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Introduction  
 
The well known American sociologist Amitai Etzioni is one of very few researchers 
to have focused on the sociological examination of celebrations.  One of his books is 
called “We Are What We Celebrate”.  This is a suggestive phrase which encourages 
us to look at holidays and how they are celebrated from different aspects.  On the one 
hand, holidays and celebrations have something important to say about the relevant 
society.  In the context of national holidays, these are issues about a sense of 
community with the state and its population, about loyalty and the various 
manifestations of patriotism.  On the other hand, the visions, planning, organisation 
and celebration of holidays can offer ways of shaping the aforementioned properties 
among members of the public. 

Researchers in Latvia have done very little work in the area of holidays, except for 
research focused on the Latvian Song Festival.1  When it comes to national holidays 
and how they are celebrated, however, there has been no specific research.  Specialists 
have not focused on the celebration of national holidays as a factor which promotes 
civic understanding and national identity.  There are many arguments in the scholarly 
literature about how public celebrations and rituals affect the emergence of common 
value in a society, how they strengthen emotional links.  We know of traditions in 
many countries which relate to the celebration of important holidays.  This is true in 
the United States, Canada, India, Norway and many other countries where national 
holidays are seen as a very important way of forming the sense of a civic community. 

The aim of this study is to offer a thorough analysis of how national holidays are 
celebrated and to reveal the way in which this promotes unity in society.  We also 
seek to reveal those things which limit joy about holidays.  What is it about our 
celebrations which drives some people away, facilitating greater alienation vis-à-vis 
the country and its government?  The study will serve as an informative framework 
for the establishment of conceptual justifications and scenarios for holidays. 

At the centre of the study is research about how four state holidays were celebrated in 
2007.  These were May 1, which is alternatively known as Labour Day, as the date 
when the Latvian Constitutional Convention was assembled in the early days of 
independence after World War I, and the date on which, in 2004, Latvia joined the 
European Union; May 4, the date on which the Soviet Latvian parliament declared the 
reestablishment of Latvian independence in 1990; November 11, which is known as 
Lāčplēša Day and is Latvia’s version of Veteran’s Day; and November 18, the date on 
which the Republic of Latvia was established in 1918.  Researchers observed the way 
in which these holidays were celebrated.  Surveys were conducted among local 
residents, experts were interviewed, and focus groups were set up.  Particular 
attention was focused on how holidays are celebrated in schools.  Observations were 
made, and teachers, principals and students were interviewed. 

                                                 
1   The most important of these studies focused on how the Song Festival influences the emergence of 
national identity.  Certain aspects of national holidays are reviewed in studies focused on ethnic 
integration and tolerance.  See, e.g., Zepa, B., E. Kļave, et al (2004) „Cittautiešu jauniešu integrācija 
Latvijas sabiedrībā izglītības reformas kontekstā” (Integration of Non-Latvian Young People Into 
Latvia’s Society in the Context of Education Reform), Baltic Institute of Social Sciences.  See also 
Zepa, B., L. Krastiņa, et al (2004) „Etniskā tolerance un Latvijas sabiedrības integrācija” (Ethnic 
Tolerance and Integration in Latvian Society), Baltic Institute of Social Sciences. 
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This document consists of an introduction and seven chapters.  The introductory 
section offers a brief review of how holidays are celebrated and of the research 
traditions that have been brought to bear here.  There are also conclusions and 
recommendations that have emerged from the research work. 

The first section of the result analysis, “Celebrations From the Perspective of an 
Observer”, considers the events which are part of holidays, focusing on organisational 
successes and failures, as well as the reaction of participants to what is happening.  
The second section, “Holiday Discourse in Public Speech”, uses discourse analysis to 
discover the most important aspects of such discourse, focusing, too, on the schemes 
of argumentation that are used in such speech.  The third section, “Public Opinion 
About Holiday Proceedings”, looks at the views of local residents vis-à-vis holidays 
in May and November and the things that happen during those holidays.  Post-holiday 
surveys were conducted for this purpose.  The fourth section is “Local Residents on 
National Holidays and Customs of Celebration Therein”, considers the way in which 
local residents interpret national holidays, also analysing the celebrations which are 
habitual during those holidays.  The fifth section, “Celebrating National Holidays at 
School”, focuses on the participants (students, teachers), as well as the events and 
objects of the holiday (preparations, events, speeches, performances, etc.).  The sixth 
section, “Holiday Discourse in the Mass Media” analyses the way in which national 
holidays and related celebrations are reflected in Latvia’s leading Latvian and Russian 
language newspapers, Internet portals and television channels.  Finally, the seventh 
section is “Strategies for Organising National Holidays and an Evaluation of Same”.  
Here the authors focus on the views of experts as to how holidays are organised, how 
they have been celebrated, and what their future prospects might be. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© Baltic Institute of Social Sciences, 2008 5



We.Celebrations.The State                                                                                         2007/2008 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
 

This research makes it possible to review preparations for national holidays and the 
celebration of such holidays as three important components of political processes:  
Investment – process – result.  The foundation for the investment consists of the 
resources and organisational processes that are needed to prepare for the holiday.  The 
process is made up of the events of the holiday themselves – ceremonial speeches, 
ceremonies, concerts, and many other events, some with the participation of the 
audience.  The result is made up of the feelings and emotions which participants glean 
from the holiday (Figure 1). 

The research shows that celebrations of national holidays, the amount of time spent in 
organising the celebrations, and the resources and artistic solutions that are put to use 
reflect the personal sense of organisers vis-à-vis the purpose of the celebrations and 
the extent to which they have emotional feelings about the importance of the holidays.  
The way in which holiday celebrations are organised today indicates efforts to 
diversify holidays and to involve people of various age groups in them.  These efforts 
are hindered by the fact that organisers often do not have a conceptual sense of 
national holidays, their celebration, and the way in which they influence various 
groups in society.  Experts say that concepts are not necessary and that they are 
replaced by existing traditions, but at the same time they also express regret about the 
fact that there is a shortage of new and fresh ideas that would put an end to 
homogeneity in the way in which holidays are celebrated. 

The need for a conceptual framework is evidenced by several facts: 

- People who are responsible for organising celebrations have no clear sense of the 
national holidays.  Some are “forgotten” – May 1, for instance, is the date on 
which the Latvian Constitutional Convention first met, and it is also Labour Day.  
The fact that this has been “forgotten” is clear – there are no elements of 
celebration in Rīga on May 1 to recall the holiday.  The Latvian flag was not 
raised above the front entrance of the building in which the Latvian Saeima 
(parliament) meets on May 1, 2007.  There is also no clear sense of how to 
commemorate the fact that Latvia joined the European Union on that date in 
2004.  Experts and the public at large lack an understanding of the message that 
would be appropriate in terms of the historical sense of each holiday, making it 
possible to celebrate each one in a different and unique way against the 
background of other events.  Sometimes experts rank holidays in terms of their 
importance, doing so in a fairly voluntary way – particular attention is focused on 
some holidays, while the importance of others and the opportunities that are 
associated with that importance are allowed to disappear.  Experts usually insist 
on the importance of celebrating November 18, which is the date on which the 
Republic of Latvia was established in 1918, but not May 4, the date when the 
Soviet Latvian parliament declared the reestablishment of independence in 1990.  
They feel that celebrating May 4 would be an unnecessary repetition.  This 
makes it impossible to establish a completely different holiday format – the two 
dates are at different times of the year, and the way in which they are celebrated 
could be completely different, too. 

- During preparations for holidays, target audiences are not defined.  That is true 
despite the fact that this would inevitably have an effect on all of the other phases 

© Baltic Institute of Social Sciences, 2008 6



We.Celebrations.The State                                                                                         2007/2008 

of preparing for and celebrating holidays.  It would help to decide who would be 
addressed in holiday speeches, to prepare an appropriate concert repertoire, and 
to decide on ways of encouraging local residents to take part. 

 
Figure 1 

Celebration of national holidays as a process of shaping and implementing 
policy 
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- Experts and organisers of holiday celebrations usually talk about the process and 
the events, but not the goals that are associated with the holiday.  This means that 
elements such as the message about the historical sense of the holiday, holiday 
speeches and decorations often fail to satisfy the desired goal, as does the process 
itself.  For instance, an unsuccessful attempt to organise a holiday ritual can 
annoy people and deepen the gap between the government and the public, thus 
making it impossible to establish a sense of community at least on holidays – a 
sense that would help people to rise above their everyday lives in the name of 
national values.  The research shows, however, that this does not happen, and 
precisely because the activities of participants in various events are mechanical, 
there is an absence of any identification of the goals of the holiday. 

