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DOVILE BUDRYTE 

Democratisation of History ? Remembering Stalinist 
Deportations and Repression in the Baltic States 

A growing body of literature on the politics of memory suggests that socio-political 
changes are likely to be accompanied by different uses of memory. Often memory 
about traumatic events is used to reinforce nationhood and to challenge the political 
structures that contributed to mass suffering. As Benke and Wodak suggested, »de
construction of silence and taboos [related to painful historical events] has a cathartic 
effect if done in a way that leads to more reflection, understanding and moral evalu
ation«'. The key question that democratising societies have to address is how to find 
ways to deconstruct these »silences and taboos« of the past so that public discussions 
of the painful events of the past result in reflection and understanding instead of po
litical polarisation or ethnic segmentation. To gain insight into this question, this es
say revisits the experience of the post-Soviet states of Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia. 

Public remembrance of Stalinist deportations has played a major roie in the con
struction of post-Soviet Baltic identities, especially during the period of national re
vival during the late eighties2• Given the scope of these forced migrations, it is not sur
prising that they became the focal point of public and private commemorations. Ac
cording to the state-supported Lithuanian Genocide and Resistance Research Centre, 
»every third Lithuanian became the victim of Soviet terror«3. Latvia and Estonia ex
perienced similar policies. 

The post-Soviet Baltic states are not unique in their preoccupation with the Stalin
ist deportations and repression. These events play an important role in public mem
ory in other post-Soviet republics. For example, a survey of national history compe
titions conducted in Ukraine and Russia in 2003/04 and 1999 (Russia) found that the 

Gertraud BENKE, Ruth WODAK, Remembering and Forgetting: The Discursive Construction of Gen
erational Memories, in: Mirjana N. DEDAIC, Daniel N. NELSON (eds), At War with Words, Berlin 2003, 
pp 215-244, here p. 221. 

2 I discussed the role of historical memory in the construction of post-Soviet Baltic identities in: Today's 
Politics and Yesterday's Ernbitterrnents: Ethnic Restructuring and Its Aftermath in the Baltic States, in: 
Rainer MÜNZ, Rainer OHLIGER (eds), Diasporas and Ethnic Migrants: Germany, Israel and Post-Soviet 
Successor States in Comparative Perspective, London 2003, pp. 206--210; Coming to Terms with the 
Past: Memories of Displacement and Resistancc in the Baltic States, in: Kenneth CHRISTIE, Robert 
CRIBB (eds), Historical Injustice and Democratic Transition in Eastem Asia and Northern Europe, Lon
don 2002, pp. 118-138; Taming Nationalism? Political Community Building in Post-Soviet Baltic States, 
Aldershot 2005, pp. 179-195. 

3 The Centre for Genocide and Resistance Research in Vilnius, <http://www.genocid.ltlGRTDffremtis/ 
categori.htm> (September 28, 2005). 
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Stalinist deportations and repression were the most popular topic chosen by high 
school studems for their history papers. The same survey found that the Stalinist 
period plays a major role in public discourse and national curricula in Ukraine and 
Russia. Consequently, a comparison of the Baltic cases may help to generate hypo
theses about the forces behind changes in commemorative practices that go beyond 
Baltic national frameworks. 

Theoretically, the essay builds on the concept of the ,.democratisation of history « de
veloped by Eva-Clarita Onken. She conceptualised the ,.democratisation of history« as 
a transition from a stage when society is preoccupied with historical memory to a stage 
when the use of historical memory for politieal purposes has declined4• Onken outlined 
several proeesses assoeiated with the ,.demoeratisation of his tory« in post-Soviet Latvia. 
,.Individualisation« is one aspect of the »democratisation of history«.1t involves getting 
rid of collective categories sueh as »all Latvians were victims« or ,.all Russians were oc
cupiers«. Guilt is analysed in individual, not ethnic terms. When society is undergoing 
the »democratisation of history«, it is likely to include histories of ethnic minorities in 
history textbooks. This is the second dimension of the »democratisation of history«, or 
,.diversifieation«. The third dimension is »aeademisation« as historieal debates enter 
academic journals and disappear from popular mass media. Finally, the »deeentralisa
tion« of history starts to take place as loeal and regional (not only national) histories 
receive attention in academic journals, schools, and individuals5• 

To find out which conditions are neeessary for the start of the ,.democratisation of 
history«, the paper outlines this process in the Baltic states. The first part describes in
stances of publie commemoration related to Stalinist deportations and the beginning 
of the construetion of the communities of suffering in the Soviet Baltic republics. The 
second part focuses on memory struggles as the Stalinist deportations were commem
orated as a ,.Soviet genocide« in independent Baltie states after 1991. 

I. THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE BALTIC NATIONS 
AS »FIGHTING AND SUFFERING HEROES« 

DURING THE SOVIET PERIOD 

The Soviet Baltic history narrative was based on what Vladimir Solonari ealled the 
»basic structure of Soviet discourse on the history of the Soviet Union and its con
stituent republics«6. There were two leading narratives in this discourse. The first nar
rative was about a nation with the same ethnie core. The nation is involved in four 

4 ,.Demoeratisation of history« involves a transition from historiographie nationalism to a more liberal 
historie conseiousness. Eva-Clarita ONKEN, Demokratisierung der Geschichte in Lettland, Hamburg 
2003, p. 226. 

5 ID., Demoeratizing History: Politics of History and Integration of Society in Latvia, presentation at the 
eonference »Reconeiliation, Remembranee, Restorative Justiee«, University of Cape Town (South 
Africa), September 2002. 

6 Vladimir SOLONARI, Narrative, Identity, Stau:: History Teaching in Moldova, in: East European Poli
ties and Societies 2 (2002) pp. 414-445, here p. 416. 



Democratisation of History? Remembering Stalinist Deportations 127 

activities: it originates, suffers (under a foreign yoke), fights (for independence) and 
creates. Throughout these activities, the hero - i.e., the nation - basically remains the 
same. The second narrative was about dass struggle, inspired by Marxist theory. The 
main hero - i.e., the people, or the nation - is the same as in the first narrative, only this 
time the hero is shown as the »toiling and exploited masses« that once again suffers 
from the oppressors, fights for the socialist revolution, and achieves the final victory of 
Soviet power7• 

By and large, official narratives did not have an emotional appeal, but they did cre
ate a long lasting image of a nation as a fighting and suffering hero. The Baltic nation
alist movements during the late eighties (which aimed to re-write his tory and make the 
Soviet rule seem illegitimate) could not get rid of this image. Mart Laar's (who in 1988 
served as achairman of the Estonian Heritage Society and later became a Prime Min
ister of Estonia) image of nationhood in his book on Estonian history is a case in point. 
Laar and his co-authors traced the Estonian struggle for independence from »the stone 
age to the age of the Vikings«8. According to their vision of the Estonian national sto
ry, throughout ages, the Estonian nation suffered under the »yoke of foreigners« 9. Cre
ation of an independent Estonian state during the interwar period was one of the great
est achievements, a fulfilment of the will of the nation. In the mid-eighties, when Gor
bachev came to power and started the process of liberalisation in the former USSR, the 
Estonian nation had a chance to »revive«lo. 

The publications of the popular fronts (nationalist movements) in the three Baltic 
states induded artides about what was described as the Soviet genocide (that is, Sta
linist deportations and repression) of the Baltic nations. In June 1989, »Memento«, the 
Association of the Illegally Repressed in Estonia, published a letter addressed to the 
Estonians around the world arguing that after occupying their country in 1940, the 
Soviet Union started »a systematic physical and spiritual destruction of a small 
Estonian nation«lI. Historian Mart Nutt noted that »on 14 June 1941, from 10,000 to 
22,000 people were sent out from their hornes to Siberia - only because they were 
Estonian«12. The emerging genocide narrative asserting that the Soviet regime was 
killing the Baltic nations was strengthened by numerous memoirs of the former 
deportees that were published and bought in huge numbers duringperestroika. 

Although commemoration of mass deportations was an important part of the Baltic 
nationalist movements during the late eighties and early nineties, vocal non-govern
mental movements such as »Lietuvos Laisves Lyga« (the Lithuanian Freedom League), 
a movement led by dissidents in Lithuania, The Estonian Group for the Publication 

7 Ibid. p. 420. 
8 Man LAAR, Heiki VALK, Lauri VAHTRE, Otcherki istorii estonskogo naroda (Sketches of Estonian Na-

tional History), Tallinn 1992, p. 26. 
9 Ibid. p. 33. 
10 Ibid. p. 220. 
11 Memento, Estontsam vsego mira (To the Estonians of the World), in: Vestnik narodnogo fronta 21 

