phenomenological approach is the understanding mode that its 

focus on experiences provides. Understanding is therefore what this study provides, 

interpreted and analysed through the theoretical lens of ethnic boundary-making. The 

understanding, based on original research and primary data collection, that this study provides 

is of how the nine informants at Liepāja university experience the division into ethnic groups, 

which is a central phenomenon in the whole Latvian society. However, this study is not 

quantifiable and cannot be seen as representative for that whole Latvian society. Instead, this 

study provides a focused deeper understanding of experiences of nine students at Liepāja 

University. These informants are a focused excerpt from the Latvian society, an example of 

the social world. This study provides in-depth understanding of how this excerpt experience 

ethnic division into a Latvian and Russian group. It is not generalizeable but a focused case 

with in-depth understanding. However, the composition of informants is overrepresented by 

females and the Latvian group. Of the nine informants, seven are Latvians and two are 

Russians. Therefore, the Latvian group is more influential in the result. This does not mean 

that the Russian group is unrepresented, but the Latvian group influences the result of this 

study more than the Russian group. The study needs to be seen in the light of this limitation. 

 

Orientation for future research could be to continue the focus on experiences of division into 

ethnic groups in a wider Post-Soviet perspective. As all Post-Soviet nations, not only Latvia 
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but also Ukraine has a Russian minority group descending from past Russian dominance. The 

conflict that during this study emerged between Ukraine and Russia might indeed influence 

the relationship between the Ukrainian and the Russian groups in Ukraine. How the conflict 

ends and what consequences it causes is not known by the time of finishing this study. 

However, because the conflict has crucial ethnic incitements, it might seriously influence the 

division into ethnic groups in Ukraine both in a shorter and a longer time perspective. 

Therefore, a phenomenological approach could be fruitful to focus on experiences of the 

ethnic division in Ukraine. In addition, a comparative Case study approach could be fruitful to 

compare ethnic division, and ethnic grouping, in Ukraine with other Post-Soviet nations. To 

understand the conflict in Ukraine, and whatever the consequences of it will be, through the 

Post-Soviet perspective of an ethnic division into a Russian minority and a national majority 

group is increasingly urgent in the context of the conflict. Another orientation for future 

research could be to focus on the double language communication that was found in this 

study. Under which circumstances do the double language communication occur? What 

implications does the double language communication have for the division into ethnic 

groups? To understand this mode of communication in terms of ethnicity in a Post-Soviet 

could be a future research problem. 
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