- The absence of a conceptual framework also makes it impossible to formulate 
new ideas for the events and artistic solutions of holidays.  There are disputes 
between organisers and artistic performers.  The former complain of a lack of 
ideas, while the latter complain of excessively conservative demand. 

 

The tasks of a concept about holidays 
 
The research that was focused on how national holidays are celebrated shows that a 
concept about holidays should create a clear sense about the goals of the holiday, the 
relevant target audiences, and the historical origins of the holiday.  This would make 
it possible to mark out guidelines as to phases in preparing for a holiday and to 
holiday objects and the organisation of celebrations. 

First of all, when it comes to the objects of the holiday (the holiday message, 
speeches, the presentation of the holiday), it is important to define their symbolic 
meanings and goals so as to enable forecasts as to how they will be received by 
various audiences.  This applies to things such as songs that are to be performed, 
statements that are to be made in holiday speeches, the selection of appropriate 
literary fragments, and the like. 

Second, the goal for the conceptual approach toward a holiday is to identify the 
purpose of content in events which will involve various participants.  For instance, 
there must be a formulation of the missions of an event at which government officials 
will take part.  Similarly, goals and target audiences must be identified when planning 
mass events. 

After the holiday is over, it is necessary to evaluate it from all possible perspectives to 
determine how successfully the relevant tasks have been performed and the extent to 
which that which has been accomplished has helped to satisfy the stated goals.  The 
evaluation can be concluded via a conference which involves organisers, experts, 
analysts, and representatives of relevant NGOs. 

 
State holidays and their message 
 
The research shows fairly differing understandings of various state holidays among 
experts, in the media and among the public at large.  There are different opinions 
about their origins and about whether and how they should be celebrated today.  The 
most vivid example of this is May 1.  That is the date upon which the Latvian 
Constitutional Convention first assembled in the 1920s.  It is also Labour Day, and it 
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is the date upon which Latvia joined the European Union in 2004.  Despite all this, the 
date has never earned much of a response from holiday organisers or local residents.  
There are a few events – a meeting of left wing forces and a footrace.  The Latvian 
media often present the celebration of May 1 with a bit of sarcasm about the efforts of 
supporters of leftist ideology to express their dissatisfaction at social problems in the 
country.  The fact is that media attitudes vis-à-vis May 1 reflect a widely distributed 
discourse about the holiday as such, and this is a discourse in which both 
representatives of the government and members of the public engage.  It seems either 
impossible or unnecessary to change anything here. 

At the same time, it should be noticed that the footrace on May 1 is one of the very 
few national holiday events during the course of the year which attracts many non-
Latvian young people both as organisers and as participants in the race.  Perhaps this 
is a perspective from which May 1 could become a holiday which brings together all 
of the people of Latvia despite the fact that its historical origins are distant and far 
beyond the borders of Latvia.  There has also been the newly created value of 
accession to the European Union, which is an historical fact from the period of 
restored Latvian independence.  The message and organisation of a May 1 holiday 
could be distinguished with fresh ideas and original solutions, as opposed to artificial 
rituals. 

Among members of the public and among experts, November 18 is considered to be 
the most important state holiday, while attitudes toward May 4 are uncertain.  Excuses 
are made – people are busy during the springtime, plus memories of the events of 
May 4, 1990, are so powerful that no holiday is really needed. Among Russian 
speakers, there can be problems in differentiating between November 18 and May 4, 
because national independence was the issue both times.  The level of historical 
knowledge among Russian speakers can be seen not only in terms of different 
interpretations of the historical aspects of November 18, but also of an absence of a 
clear sense of the year in which the events of May 4 and November 18 took place. 

When it comes to Lāčplēša (Veteran’s) Day, experts speak about heroes of the past 
and the present day.  They also tend to merge this date on which the independent 
Latvian state was proclaimed, which is precisely one week later, and that means that 
November 11 is not emphasise as a specific holiday.  Among local residents, 
November 11 is seen as a commemoration of military heroes mostly by ethnic 
Latvians.  Russian speakers often fail to understand even the symbolic purpose of the 
word “Lāčplēsis” in the name of the holiday (Lāčplēsis, which literally translates to 
“Bear-slayer”, is a heroic character in Latvian ethnography). 

The research shows that there are different understandings and interpretations among 
the people of Latvia vis-à-vis important historical events in the country.  It is also true 
that there is a paucity of holiday messages which could bring all of the people of the 
country together, ones that would help to reproduce and uphold myths, legends and 
narratives about the origins of the state and about important historical events in 
Latvia.  This would also help to create an individual “face” for each state holiday. 

The research also shows that local residents want national holidays not only to shape 
an emotionally saturated sense of community togetherness and a unified civic identity 
with strengthening of patriotism, but also, in some cases, that the state holiday 
perform more of a function of entertainment than they currently do. 
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Recommendations

There must be conceptually clear messages about each of the state holidays, and the 
repetition of myths and rituals will help to enshrine those messages in collective 
consciousness so as essentially to establish a unified understanding of the origins of 
the state and of its most important historical events. 

The message of the holiday must emphasise the individual “face” of each specific 
holiday.  It must embody the values which are manifested in the holiday – patriotism 
that is based in ethnic nationalism, as well as patriotism that is based on civic 
responsibility and a sense of belonging – one that would be close and understandable 
to any resident of the country, irrespective of ethnic belonging.  The holiday must also 
be interpreted as pride in achievements, crowned with happy recreation and 
entertainment.  Thus state holidays could strengthen unity in the Latvian nation. 

In order to emphasise the differences between the holidays in May and in November, 
it is important to define clearly the most significant keywords in describing each.  
Such words for May 1 and May 4 could include democracy, dynamism, and 
identification of activities, opportunities and achievements.  For November 11 and 18 
they could be consideration, patriotism, civic belonging and statehood (for more on 
this, see Chapter 7). 

 
Holiday speeches 
Speeches on state holidays are an important element.  They are a component of the 
holiday as a ritual, and the attitudes of individuals toward them will inevitably be 
based on everyday considerations, but also the specific emotions of the holiday.  That 
is why holiday addresses are particularly capable of bringing government officials and 
the public closer together or, alternative, driving them further apart.  Research results 
show that many people in Latvia pay attention to holiday speeches, listen to them and 
evaluate them.  Many people think that the speeches which are presented by senior 
government officials are a holiday ritual without much content, one which does not 
satisfy the primary goal of stirring the audience in an emotional way, of creating a 
sense of celebration, of lifting up the patriotism of local residents, bringing all of the 
people of the country together and establishing stronger links between government 
and the public.  Respondents in the study say that the holiday speeches are more of a 
formality, with weak content and a lack of truth.  They leave the audience apathetic 
and sometimes even create the unintended effect of fomenting public negativism vis-
à-vis the government. 

Analysis of holiday speeches all in all in all indicates that those are more convincing 
which have addressed a clearly defined target audience, those which express an easily 
perceived main idea, and those which are structured so that there is a culmination in 
the speech.  The greatest shortcomings in speeches that have been reviewed include 
elements of “hate speech”2, arguments that have not been carefully considered, as 
well as unclear symbols, images and phraseology which can create wholly unintended 
and unwanted associations for the audience.  It must be stressed in particular here that 
speeches have often revealed that their authors lack an understanding of democracy as 
a political structure.  Sometimes openly undemocratic positions have been taken. 
                                                 
2   The concept of “hate speech” refers to statements and behaviours which call for intolerance or 
violence against an individual or group that is different in terms of ethnicity, religious belonging, 
sexual orientation or other characteristic. 
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It must particularly be stressed that during the celebration of May 4, 2007, not one 
single government official made a direct address to participants, neither at the 
Freedom Monument nor on the 11th November Shoreline. 

Recommendations

When preparing holiday speeches, there should be consultations with specialists who 
can help to make sure that the speech is thorough in terms of content and emotion, 
that the story that is told in the speech is a vivid one. 

In addition to high-ranking state officials, speeches could also be made during holiday 
celebrations (without extending the total amount of time for addresses) by other 
publicly respected individuals, thus making the overall atmosphere of the event more 
dynamic and diverse.  There could even be a public vote on this “spokesperson”. 

 
The appearance of holidays 
Holiday decorations reflect understanding and positions vis-à-vis various state 
holidays.  On May 1, Rīga was decorated with decorations meant for May 4, and 
nothing special suggested that May 1 was a holiday.  Among other facts, no flag was 
raised outside of Parliament. 