(1989) p. 1. 
12 Man Nun, Tchto oznatchayut daty 14 i 17 iyunia (What is the Meaning of June 14 and 17), in: Vest

nik narodnogo fronta 21 (1989) p. 1. In fact, not only ethnic Estonians, Latvians, Lithuanians, but also 
the members of other ethnic groups who lived in the Soviet Baltic states were subject to deportation. 
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of the Secret Protocols of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, or Helsinki-86 in Latvia were 
primarily interested in de-Iegitimatising the Soviet regime and making Moscow and 
the rest of the world recognise that the Baltic states were illegally occupied by the 
USSR in 1940. To the members of these groups, making information about the Stalin
ist deportations public was necessary to challenge the official Soviet version of history. 
Other stories - about the independent interwar republics and the secret protocols of 
the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact - also attracted public attention. 

In the late eighties, in Latvia and Lithuania, where Jewish communities historical
ly were larger than in Estonia 13, stories of suffering related to the Holocaust entered 
the public sphere. (Tbe experience of the Holocaust was by and large absent from pub
lic consciousness during the Soviet period.) According to Mavriks Vulfsons, an active 
member of Latvia's popular front, good ethnic relations in independent Latvia had to 
include the acknowledgment that »there were Latvians [this is also applicable to the 
case of Lithuania] who participated actively in the genocide against the J ews« 14. In his 
memoirs, Vulfsons argued that there had to be »adequate memory of the victims of 
both totalitarian regimes [Stalinist Russia and Nazi Germany]«15. 

Yet what would this »adequate memory« entail? During the late eighties, the term 
»genocide« was often used to describe the mass deportations and suffering during the 
Stalinist period. The use of this term suggested that it was appropriate to compare the 
two totalitarian regimes. Finding appropriate ways to commemorate the victims of the 
two regimes became a major challenge during the early stages of independent state
hood. 

11. CHALLENGES TO THE »FIGHTING AND SUFFERING 
HEROES«: MEMORY STRUGGLES AFTER 1991 

According to Vulfsons, in post-Soviet Latvia tensions over historical memory started 
during the national revival period (as early as 1990) when the former members of the 
German Wehrmacht were rehabilitated by the independent Latvian statel6• During the 
German occupation of Latvia (1941-1944), up to 150,000 Latvian men were recruited 
to the Waffen-SS Legion. It is estimated that approximately 80,000 were captured by 
the Soviet army when the Soviet Union re-occupied Latvia in 194417. The captured sol
diers were subject to deportations and repression by the Soviet forces. In his memoirs, 
Vulfsons argued that he and many other members of LatvianJewish community were 

13 According to Misiunas and Taagepera, there may have been approximately 200,000 Jews before the So
viet takeover in 1940 in Lithuania. There were approximately 93,000 Jews in Latvia in 1939. There were 
fewer than 5,000 Jews in Estonia in 1939. Approximately 1,000 remained in Estonia after the Soviets 
were pushed out east by the advancing German army. Romuald MrsIUNAS, Rein TAAGEPERA, The Baltic 
States: Years of Dependence 1940-1990, Berkeley 1993, p. 64. 

14 Mavriks VULFSONS, Nationality Latvian? No, Jewish, Riga 1998, p.l02. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. p. 147. 
17 MrsIUNAS, TAAGEPERA, The Baltic States (see note 13), p. 59. 
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offended by the publications in the post-Soviet Latvian press »which glorified those 
who had fought with the Germans and continued to oppose the Soviet occupation«18. 

On 24 November 1991, tensions over memory were evident during a commem
oration of the largest mass murder of the LatvianJews in 1941. Anatolijs Gorbunovs, 
the leader of the Latvian Popular Front, spoke during this commemoration, attended 
by the Latvian Jewish community. Vulfsons quoted Gorbunovs's speech during this 
ceremony: ,. The Latvian nation in this half century has suffered from Stalinism and 
Fascism, and now it is on the edge of destruction«19. Gorbunovs suggested that both 
Latvians and J ews should be able to evaluate history critically. He encouraged the Jews 
to »look back critically on the role that the previous generation played« during the Bol
shevik revolution and during the beginning of the Soviet occupation in Latvia. His 
comments offended the participants of the ceremony because Gorbunovs, like many 
other politicians during the nationalist revival period, made an explicit connection be
tween the Soviet regime and its crimes (including Stalinist deportations) and Latvia's 
Jews20• Gorbunovs' speech suggested that Latvia's Jews supported the Soviet regime, 
and therefore had at least some responsibility for the crimes of this regime. 