The main element of holiday decorations which people notice in their town or cities is 
the Latvian flag, which is hung outside of nearly every building.  Local residents do 
not think, however, that this facilitates the recognisability of any specific holiday, 
because the law provides for the raising of the flag on all state holidays and days of 
commemoration.  Other decorations such as draperies, posters, information stands 
about holiday events, etc., are usually only found in city centres, but not in more 
remote areas. 

Observations at places where holidays are celebrated indicate that the greatest public 
interest is attracted by those things which allow them to participate.  A good example 
is the so-called “Barricades Bus” (May 4, Rīga), which allowed people to learn about 
the barricades that were set up in 1991 to protect key facilities against Soviet attack, 
but also to use a computer to learn the names of those who took part in that process.  
Much response is attracted among participants and observers when candles are lit and 
used to create various images (November 18, Jelgava) or to create a path of light 
(November 18, Kuldīga).  Also of interest are local government initiatives in terms of 
creating images in the town centre (November 18, Liepāja).  Sometimes objects are 
set up on which schoolchildren and other participants can write their messages to 
Latvia (May 4, Rīga).  On November 18 in Rīga, the square around the Freedom 
Monument was the focus of attention all day long.  People came to set down candles, 
watch a film about the Latvian Song and Dance Festival, listen to interviews with 
various people, etc.  All of this helped to create a holiday atmosphere. 

Recommendations

Participants in the research believe that decorations in cities and towns should be set 
up in a more timely way.  There should be a greater diversity of elements and forms, 
decorations should be more easily spotted and more visual.  Various elements of light 
should be used.  Local residents also suggest that objects with national symbols be 
made more easily available, as is done during the World Hockey Championship, for 
instance.  Participants could be involved to a greater extent – small flags or balloons 
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could be handed out to people who move through their town or city during a holiday 
event. 

Experts also believe that modern lighting technologies should be used in decorating 
the urban environment for holiday purposes.  New approaches to the use of traditional 
symbols should be sought out.  That would help to develop holiday decorations as a 
specific area of the arts – one which can synthesise the use of various elements of the 
urban environment in an original way, thus also enhancing interest in the state holiday 
among young people.  Experts insist that the individual nature of holiday decorations 
must be based both on the content of the holiday and on the time of year.  A sense of 
ceremony in November is created both by the fact that it is cold and dark outside, and 
by the fact that traditions related to these holidays have taken deep root.  These are 
holidays which require a “classical” or conservative appearance – national flags 
without any artistic extras to them.  Elements of light and fire can enhance the 
atmosphere by offering an emotional uplifting and a sense of celebration.  May, in 
turn, is a springtime month, and the celebrations of May 4 can involve less traditional 
and more joyous decorations, as well as a merrier set of public events. 

The research showed that the flag as such does not facilitate recognition of specific 
state holidays, because Latvian flags are raised on lots of different occasions.  If the 
Latvian flag is to become a symbol of holidays which activates the sense of 
celebration among local residents, it should be used less often in the everyday sense.  
The system in which it is raised on every commemorative date could be limited. 

The fact that local residents are obliged to raise the flag on state holidays should be 
announced via the media by a specific national institution of governance.  Right now 
the announcement is made by the Rīga City Council, and that, of course, only 
addresses the people of the capital city. 

The fact that holiday decorations tend to be put up only in city centres keeps those 
who live in neighbourhoods from enjoying a sense of the holiday.  On state holidays, 
there should certainly be decorations along all of the main transport roads, at least – 
Brīvības Street all the way to the neighbourhoods of Jugla or Berģi, as well as 
Maskavas Street in Rīga, for instance.  Secondly, decorations should also be set up in 
those places which are the centres of various neighbourhoods. 

 
Holiday events with the participation of government officials 
Observations of holidays of this type that were conducted during this project show 
that such episodes usually involve routine, a formal approach to duties among 
government officials, and weak levels of organisation on the part of those who are 
supposed to organise the event.  That applies to the behaviour of participants, the 
placement and movement of such participants, and the planning of time.  This is 
particularly evident in ceremonies during which flower are laid at the base of the 
Freedom Monument and in other symbolic locations.  The laying down of flowers at 
the Freedom Monument is always supposed to be a ceremonial event which confirms 
the values of state.  The top government officials of the country join ordinary 
residents in this process.  Rarely are these two groups two close to one another, and 
the situation could be used to establish an emotionally saturated sense of togetherness.  
That does not happen, however.  On May 4, for instance, the country’s top officials 
received flowers at one end of the square, carried them to the Freedom Monument, 
laid them down, took their position on the steps that are on the right side of the 
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monument,3 and then soon departed.  There was no culmination to the event, there 
were no holiday speeches, and there was no transfer element between the ceremony 
with the flowers and the jolly concert which was performed by a brass band.  Those 
citizens who had come to the monument with their own flowers were not told that 
they would only be able to lay them down much later, after the concert was over.  
This suggests that planning for the event was shoddy, with no thought about those 
who wanted to lay their own flowers apart from the issue of the security of 
government officials.  The audience were kept behind a barrier under strict police 
supervision.  On November 18, 2007, there was one barrier.  On May 4, there were 
two.  It was just a few years ago that there were no barriers during these ceremonies at 
all.  There is the risk that the barriers may become a symbol of the relationship 
between those who are in government and the people whom they supposedly 
represent, and that will mean an exacerbation of negative emotions which are 
accumulated on an everyday basis. 

A fairly common problem at events where government officials take part is poor 
visibility and audibility from the perspective of ordinary viewers.  That was very clear 
during the November 18 parade of the National Armed Forces on the 11 November 
Shoreline road.  Visibility and audibility were ensured only for government officials 
and their guests up on the podium.  Those who were nearby could see and hear what 
was happening, but those who were more distant, including those who were on the 
river side of the road (most of the viewers) didn’t hear much of anything.  Those who 
were in the rear rows also didn’t see much. 

Recommendations

Because most participants stand in multiple rows, they do not see or hear the way in 
which the president of Latvia accepts the parade.  The entire process can be perceived 
only fragmentarily.  This could be solved by installing large screens which show the 
television broadcast of the event.  The audience also might wish to take part in terms 
of cheering the soldiers who are marching by, and that would be assisted by signs 
which bear the names of the various units and can be carried in the parade.  The 
viewers of the parade gather together on the sides of the 11 November Shoreline road, 
and because there are so many of them, many end up in the grass.  Organisers should 
ensure portable stands where people could sit.  That is a way of showing respect for 
citizens in many countries in the world. 

The president of Latvia usually takes part in events where government officials 
appear.  Often the things which he does are not carefully planned out, and sometimes 
what he says is inaudible.  That was true at the parade of the National Armed Forces 
on November 18.  The president also appears rather uncomfortable in making contacts 
with ordinary people at the conclusion of the ceremony.  Our suggestion is that the 
Presidential Chancellery set up a small team of scriptwriters, directors and producers 
for the president’s appearances at state events.  They would co-ordinate the entire 
process, making sure that the president’s reputation is not damaged by what appears 
to be a sloppy procedure, as was the case during the aforementioned holiday events.  
That would help to create an emotionally positive aura around the president. 

Another problem which probably does little to encourage a sense of celebration 
among many people in Latvia is that the president of Latvia organises a reception for 

                                                 
3   Here and elsewhere the sides of the monument are described from the perspective of facing the 
monument’s frontal facade.  
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local government officials specifically on the anniversary of the proclamation of the 
independent state, i.e., on November 18.  This means that in many cities and towns, 
ceremonial events are organised the day before, on November 17.  Representatives of 
local governments should be among their own people on state holidays.  The president 
could organise his reception after the holiday, not least because that would allow him 
to learn about how the holiday was celebrated in various parts of Latvia. 

The Freedom Monument is the most important public symbol of statehood in Latvia, 
and when events are held there, particular attention must be devoted both to the events 
and to the square in which they are held.  These are issues which must be discussed by 
experts in a timely way.  Observation of the ceremony at which flowers were laid at 
the monument suggested a few ways in which the square could be used more 
rationally.  For instance, the area in front of the monument should be left to the 
people, with stands being set up on both sides of the square.  Government officials 
could then gather at the back of the monument.  They could appear before the people 
when the ceremony begins, moving along the right side of the monument to lay their 
flowers.  Afterward they, too, would sit down on the portable stands – stands which 
would prove to be a continuation of those on which the people are sitting.  If the 
square around the monument were to be organised as an amphitheatre, the event 
would take on the appearance of an heroic performance.  The president’s address 
would be heard by government officials and the people of Latvia in a unified space.  
Then they could all watch a brief programme of performances, and then officials 
could stay in the stands for awhile to watch as the people lay their flowers. 

When there are events in which government officials take part, timing is also of 
importance, and this is not a matter which should be left entirely up to the producers 
of live television broadcasts.  For instance, on November 18 the pause between the 
president’s speech and the start of the fireworks was too short.  Participants had to run 
toward the river, and despite this, many who stayed until the end of the president’s 
address were disappointed that they could only see the very end of the fireworks. 

Observations at the fireworks show that a much greater response in the audience is 
ensured when the fireworks are accompanied by music.  The music, however, should 
be heard far more widely – not just on the right bank, but also the left bank of the 
Daugava River in Rīga.  The Rīga City Council had agreed with Radio Latvia 1 to 
broadcast the music which accompanied the fireworks, but more detailed information 
about such practical opportunities will have to be disseminated in future. 

 
Mass events 
Events for the masses usually fulfil both functions of a state holiday – they are full of 
patriotism and emotion, and they are also entertaining events which reduce tensions. 

The concert which was performed on May 4 on the 11 November Shoreline road, for 
instance, entertained and delighted viewers throughout the day.  During the day, there 
were many families with children, as well as many young people.  In the late evening 
there were more young people and middle-aged people.  Throughout the day, the 
shoreline was full of merriment and a sense of celebration.  The concert programme 
was dynamic and in line with the desires of the audience.  Popular musical groups 
were received with great ovations, and people sang along with them.  The culmination 
of the concert was a performance by choirs and the rock group “Pērkons”.  The 
subsequent fireworks created mass enthusiasm, as they were accompanied by the song 
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“As the Spears Glisten” from the cantata “Letters on the Pavement” by Juris Kulakovs 
and Normunds Beļskis. 

Various public organisations perform an important role in organising certain events.  
For instance, the Daugavas Vanagi (an organisation of World War II veterans) 
organised a mass event on November 11 on the eponymous shoreline road.  It brought 
together people of various age groups.  People lit candles and sang along with 
patriotic songs.  The patriotic and ceremonial mood was enhanced by the 
surroundings, with bonfires, torches and candles.  The various types of light set the 
location of this event apart on the cool and dark November night, pushing aside the 
darkness and allowing people to warm themselves.  This created an unusual 
atmosphere of celebration. 

The fact that most of the participants at the event were ethnic Latvians is easy to 
understand.  The symbols and songs were familiar to Latvians, and patriotism rooted 
in ethnic belonging dominated the mood of the celebration. 

The political party “Everything for Latvia” was evident on the 11 November 
Shoreline road both on November 11 and on November 18.  On the latter day, the 
party organised a torchlight parade, with slogans shouted out to enhance national self-
understanding.  Songs were sung, and the nationalist and patriotic mood at some 
moments threatened to turn into ethnic chauvinism.  The event was a colourful and 
merry march through Old Rīga and to the Freedom Monument.  This was the only 
organised group of people to approach the monument ceremoniously, with flags and 
torches, to await the president’s address.  This suggests that those public organisations 
which are involved in the organising of holiday celebrations should be ones which can 
fire up patriotism primarily on the basis of the sense of civic togetherness and without 
offending other groups in society. 

Our research shows that few local governments tried to encourage co-operation 
between state holiday organisers and non-governmental organisations, but in those 
places where that did happen, the results were usually positive.  The unpopularity of 
such co-operation can be attributed to difficulties in dividing up responsibilities 
among public organisations and local government structures.  There is also the fact 
that many local government territories do not have many public organisations of the 
appropriate type. 

The study showed that when people can take part in the events – sing along, dance at 
concerts, lay flowers, have their picture taken at holiday objects, carry torches or put 
down candles – that usually leads to greater public activity and more in the way of 
positive emotions. 

Recommendations

When asked about how to organise holiday events which would attract greater public 
interest and involvement, respondents spoke about active forms of participation.  For 
instance, units of the National Armed Forces could visit various parts of Latvia with 
demonstrations of their skills, offering local residents to examine military equipment 
and talk to soldiers.  Other respondents suggested that sports events be organised on 
specific holidays.  Respondents said that they would like to take part in torchlight 
parades, visit open air exhibitions, and watch performances with subjects appropriate 
to the relevant holiday.  They would also be happy to take part in events where 
everyone sings together.  The simplest way to involve children is to distribute 
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balloons or flags at holiday events.  This helps with the appearance of the holiday and 
creates a sense of celebration among participants and observers alike. 

Differentiation among different holidays and encouragement of public participation is 
facilitated by the unordinary use of city squares, streets, river banks and parks for 
holiday events. 

 
The results of holidays 
Researchers who focus on holidays argue that state holidays strengthen links between 
a nation and its government structures.  State holiday celebrations bring together 
representatives of government and the people whom they represent, diverting 
attention from social and political conflicts which exist in the country.  Instead there 
is a unifying civic narrative about the origins of the state and the legitimacy of the 
existing order.  If one considers state holiday celebrations in Latvia from this 
perspective, one finds a very different situation.  Contradictions between government 
and the population are exacerbated in the context of such holidays. 

Analysis of what people think about state holidays and the way in which they are 
celebrated shows that the issue of the relationship between the public and the state is 
often brought to the foreground.  Some respondents in the research, in explaining their 
apathetic attitude vis-à-vis state holidays, expressed negative views about how those 
who are in power treat local residents, as manifested in government policy in such 
areas as the economy, social security, employment and ethnic policy.  Also in the 
context of state holidays, respondents brought up the subject of the state’s 
accomplishments, indirectly pointing to a lack of positive discourse insofar as the 
state and its progressive development are concerned.  Third, people said that the 
importance of state holidays is diminished by the attitude which those who are in 
power take toward them.  That is particularly true on May 4, when government 
officials tend to be outside the country, as opposed to being with the people on an 
important holiday.  All of these aspects – the state’s attitude toward citizens and 
holidays, the lack of a positive discourse, and a low level of trust in the government – 
are part of arguments which local residents use in explaining why they do not take 
part in the celebration of state holidays. 

Public alienation from the government is manifested not just in attitudes, but also in 
how holidays are celebrated.  Organisers of state holidays do not address the people 
and individual members of the community to a sufficient degree.  People are not 
asked to become involved.  Instead, holidays are focused mainly on the power elite.  
This means that in the celebration of holidays, there is a gap between the government 
and the participants in the holiday.  It can be said to some extent that two separate 
spaces are created for the celebration of the holiday.  The gap between government 
and the public is also made evident by the fact that many holiday events are closed to 
the public – concerts with a list of invited guests, banquets, receptions, etc.  This 
practice leads local residents to believe that they are not appreciated and that they are 
being shunted aside.  This only strengthens the idea that state holidays are holidays 
for the elite. 

The research shows that the current practice in celebrating holidays does not attract 
non-Latvians to any substantial degree.  Organisers of holidays and the mass media 
often feel that it is only natural that the holidays are focused only on ethnic Latvians.  
State holidays at this time do nothing to create unity among various groups in society.  
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Instead they exacerbate emotional alienation.  This is seen in symbols that are not 
understood, thinking about history that is unclear and leads to various interpretations, 
the continued presence of traditions related to Soviet-era holidays, and dissatisfaction 
with the ethnic policies of the government since the restoration of independence.  It is 
evident that Russian speakers often view state holidays through a negative prism, 
calling them political holidays which mostly split up society.  It is understandable, 
therefore, that when non-Latvians talk about holiday, they tend to place a greater 
emphasis on opportunities for entertainment in the public arena and the enjoyment of 
showy elements at holiday events. 

Recommendations

Analysis of holiday events leads one to conclude that organisers of holidays need 
greater understanding and clarity about those holiday events at which it is possible 
and necessary to promote patriotism that is based on civic responsibility and solidarity 
irrespective of ethnicity, as opposed to those instances in which the atmosphere of the 
celebration creates patriotism that is exclusively rooted in ethnic nationalism. 

 
The organisation of holidays 
Recommendations

State holidays in May and November naturally create opposite poles.  They differ in 
terms of historical and symbolic meaning, as well as in terms of the season of the year 
in which they take place.  The habit of celebrating May 1 and May 4 has not yet taken 
root, it is only just emerging.  Because these are holidays during the light period of the 
year, they could be seen as experimental arenas for new ideas.  They should be 
dynamic celebrations which are saturated with activities and are of interest to different 
groups of society.  The holidays of November 11 and 18, by contrast, take place in the 
darker season of the year, and the traditions related to them are more stable.  These 
latter holidays are very much focused on the past and on consideration thereof. 