Similar battles over historical memory related to 1940--1941 and the post-war period 
were evident in post-Soviet Lithuania. Discussions of Jewish-Lithuanian relations be
fore and during World War II started during the national revival period during the late 
eighties. In the nineties, the so-called >theory< of »double genocide« became very 
popular in public debates. According to this popular belief, there were two genocides 
in Lithuania between 1940 and 1953. The first one, 1940--1941 and 1944-1953, was 
committed by the Soviets. It included mass deportations and repression. The second 
genocide was committed du ring World War II by the Nazis. Those who embraced this 
perspective argued that the Lithuanian Jews had actively participated in the deporta
tions of Lithuanians, and that Lithuanians had collaborated with the Nazis and par
ticipated in the Holocaust as an act of revenge. (Although some Lithuanian Jews were 
members of the Communist party, they suffered during both regimes. The Stalinist 
deportations and repression were initiated and pursued by the occupying Soviet 
Union, not the local Jews21

.) 

This >theory< was challenged in numerous popular and scholarly articles and books. 
The events of 1940-1941 and the participation of Lithuania's residents in the two oc
cupation regimes were explored in a growing body of scholarly research. There was 
hope that historical research would help to challenge anti-Semitic myths, including the 
>theory<. In spite of numerous academic conferences ab out World War 11, Vulfsons's 
call to construct an »adequate memory« of the Stalinist deportations and repression, 

18 VULFSONS, Nationality Latvian? (see note 14), p. 147. 
19 Ibid. p.150. 
20 Ibid. pp. 150-151. 
21 The name of a famous Lithuanian writer Jonas Mikelinskas became associated with this >theory<. In 19% 

Mikelinskas wrote a controversial and much discussed anicle .. Teise likti nesuprastam, arba Mes ir jie, 
jie ir mes« (The Right to Remain Misunderstood, or We and They, ~hey and We). This article was 
reprinted in a book by Jonas MIKELINSKAS, Kada KODEL taps TODEL: Holokaustas be politikos ir 
komercijos, Vilnius 2004 (When WHY will become BECAUSE: The Holocaust without Politics and 
Business), pp. 12-96. 
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and the crimes committed during the Nazi occupation, remain achalienge in the Baltic 
states. The tendency to view nations as fighting and suffering heroes does not help to 
deal with this challenge. 

Numerous aetors - international organisations and outside aetors (for example, 
Baltie soeieties remember several visits by Efraim Zuroff from the Simon Wiesenthai 
Centre) and local interest groups, such as the organisations uniting former deportees 
and politieal prisoners, have been engaged in construction of an »adequate memory« 
about the two regimes. To eope with these numerous conflieting claims about the »cor
reet« version of the past, in 1998 the Baltie governments initiated international eom
missions to explore the crimes of both totalitarian regimes. The commissions asserted 
that their aim was to »objeetively« explore the crimes against humanity (including Sta
linist deportations and the Holocaust) and co me up with »an internationally accept
ed« version of the erimes conducted by the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany22. Ae
cording to Saulius Suziedelis, a leading Lithuanian American historian, who is a mem
ber of the International Commission for the Evaluation of the Crimes of the Nazi and 
Soviet Occupation Regimes in Lithuania, the Lithuanian Commission was »immedi
ately criticised as an awkwardly unnecessary conflation of the Nazi and Soviet oeeu
pations, acharge that resonated among Israelis and diaspora Jews«23. It appears that 
instead of creating one national memory, creation of the eommissions prompted new 
conflicts over memory. 

Another major conflict over an »adequate memory« of the two regimes and their 
crimes took place in early 2005. Numerous heated debates about World War II and the 
perceived lack of understanding of Stalinist crimes took plaee. These public debates 
were prompted by a question on whether the Baltic presidents should attend the eele
bration of the end of World War II hosted by Russia's President Putin. Those who were 
against the partieipation of the Baltie states in Moscow's ceremonies argued that the 
ehoice was between emaneipation and giving in to Moseow's pressure. »Emancipa
tion« meant leaving the Russian sphere of influenee and drawing the attention of the 
international eommunity to the crimes of the Soviet regime, including Stalinist deport
ations and repression. »Giving in to Moscow's pressure« meant acknowledgment of 
Soviet occupation24. Predictably, the association of the former deportees and political 
prisoners in Lithuania argued against Lithuania's participation in the celebration. The 
assoeiation released an open letter addressed to the »world community«, in which the 
Stalinist deportations were remembered25• 

22 Estonian International Commission for the Investigation of Crimes Against Humanity, 
<http://www.okupatsioon.ee/english! estonian_internationaCcommissio.html> (September 28, 2005). 

23 Saulius SU2IEDELIS, Recent Historical Discourse on Lithuania's Minorities during the Second World 
War, presentation at the Southern Conference on Slavic Studies, Nashville (Tennessee, USA), p. 14. 

24 Ronaldas RACINSKAS, Ar nesuprat~ savo istorijos amzinai liksime vaikai? (Will We Remain Children 
Forever if We Don't Understand Our History?), in: ELTA January 14 (2005). The idea of »emancipa
tion« was weil developed by Leonidas DONSKIS, Aukos meile budeliui, arba Ui k<\lietuviai taip myli 
Rusij<\?, in: Klaipeda February 28 (2005). 

25 Lietuvos Politiniy Kaliniy Ir Tremtiniy S.yunga, The History of World War 11 and Commemoration of 
Victory in Moscow, open letter, Vilnius, February 16 (2005). 
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Tbe opinion poils suggested that Russian minorities and less educated inhabitants 
of rural areas supported the participation of the Baltic leaders in Moscow's event26• The 
necessity to maintain good relations with Russia was often cited by those who argued 
that the Baltic presidents should attend the commemoration of the end of World War 
II in Russia27

• In the end, Latvia's President Vaira Vike-Freiberga decided to accept 
Putin's invitation, arguing that this occasion would help her to push Russia to de
nounce the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact, condemn Stalinist crimes and educate the West 
about the Baltic experience of the Stalinist regime.28 Estonia and Lithuania decided to 
reject the invitation. 

These debates show how difficult it is to come up with aversion of »usable« past 
that could be morally acceptable to most Baltic Russians and non-Russian populations 
in Latvia and Estonia. According to Ieva Gundare from the Museum of Occupation 
in Latvia, many Latvian Russians continue to view commemorations of Stalinist de
portations and criticism of the Soviet regime as being embraced onIy by ethnic Lat
vians29• Furthermore, given conflicting memories of the Soviet past, it is difficult to find 
a way to teach Latvian and Estonian history to the Russian children. »Should we teach 
it in a very diplomatie way so that we don't offend people who belong to a different 
ethnic group? Or should we teach it the way that the Estonians see it?« asked Haap
salu Margus Maiste, a history teacher in Estonia30• Joke van der Leeuw-Roord, Ex
ecutive Director of the European Standing Conference of History Teachers' Associ
ations, who consults the European Council on history teaching and civic education, 
argued that the best way to teach painful history dealing with the Soviet past in Latvia 
and Estonia (the countries with sizable Russian minorities) would be to present sev
eral narratives (which may be conflicting) of the past and let the students evaluate the 
validity of these narratives themselves. According to her, this approach was tried in the 
two Baltic states and was successfupl. 

This approach may work in multi-ethnic classrooms because research suggests that 
the younger generation in democratic societies tends to revolt against one-sidedness 
and silences in historical memory32. The younger generation in post-Soviet Baltic states 
was exposed to stories about a »fighting and suffering hero« constructed during the 
national revival movement as weIl as stories about the Nazi period many of which were 
promoted by international actors. At the same time, this generation Iives in capitalist, 
democratic societies where pleasure and consumption, not past pain, usually is the 

26 SUZIEDELIS, Recent Historical Discourse on Lithuania's Minorities during the Second World War (see 
note 23), p. 2. 

27 For example, see Andrei DEMENKOV, Do 9 maya yest vremya povzroslet (There is Time to Grow Up 
Before May 9), in: (Russian) January 18 (2005). 

28 Latviya nastayivayet na tom, teho Rossiya dolzhna osudit pakt Molotova-Ribbentropa (Latvia is De
manding that Russia Condemns the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact), in: LETA January 14 (2005). 

29 Ibid. 
30 Drug li istoriia? (Is History a Friend?), in: Estoniia September 23 (2003) p. 4. This article was originaI

Iy published in Eesti Paevaleht. 
31 This comment was made during EUSTORY symposium .Commemorating 20th Century Migration in 

National Societies«, Polish Academy of Sciences (Warsaw), 29 January 2005. .. 
32 Gabriele ROSENTHAL (ed.), Der Holocaust in Leben von drei Generationen. Familien von Uberleben

den der Shoa und von Nazi-Tätern, Gießen 1999. 