When it comes to May 1 as the date on which the Latvian Constitutional Council was 
convened and May 4 as the date when the declaration of independence was 
proclaimed and the Latvian Constitution was reinstated, it would be useful to make 
use of the holidays to strengthen the lawful authority of the state and to emphasise 
democratic values as a force which can unify the public.  The period of time between 
May 1 and May 4 could be seen as constitutional week, and the relevant rituals would 
be closed linked to the Saeima.  The only one who should deliver an official address 
would be the speaker of the Saeima, and that address should be devoted to the 
Constitution and the democratic structure of the state.  The manifestation of 
legislative authority should be presented at the level of the Saeima, and as a 
manifestation of democratic values, it should address the public at large. 

Between November 11 and November 18 there is a second state holiday week, one 
which is more heavily focused on pathos and patriotism. 

The fact that the holidays in May and November naturally shape weeks of holidays 
makes it possible to draft extensive and diverse scenarios for these periods of time so 
that a culmination is reached on May 4 in May and November 18 in November. 

Experience with the celebration of holidays at this time shows that most frequently 
found in local government territories are either sports events for young people or 
outdoor events which have nothing to do with the holiday as such.  May 4 is 
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celebrated to a slightly more specific extent.  Local government most often organise 
holiday concerts.  Experts recommend that these practices be continued on May 4 and 
that this be seen as a spring celebration with sports, outdoor concerts, competitions to 
find the loveliest garden, etc. 

A tradition for the holidays in May could be more extensive road races.  Perhaps these 
could be held in all three Baltic States and serve as a symbol of Baltic unity.  On May 
1, such races could be related to the fact that the three countries simultaneously joined 
the European Union on that date in 2004. 

As preparations for holidays are made, it is of use to ask the public to take part in 
discussions about how events should be organised.  People should be encouraged to 
propose events not just for city centres, but also in the central squares and parks of 
suburbs and neighbourhoods. 

It is also of use to address people from various ethnic groups and asking them to help 
in planning and participation.  It is participation of this type which shapes loyalty and 
a sense of belonging, also creating a greater interest among others in the relevant 
ethnic group. 

 
The presentation of holidays in the mass media 
A comparison of how holidays are discussed in the Latvian language and Russian 
language press in Latvia shows a radical difference.  The Latvian language media 
publish far more materials about holidays both before and after them, also printing 
information about planned holiday events.  In Russian language newspapers, by 
contrast, one usually finds nothing more than a brief mention of events which have 
already occurred.  The events that are planned for holidays are often discussed in a 
very alienated way, as if they were being planned in some other country.  The 
participation of individuals in the holiday is not discussed at all. 

The Latvian language press mostly presents holiday celebrations in a positive light.  
Newspapers typically emphasise unity and patriotism, stressing that representatives of 
various social and age groups take part.  In the Russian language newspapers, there is 
much more information about any negative aspects of the holidays. 

Both the Latvian and the Russian language mass media only present information 
about holiday events in Rīga.  Very seldom are events in other parts of the country 
mentioned. 

There are also substantial differences between Latvian and Russian language Internet 
portals.  Both types use information from the LETA news agency, but the Russian 
language portals rus.delfi and rus.TVnet present it in a far more laconic way or else 
ignore it completely.  This suggests that and understanding of patriotism, Latvia’s 
independence and the historical events related to that independence is not of 
importance to those who consume the Russian language Internet media.  The portals 
present very critical information about state holidays, but they do also make notice of 
and treat positively such symbolically important facts as the president’s address “to 
the entire people of Latvia.” 

Teen magazines hardly mention state holidays at all, and that can be attributed to the 
overall subject matter of such publications – fashion, style, relationships, music, 
movies and celebrities.  There is far less about issues of social and political 
importance. 
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Recommendations

Government institutions such as the Ministry for Education and Science should buy 
space in the youth press to offer information about the historical origins of state 
holidays and to encourage young people to take part in the celebrations. 

Russian language Internet portals should stop the obvious censoring of materials from 
news agencies.  The failure of these portals to publish equally informative materials 
about the historical background of state holidays and the public events which take 
place creates an information gap between those who use Latvian language portals and 
those who use Russian language portals. 

Watching live and recorded television broadcasts is one of the most common ways in 
which people engage passively with state holidays.  Particular attention, therefore, 
must be devoted to the television programme on holidays.  People want there to be 
broadcasts which offer positive emotions, popularise the achievements of Latvia and 
her people and stress the motif of a birthday, as opposed to presenting sad memories 
of the sufferings of the Latvian people over the course of history.  Television 
programmes and Internet portals should also offer a more extensive presentation of 
how holidays are celebrated in Latvia’s regions, because otherwise audiences can get 
the impression that state holidays are celebrated only in Rīga.  This would be of use 
not only to people in the countryside, but also to people in Rīga, because the arena of 
celebration would be expanded, and indirect links would be formed with holiday 
participants in Latvia’s regions. 

Information about state holidays in the mass media should be more noticeable, and it 
should address readers to a greater extent in terms of really encouraging them to take 
part. 

 
Celebrating state holidays in schools 

Research conducted in schools as part of this study show that most celebrate state 
holidays to a greater or lesser extent.  Children in the lower grades tend to be more 
excited about holidays.  The determinant factor in terms of participating in the 
holiday, however, is whether the event is in line with the student’s interests at the 
relevant age group.  Of importance, too, is the ability of the school to step back from 
traditional and routine holiday events.  Teachers must set an example. 

The study shows that children and adolescents experience the greatest emotions when 
they celebrate state holidays with their families, and that confirms that parents must 
take part in the civil raising of their children. 

A survey of students showed that civic nationalism in which the sense of community 
is based on responsibility for environmental protection and obeying the law is the 
cornerstone for creating an understanding of a unified nation among young people of 
various ethnic groups.  For recommendations, see Section 5.6 (p. 98). 
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Celebrating State Holidays:  
Practice and Research in Different Countries 

 
State holidays and days of celebration are very different in various countries of the 
world, and the level of importance attached to such celebrations differs to a great deal, 
as well.  Some holidays are of particular importance in each country.  Most often 
these have to do with the founding of the state, the approval of a constitution, or the 
achievement or restoration of independence.  Other holidays are of a global nature and 
are celebrated in many countries (November 11, May 1 and others). 
November 11 has been declared to be the date on which World War I came to an end 
in 1918.  Veterans are honoured during what is known as Veterans Day4 in the United 
States and as Remembrance Day in Australia,5 Canada,6  and the United Kingdom, 
where the war dead of both world wars are commemorated.  Sometimes the holiday is 
known as Poppy Day.7  This name comes from the poppy plantations which are said 
to have blossomed most colourfully on the fields that had been “tilled” during World 
War I battles.  In some countries, the tradition is to pin an artificial poppy to one’s 
lapel.  The artificial poppies are sold by veterans’ organisations, and the money that is 
earned that way is donated for the care of war veterans (France, New Zealand).  
November 11 is also celebrated as Armistice Day in France, New Zealand and 
elsewhere.  In Latvia, November 11 is known as Lāčplēša Day.  Lāčplēsis, which 
translates to “bear ripper” in English, is a legendary figure from Latvian literature, 
and the holiday in Latvia commemorates the victory of the Latvian armed forces over 
German and Russian forces in 1919.  This victory was of decisive importance in 
strengthening Latvia’s status of statehood. 
Celebrations on May 1 have a wealth of history that is based on very different 
traditions, both religious and political.  In pre-Christian times, Germanic nations 
celebrated the night leading to May 1 as what is known now as Walpurgis Night.  
Indeed, Walpurgis Night is still celebrated in some countries as the start of summer.  
The Roman Catholic Church, for its part, celebrates May 1 as the day of the Blessed 
Virgin Mary. 
Political traditions related to May 1 emerged as a demonstration of worker solidarity 
after a labour riot in Chicago.  May 1 was celebrated as a commemoration of 
participants in the riot who were sentenced to death in 1866, and that is why the 
celebration is often known as the International Day of Labour Solidarity.  Leftist and 
radically leftist parties have used the holiday for their own purposes, and for such 
organisations, May 1 is still a date for labour demonstrations and solidarity among 
Social Democrats.  In many parts of the world, the date was turned into an official 
state holiday so as to reduce the role of leftist political parties in the process.  What 
became known as Labour Day was even celebrated in Nazi Germany.  Despite the 
fact that the origins of a political approach to May 1 are found in the United States, 
the date in that country is no longer one in which leftist workers celebrate.  Since 
                                                 