132 Dovile Budryte 

most common preoccupation. Will this generation continue the process of the »dem
ocratisation of history« which started during the first decade of independent Baltic 
statehood? 

There is some evidence which suggests that the younger generation has lost inter
est in the national meta-narrative about the past sufferings. Although the memoirs of 
the deportees are still published, their numbers are significantly lower than during the 
nationalist period. According to Jura Avizienis, a literary scholar who visited Lithua
nia in 2000, most memoirs of those formerly deported are »framed neither as history 
nor as literature«, and they »flounder in a no-man's land«33. Avizienis told a story 
about her encounter with an undergraduate philology student who »demonstratively 
raised her arms in the air and asked me why I was wasting my time [researching mem
oirs of the formerly deportedJ. The memoirs have no artistic value, she told me«34. 

Some memoirs did become a text which is considered to be part of Lithuania's lit
erature. They are quoted in the textbooks and read in high schools35 . At the same time, 
it appears that the Baltic immigrants residing in North America and the members of 
the Baltic diaspora who re-settled in the Baltic states after the fall of the USSR, are more 
interested in recording and analyzing the experiences of deportees than the residents 
of the Baltic states. In spring 2005, the »Journal of Baltic Studies«, a publication of the 
Association for the Advancement of Baltic Studies, which primarily consists of 
scholars working on Baltic issues that are based in North America and Western 
Europe, published a special issue on Baltic life stories focusing on Stalinist deporta
tions. All but one of the contributors to this issue were based in universities outside of 
the Baltic states. They applied gender analysis to understand the experiences of women 
who went through Stalinist deportations. 

In 2004, a similar gender-sensitive approach to memory about mass deportations 
was undertaken in a collection of articles (»She Who Remembers Survives: Interpreting 
Estonian Women's Post-Soviet Life Stories«) edited by Tiina Kirss, Ene Koresaar, and 
Marju Lauristin and published by Tartu University Press (Estonia). The articles have 
embraced a biographical approach and tried »to build the microstructures of histori
cal and cultural context necessary for comparative work«36. The articles exploring 
women's experiences in the places of deportation and memories about displacement, 
were first presented at a conference in English. The book was also published in Eng
lish. The editors referred to it as part of an »internationallife story project«, and ac
knowledged the leadership of their Finnish colleagues37• This is probably the first sys
tematic attempt to place memory about Stalinist deportations into a broader inter
national framework instead of using nation-centred categories. 

33 Jura AVIZIENIS, Mediated and Unmediated Access to the Past: Assessing the Memoir as Literary Genre, 
in: Journal of Baltic Studies 36 (Spring 2005) p. 42. 

34 Ibid. 
35 For example, see Agne IESMANTAlTE (ed.), Partizanv, politinivkaliniv, tremtiniv kuryba ir atsiliepimai 

(Works and Responses from the Partisans, Political Prisoners, and Deportees), Vilnius 1999. 
36 Tiina KIRSS, Introduction, in: Tiina KIRSS, Ene KORESAAR, Marju LAURISTIN (eds), She Who Remem

bers Survives: Interpreting Estonian Women's Post-Soviet Life Stories, Tanu 2004, pp. 13-18, here p. 13. 
37 Acknowledgements, in: Ibid. p. 7. 
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At the same time, the collection of memoirs of those formerly repressed and de
ported still continue to be part of national memories. State supported institutions still 
support the collection and publication of memoirs as a form of official commemor
ation. In 1999 and 2001 in Estonia, the anniversaries of mass deportations conducted 
in 1941 and 1949 were commemorated with anthologies of deportation life stories. In 
2001, Estonia's President Lennart Meri initiated a collection of life stories of the for
mer deportees by school children38• Similar events (» The Living History« programme) 
were organised by the Lithuanian Genocide and Resistance Research Centre. This 
centre publishes the best essays on the Stalinist repression and deportations written by 
school children. 

A survey of Lithuanian teenagers (aged seventeen and eighteen) conducted in June 
2004 by the Lithuanian Genocide and Resistance Research Center, suggests that the 
younger generation is not moved by official commemorations. Most respondents 
(more than 75 percent) say that they think that it is important to remember the Sta
linist deportations and repression. However, individual stories, trips to the places of 
deportations and repression, but not state-supported official ceremonies, were identi
fied as the most meaningful ways to commemorate the past39• Arecent history essay 
competition held in Latvia with support of the EUSTORY (a project of the German
based Körber foundation) suggests that there is a growing interest in the fate of indi
viduals and family his tory during the Soviet period. According to a Latvian history 
papers competition organiser, the majority of Latvian students (ages 14 to 20) focused 
on the stories of individuals, not collective victimhood. The students were interested 
in finding photographs and reconstructing traditions of their families40

• 

The current »guardians of memories« - state supported research centres and mu
seums - have tried to adjust to the emerging need to make history personaI41. Instead 
of organising mass events commemorating the days of deportation, the agents of mem
ory, such as the Lithuanian Centre for Genocide and Resistance Research, now focus 
on the »personalisation« of memory. The personal items of deportees - rosaries, docu
ments, photographs taken in the places of displacement, letters - are put on display in 
museums, photographed and posted online. The exhibitions in the museums com
memorating the mass deportations try to create a sense of »being there«, experiencing 
living in exile. These developments suggest that the imagery of nation as a »fighting 
and suffering hero« constructed during the Soviet period is changing. As a post-Soviet 
generation enters political and sociallife, it is likely to perpetuate this increasingly 
fashionable individualisation of his tory, which is usually embraced by safe and secure 
capitalist democratic societies. 

38 Rutt HINRIKUS, Ene KORESAAR, ABrief Overview of Life History Collection and Research in Estonia, 
in: KIRSS, KORESAAR, LAURISTlN, She Who Remembers Survives (see note 36), pp. 19-34, here p. 24. 

39 Arvydas ANUSAusKAS,jaunuomenei nereikia oficiali\l mine jime (fhe Youth Is Not Interested in Offi
cial Ceremonies), in: Atgimimas, June 18-24 (2004) pp. 11, 15. 

40 Latvian competition organiser, quoted in Eva-Clarita ONKEN, The Legacy of Parents and Grandpar
ents: How Do Young People in Central and Eastem Europe Reflect on the Communist Past?, in: Mar
rin ROBERTS (ed.), After the Wall: History Teaching in Europe since 1989, Harnburg 2004, pp. 239-248, 
here p. 244. 

41 The phrase ~guardians of memories« was used by Raphael Sassover, film review, in: Bridges 11 
(Spring/Summer 2004)pp. 163-167, here p. 165. 
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III. CONCLUSION: DEMOCRATISATION OF HISTORY 
AS ASERIES OF CONFLICTS 

This article traced the changes in the ways that Stalinist deportations were remembered 
by Baltic societies. During the period of nationalist movements in the late eighties and 
during the early stages of the state building in the nineties, the Baltic societies de
veloped a narrative which focused on the suffering and loss of homeland during the 
Stalinist period and resistance to the Soviet regime. The nation was seen as a »hero«. 
The imagery constructed during the Soviet times was used. Recently this image was 
challenged as other stories of suffering were introduced and individualisation of his
tory became increasingly popular. 

The Baltic case studies suggest that preoccupation with the individual stories does 
not mean that the dilemma on how to find ways to construct an »adequate memory« 
about the Nazi past and the Soviet past was solved. Tensions are likely to emerge in 
the future if the public sphere remains open to different discourses about the past. 
Drawing on the Baltic case studies, the concept of the »democratisation of history « can 
be re-defined as aseries of conflicts which challenge the image of nation as a cohesive 
hero capable of different actions. In the case of the Baltic states, challenges to anational 
story about collective suffering and resistance came from ethnic minorities who want
ed recognition for their stories of suffering. In addition, challenges came from inter
national actors who brought their version of history about World War II. 

The case studies explored in this article underline the importance of state structures. 
Once functioning state institutions are established, they can sponsor international 
commissions, help with academic publications and support alternative accounts of the 
past. During the initial stages of state building, the partial appropriation of painful his
torical memories by the state introduces a sense of security and self-esteem (»our« his
tory is written down; it has made its way into the textbooks and museums). However, 
for democratisation of history to continue, state-supported »guardians of memory« 
(research institutes, commissions, and museums) have to be subject to an ongoing 
scrutiny by international actors. During international encounters (for example, acad
emic conferences, joint research proj ects, common memory work), conflicts occur and 
an on-going revision of the main story is carried out, thus threatening the existence of 
fighting and suffering heroes. 