4   “The History of Veterans Day”.  See: http://www.military.com/veteransday/History.htm.  [Last 
viewed 1 February 2008] 
5   “Remembrance Day”. See: http://www.dva.gov.au/commem./rememb/Rem_day.htm.  [Last viewed 
1 February 2008] 
6   “A Day of Remembrance”.  See http://www.vac-acc.gc.ca/remembers.sub.cfm?source=history/ 
other/remember.  [Last viewed 1 February 2008] 
7   Clarke, S.  “The history of Poppy Day”.  See http://www.rsa.org.nz/.remem/poppy_hist.html.  [Last 
viewed 1 February 2008]  
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1958 it has been known as Loyalty Day, but that is not a popular or even well known 
day of celebration.  Labour Day in America is on the first Monday of September, as is 
the case in Canada.  In both cases, governments initially wished to reduce the 
influence of Socialism in their countries.  May 1 remains a popular and mostly leftist 
holiday in many European countries, as well as in India, China, Russia and elsewhere.  
During the latter decades of the 20th century, there were sometimes riots that were 
initiated by radical leftists.  That was true, for instance, in Germany in the 1980s. 
Governments usually attach the greatest attention to state holidays when they relate to 
independence days and, particularly, when major anniversaries of the year of 
independence roll around.  Celebration of state holidays serves to strengthen national 
identity, encourage solidarity in the community, and strengthen links between the 
nation and the state. 
If we look at important national anniversaries, we can also consider the aspects to 
which organisers and ideologues of state holidays attached the greatest value.  There 
were two countries in the latter half of the 20th century which celebrated their 200th 
anniversary – the United States of America and Australia.  The USA celebrated the 
bicentennial of its Declaration of Independence in 1976, while Australia celebrated 
the 200th anniversary of the date when Europeans first appeared on the continent in 
1988.  In both cases, the strengthening of state identity was of key importance as the 
countries prepared for the holidays.  Lyn Spilman has compared the way in which 
national identity is formed in the two countries, noting that the organisers of 
bicentennial celebrations both in the USA and in Australia assigned themselves the 
task of establishing an “imagined community”.8  This is a term which has been 
circulating since 1983, when Benedict Anderson used it to define a nation.  Anderson 
(1983) wrote that a nation is an “imagined community”, because members of the 
nation actually know only their closest associates.  That means that they must imagine 
the rest of the nation.  It also means the drawing of borders.  Even the most radical 
nationalist will never want a situation in which all of humanity joins his nation.  
Third, these are horizontal links which bind together those who belong to a single 
community.9  The political atmosphere surrounding the US and Australian 
bicentennials actually involved the establishment of this imagined community as the 
main duty of the holiday.  As the United States prepared for the holiday, political 
themes which would unify the nation were selected, focusing attention on democratic 
values as links which bring the nation together and strengthen the national 
community.  In Australia, the main role in strengthening the sense of community was 
assigned to the geographic environment, pointing to Australia’s vast continent and 
harsh natural environs. 
When the USA prepared for the bicentennial of its independence in 1976, it sought to 
strengthen horizontal links in the community by focusing a great deal of attention on 
integrative policies.  Special events were set up for young people, women, and ethnic 
and racial minority groups.  For a full year in advance of the celebration conferences 
were organised for these groups to promote them to take part and to strengthen their 
loyalty toward the nation.10

                                                 
8  Spillman, L. (1994) Imagining Community and Hoping for Recognition: Bicentennial Celebrations in 
1976 and 1988// Qualitative Sociology, Vol. 17(1), Springer, pp. 3-26. 
9   Anderson, B. (1991) Imagined Communities, rev. ed.  London: Verso Books, p. 6. 
10  Spillman, L.  (1994)  Imagining Community and Hoping for Recognition: Bicentennial Celebrations 
in 1976 and 1988 // Qualitative Sociology, Vol. 17(1), Springer , pp.3-26 
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There was a variety of discourses in both countries – the official and national 
discourse and the local discourse in various parts of each country.  The discourse of 
national identity was upheld by the national elite, while apathy and a lack of 
unanimity could be sensed in other strata and groups of society.  Ordinary people used 
the holiday, like any other, for entertainment.  Others celebrated the bicentennial by 
linking it to historical events of a local nature, to their ethnicity or to personal 
motivations.  Still others based their thinking on perhaps unknown or accidental 
motivations.11

It is also worth mentioning instances in which researchers have fairly unanimously 
recognised the achievements which policies related to state holidays have made in 
terms of strengthening a sense of community in a country.  In analysing the 
celebration of India’s 50th anniversary as an independent country in 1997, for 
instance, Srirupa Roy argued that the celebration was focused on constructing and 
legitimating the country’s institutional identity, focusing particularly on the 
relationship between the state and the people of India.  Roy emphasises two things 
which allowed India to form a link between the state and the nation.12  First of all, the 
emphasis in constructing India’s identity was on civic identity, not ethnic belonging.  
Second, by recognising the vast diversity of cultures in India, the state defined its role 
as the only force which can bring everyone together irrespective of such vast ethno-
cultural differences, the only one that could ensure order and stability.  In evaluating 
the celebrations of the 50th anniversary of Indian independence, Roy concluded that 
the organisational approach, the linguistic and discursive techniques that were applied 
and the thematic nature of events all created a static formation which, in the name of 
the national and the identity of statehood pointed to the state’s role, its characteristics 
and its relations.  India’s identity of statehood was perceived from the civic 
perspective – to be an Indian means belonging to the state, not to an ethnic group.  In 
terms of cultural diversity, too, the state is perceived as the only guarantee of stability 
in this diversity.13

Still, the celebration of India’s independence day was not without something that is 
very typical of the modern age – commercialisation of the holiday, with the national 
being presented as an act of consumerism.  There was a slogan – “If we buy India’s 
goods, we can be Indians.”  Commercial advertising made extensive use of symbols 
such as national independence, freedom and Indian identity.  A MasterCard ad, for 
instance, made use of the fact that the independence of India was proclaimed at 
midnight on the night from August 14 to 15, 1947.  The slogan on the credit card:  
“1947: Freedom at midnight.  1997: Freedom 24/7”.  Indian journalists sarcastically 
dubbed this the “commercialisation of patriotism.”14

The big differences in the way in which major state anniversaries are celebrated in the 
United States and India can be attributed to different contexts of culture and values in 
the two countries.  On the basis of repeated comparative research, Ronald Inglehart 
has concluded that in those countries which have been less affected by the wave of 
postmodernism – India among them – traditional values remain strong.  These include 
large families, as well as respect and obeisance in relations with authorities, including 

                                                 
11   Ibid., p. 9. 
12 Roy, S. (2001) Nation and Institution: Commemorating the Fiftieth Anniversary of Indian 
Independence. // Interventions: International Journal of Postcolonial Studies, Vol. 3(2), Routledge, pp. 
251-265. 
13   Ibid. 
14   Ibid., p. 255. 
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the state as an authority.15  That is why one can understand that there are more people 
in India who are proud of their country than there are in Western countries.  Differing 
paces in the transformation of values in different regions and countries of the world 
mean that the resonance of national events can be expected to be different in those 
various parts of the globe. 
In the new post-Soviet democracies, new political regimes had to design holiday 
policies anew.  Researchers have concluded that there are no traditions for the 
effective celebration of state holidays, which means that despite the best intentions, 
events may not yield the desired results.16  People lack trust in the political order, 
there is no clear vision as to national identity, and there is a lack of motivation in 
terms of taking part in the celebration of holidays. 
 
The Investment of State Holidays in a Sense of Community in Society 
 
Studies of holidays offer various theoretical perspectives.  One is based in the 
classical theory of functionalism, and this approach emphasises the inclusion of 
various groups from society in terms of participation in the celebration.  This theory 
also accents the holiday objects – things that are given symbolic importance and 
which become of particular significant in the holiday in helping to establish a sense of 
community in the relevant society.  This theory also analyses confrontations among 
various groups in society when the holiday object is aimed at one part of society, but 
alienates another.  Of note in this regard is the work of the globally distinguished 
American researcher Amitai Etzioni and his students.17

Etzioni bases his thinking on the works of Emile Durkheim, who wrote that everyday 
routine, work and concern for the family weaken social links and beliefs that are held 
in common.  They encourage a centrifugal process in society, a tendency toward 
individualism.  This, according to Durkheim, requires methods which allow 
individuals to feel themselves to be part of a larger whole in society.  Rituals are an 
influential mechanism which can strengthen invisible links in society.  When 
individuals worship or honour the same objects, they gain common experience which 
helps to establish and to strengthen deep emotional links among members of that 
society.  Rituals and objects of worship or honour have no internal value or sense in 
and of themselves.  It is society which awards importance to the objects so that they 
may become cornerstones for integrative rituals which are held in common by the 
people.18

Etzioni has developed Durkheim’s thinking even further.  He has written that under 
the influence of modernisation, individualism and diversity in society, the role of 
holidays is changing and becoming more diverse, as well.  Because of the individuals 
that is typical of contemporary society, argues Etzioni, there is a search for ways in 
which societies can restore themselves as a whole, and holidays are exactly that which 
                                                 
15   Inglehart, R. (1999) Postmodernisation Erodes Respect for Authority, but Increases Support for 
Democracy // Critical Citizens, Vol. 22(3), Oxford University Press, pp. 236-257. 
16   Zorin, A.  Are We Having Fun Yet? Russian Holidays in the Post-Communist Period. // See: 
http://www.stanford.edu/group/Russia20/volumepdf/zorin.pdf.  [Last viewed 1 February 2008] 
17   Etzioni, A. (ed.) (2004).  We Are What We Celebrate: Understanding Holidays and Rituals 
(Papetback). New York: New York University Press, p. 7. 
18   Etzioni, A. (2004) Holidays and rituals: neglected seedbeds of virtue, in We Are What We 
Celebrate: Understanding Holidays and Rituals (Paperback). New York: New York University Press, 
pp.7-8 
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allows links which unify people to be re-established, thus strengthening trust in 
common values and practices.  Etzioni differentiates among holidays – some promote 
unity, whilst others reduce tensions.  He does note, however, that the functions in both 
types of holidays often overlap.19

Among those holidays which shape common values, Etzioni lists those which make 
use of narrative, elements of drama and ceremonies which are directly aimed at 
promoting trust in common values.  Easter is a perfect example of such a holiday – its 
central theme is the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ.  Among holidays which 
reduce tensions, the author lists the New Year, the German Oktoberfest beer festival, 
Mardi Gras for Catholics, the Jewish springtime festival of Purim, etc.  These are 
holidays which allow people to relax – holidays at year’s end or ones which mark the 
change in seasons.  Generally speaking, people can behave more freely, and these are 
holidays which typically offer tolerant attitudes toward behaviours which otherwise 
would be rejected.20  Among Latvian holidays which can be described in that way, 
the foremost is the Summer Solstice festival.  It is also true that the people of Latvia, 
both Latvians and non-Latvians, often seen the Summer Solstice as a holiday which 
people of different ethnic groups celebrate together.  That creates common interests 
and values.21

According to Etzioni, those holidays which bring societies closer together have a 
direct effect on public integration, while those which reduce tensions have an indirect 
effect on it.  The author argues that this creates a fairly substantial risk – that the latter 
type of holiday can act in opposition to public integration and facilitate conflicts 
among various groups in society. 
As they go about their daily business, people tend to forget about common community 
values, but on holidays these emotions are strengthened once again.  That is why state 
holidays – particularly those which relate to the origins of the state or which celebrate 
the anniversary of a date of independence – usually make use of narrative about the 
state’s historical events.  The point is to create collective memory about how the state, 
the power system and the political structure of the state originated.  Collective 
memory forms a link between the past and the present.  The political duty for 
collective memory is to ensure that holiday rituals are used to ensure a fixed 
understanding of the past, to create a foundation for contemporary understanding of 
the state, the power system and its legitimacy, and, in other words, to strengthen links 
between state and nation.  Researchers have argued that the link between state and 
nation can be strengthened in different ways with the help of state holidays.  First of 
all, independence day celebrations construe the official narrative about how the state 
originated.  Mythologies which reconstruct that which once was remind people of 
how the state was originated whilst simultaneously confirming the legitimacy of the 
prevailing social, political and economic order.22  Secondly, a ritualised celebration of 
the commemorative dates of the state helps to mask existing problems and 
contradictions, whether in old or new countries, covering up true socio-political 
                                                 
19   Ibid. ,p.10 
20   Ibid., p. 13. 
21   Zepa, B., Šūpule, I., Kļave, E. and L. Krastiņa (2005). Etnopolitiskā spriedze Latvijā: konflikta 
risinājuma meklējumi (Ethno-political Tensions in Latvia: Seeking a Solution).  Rīga: Baltic Institute 
of Social Sciences, p. 29. 
22   Connerton, P. (1989). How Societies Remember.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  See 
also Sharp, L.A. (2001) Youth, Land and Liberty in Coastal Madagascar: A Children’s Independence 
//Ethnohistory, Vol. 48(1-2), pp. 205-236. 
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concepts with a conceptual and decorative approach to common ideology and/or 
overall harmony.23

Collective memory also strengthens horizontal links in society, facilitating a sense of 
belonging in the nation.  Researchers into the identity of nations, and particularly 
those who represent the primordial approach, argue that collective memory is an 
important element in the emergence of a national identity.  Smith, for instance, has 
written that one of the main elements in a national identity is the set of “common 
myths and memories related to history.”24

At the same time, however, it is known from research25 that there are different 
understandings of history in Latvia among various groups of local residents.  This is 
even true among schoolchildren,26 and it particularly applies to the Soviet occupation 
of Latvia in 1940.  In this context, state holidays should serve as a social agent which 
makes use of stories about important turning points in history so as to promote the 
emergence of a unified collective memory.  There are three historical events in Latvia 
to which a state holiday or date of commemoration is devoted – the proclamation of 
the Latvian state on November 18, 1918, the proclamation of a declaration of 
independence on May 4, 1990, and the victory over enemy forces on November 11, 
1919.  Each of these historical events should serve as a foundation for a contemporary 
story which helps society to develop a unified interpretation of history. 
Representatives of a different tradition in research – those who are known as 
instrumentalists – emphasise national and ethnic belonging as a social construct.  
They make use of elements of culture to emphasise the contextual and malleable 
nature of such belonging (Anderson, 1983; Brass, 1985).  Anderson has argued that a 
nation is always perceived as a set of deep and horizontal links of comradeship among 
its members – the nation is “an imagined political community.”  Brass27 explains that 
politicians have a very important role to play in the manifestation and mobilisation of 
ethnic belonging.  From this perspective, all state holiday events, speeches, 
performances, symbols and patriotic moods can be seen as a resource aimed at 
strengthening the sense of community in a society, both among members of that 
community and in terms of the relationship between nation and state. 
A community of national importance is a nation, and the nation, as a community of 
citizens is the major resource for the state.  National belonging and this sense of 
community, however, cannot be seen as anything that is abstract.  The well known 
theorist Rogers Brubaker has argued that the emergence of a nation is based on the 
principle under which the society is unified.  It can be unified politically, and in that 
case membership is based on citizenship.  Then the issue is civic nationalism.  In 
other cases, however, a society can be brought together on the basis of ethnicity, and 
then it is an example of ethnic nationalism.28  The emergence and interpretation of the 
                                                 
23   Kook, R. (2005) Independence Day Celebrations in Israel, 1952-1998 // National Identities, Vol. 
7(2), Routledge, pp. 151-171. 
24   Smits, E.D. (1997) Nacionālā identitāte. Rīga: AGB, p. 22 (Latvian translation of Smith, A.D.  
National Identity.  Reno: University of Nevada Press , 1993). 
25   Tabuns, A. (ed.) (2001) National, State and Regime Identity in Latvia. Rīga: Baltic Studies Centre. 
26   Zepa, B., Šūpule, I., Kļave, E. and L. Krastiņa (2005). Etnopolitiskā spriedze Latvijā: konflikta 
risinājuma meklējumi (Ethno-political Tensions in Latvia: Seeking a Solution).  Rīga: Baltic Institute 
of Social Sciences, pp. 45 and 48. 
27   Brass, P.R. (ed.) (1985)  Ethnic Groups and the State.  Totowa, NY: Barnes and Noble Books. 
28   Brubaker, R. (1992) Citizenship and Nationhood in France and Germany.  Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, p. 23. 
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nation in Latvia is problematic in that there are no clearly defined principles as to how 
the nation should develop further.  If the principles which Brubaker has defined are 
applied in Latvia, then we see that the concept of ethnic nationalism describes Latvian 
positions and Latvian understanding of the Latvian state quite well.  If we look at 
minority representatives who have obtained Latvian citizenship since the restoration 
of Latvian independence, however, then we see that civic nationalism is more 
understandable to them.29

Other authors30 argue that this separation is useful for theoretical analysis, while in 
practice the two principles which underpin the formation of a nation should not be 
contrasted, because they can co-exist.  Margareta Mary Nikolas31 has indicated that 
the stated dichotomy is more of a theoretical issue, while in practice, civic and ethnic 
nationalism can be seen as partners in co-operation as a nation and a nation state are 
established.  In the case of civic nationalism, people understand that they belong to a 
single community and are subject to a single set of laws.  In civic nationalism, the 
choice of citizenship and of belonging to a certain community is an individual choice.  
In the case of ethnic nationalism, by contrast, one’s belonging to a nation is more of a 
collective issue, because it is determined by one’s ethnic origin, as well as the culture 
and history of the relevant ethnic group.  Latvian political documents do not clearly 
define the principles for establishing the nation, but in practice (i.e., in political party 
programmes and the positions taken by NGO leaders), the two principles co-exist in 
Latvia – both the political and the ethnic.32

It would be useful to think about how these two principles can be included in the 
conceptual framework for celebrating state holidays, because such celebrations truly 
are the right time to reveal the principles of forming the nation which are alongside 
the values of state.  This can be done when determining messages about the history of 
the Latvian state and choosing the objects of celebration (the holiday speeches and 
proclamations).  This means that the civic community should include not just concern 
about Latvian values, which can only be implemented in Latvia, but also the rights 
and obligations of citizens – their political participation and social solidarity, without 
which neither the state nor democracy can survive. 
Discourse analysis allows one to compare the discourse of holidays, as used by 
various groups in society.  These appear in various communications channels, 
whether public or private in nature.  From the perspective of forming a sense of 
community in society, it is important that there be no conflict among the discourses 
which are common in various groups of society, because otherwise the things that are 
planned for a holiday can create alienation, not the strengthening of common values.  
In the context of public integration, the main objects of the holiday are important in 
terms of the meanings which members of the public attach to them.  Has the holiday 
speech addressed each individual?  Have the events been meant for just the elite in 
society, or are they open to each citizen and his or her family?  These are meanings 
which each individual will attach to the objects of the holiday.  If the answer is 
                                                 
29   Zepa, B. (ed.) (2006) Integrācjia: prakse un perspektīvas (Integration: Practice and Prospects).  
Rīga: Baltic Institute of  Social Sciences, p. 7 
30   Dieckhoff, A. (2006).  Nationalism Revisited,  in Dieckhoff, A. and C. Jafrrelot (eds.).  Revisiting 
Nationalism: Theories and Processes.  New York: Palgrave Macmillan, p. 64. 
31   Nikolas, M.M. (1999).  False Opposites in Nationalism: An Examination of the Dichotomy of Civic 
Nationalism and Ethnic Nationalism in Modern Europe.   
See http://www.nationalismproject.org/articles/nikolas/title.html, p. 4. [ Last viewed 25 January 2008] 
32   Zepa, B. (ed.) Integrācija: prakse un perspektīvas, op. cit., pp. 183-216 and 222-250 
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negative, then the selection and presentation of the holiday objects have not achieved 
the expected goals. 
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CELEBRATION OF STATE HOLIDAYS IN LATVIA IN 2007  
 

1.  Celebrations from the perspective of observers 
 
Participatory observation was conducted on state holidays on the basis of the public 
programmes of events that were announced in each case in Rīga and other Latvian 
towns and cities.  Let us now turn to what was noted during these observations of 
what happened on the date when the Constitutional Convention of the Republic of 
Latvia was convened, the date when the independence of the Republic of Latvia was 
proclaimed, the Lāčplēša Day commemoration, and the date on which the Republic of 
Latvia was proclaimed. 
 

1.1. The date when the Constitutional Convention was convened (also 
Labour Day) 

May 1 is a holiday with deep traditions of celebration in Latvia.  Between the two 
world wars, this was a holiday where the concepts of social democracy were 
manifested.  During the Soviet era, May 1 was extensively celebrated as the 
international day of worker solidarity.  The law on state holidays in Latvia now states 
that May 1 is to be observed as the date on which the Latvian Constitutional 
Convention was convened, and also as Labour Day. 

Decorations that were in place in Rīga on May 1 showed that the Latvian capital city 
had, in fact, already prepared for the holiday on May 4 – the date when Soviet Latvia 
proclaimed its independence.  There was no sign or symbol in the design of these 
decorations which suggested anything about May 1.  The concepts of summoning the 
Constitutional Convention and of Labour Day were not heard anywhere.  It must 
particularly be emphasised that the many flagpoles outside the building of Parliament 
were empty. 

Throughout Rīga, there were colourful May 4 posters that were all based on the same 
motif.  They decorated objects that are important in political and cultural life, as well 
as the city’s squares – the Museum of Occupation, the Latvian National Theatre, the 
Daile Theatre, the Latvian National Opera.  Streets (Brīvības and Valdemāra streets, 
for instance) and bridges were decorated with Latvian and European Union flags. 

There were two public events in Rīga on May 1: 
- A meeting organised by the Latvian Socialist Party (LSP) at a place known as 

Grīziņkalns from 11:00 AM to 1:30 PM;  
- A relay race in the streets of Rīga, beginning in Merķeļa Street at noon, with 

awards handed out on the Esplanade at 4:20 PM. 
 

1.1.1. The LSP meeting at Grīziņkalns 
The LSP meeting was held near a monument to the revolution of 1905, but there were 
no holiday decorations other than red balloons, posters LSDSP flags and flowers 
brought along by meeting participants.  Participants had orange and black ribbons of 
Giorgy – a symbol of Victory Day in the USSR. 

Few people took part – some 150 in all, most of them elderly people and pensioners.  
There were fewer young people, but there were a few families with children.  People 
knew one another, they conversed in small groups.  This created the impression that 
the meeting was being attended by supporters and close friends of the LSP.  Older 

© Baltic Institute of Social Sciences, 2008 28



We.Celebrations.The State                                                                                         2007/2008 

people were happy, ceremonious and excited.  They congratulated one another on the 
holiday.  People took pictures.  Adults and children were happy about balloons that 
were passed out.  Some waved little flags with the text “Peace, May, Work” on them 
in Russian. 

Young and middle aged people fell into three groups – journalists (around 20), 
security officers, and representatives of organisations with red ribbons around their 
arms.  Nine police officers watched the event from the sidelines. 

The meeting was opened in Latvian, with a Russian translation.  Subsequent speeches 
were mostly in Russian, with a few in Latvian.  Among the speakers were Rīga City 
Council member Ivans Ivanovs (LSP), a man identified only as “worker Zigurds”, 
Sergejs Žuravļovs from the “political and patriotic alliance Fatherland”, Oļegs 
Dmitrijs from the LSP youth organisation, Alfrēds Rubiks (LSP), and others. 

Most of the speeches were critical in tone.  There were criticisms of social policy (low 
pensions, insufficient indexation of pensions, problems for people living in 
denationalised buildings), of the government (capture of the state, privatisation and 
corruption, raises for civil servants, higher prices), and of major building projects 
such as an acoustic concert hall and a new building for the Latvian National Library.  
Speakers were also critical in discussing modern global processes such as capitalism 
and Latvia’s accession to the European Union.  Many of the texts were quite eloquent:  
“The European Union has brought only misfortune – terrible bureaucracy, pointless 
funds and moral turpitude.”   Two of the speeches were delivered in verse. 

The criticisms of contemporary events and processes in Latvia and the World were 
very reminiscent of another type of discourse at the LSP meeting – nostalgia for 
former Soviet times, with impassioned praise of worker achievements and the way in 
which holidays – May 1 in particular – were celebrated during the Soviet regime. 

The meeting also served as a campaign event, with people being encouraged to vote 
more actively for the LSP, “Harmony Centre” and “For Human Rights in a United 
Latvia” (PCTVL).  Participants were told that these were the parties which defended 
them and other ordinary people like them.  Participants denounced the Estonian 
government for the dismantling and transfer of the Soviet-era “bronze soldier” in 
Tallinn.  At the conclusion of the event, participants were invited to gather again at 
the Victory Monument on May 9.  In conclusion, the song “Comrades, Rise to Your 
Feet” was played on a horn. 

Remembering the “good old Soviet era”, criticising contemporary processes, delight 
at seeing one another once again – those were the main motifs at the meeting at 
Grīziņkalns. 

 
1.1.2. The relay race 
It was on April 16 that the Internet page of the Rīga City Council first presented this 
information:  “The relay race on May 1 is being organised by the Department of 
Education, Youth and Sports of the Rīga City Council, in co-operation with the ‘Rīga’ 
Sports Club.  Each year, this traditional relay race is run by schoolchildren, students, 
representatives of companies and enterprises, teams from various clubs and sports 
veteran’s groups, as well as employees and members of the City Council.  The 
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competition is organised so as to promote a healthy way of life, as well as active 
recreation.”33

The event.  The relay race began at the corner of Brīvības and Merķeļa streets and 
ended at the Esplanade on Brīvības Street, where prizes were awarded.  Start and 
finish signs were green, blue and black, with a skyline of Rīga on them.  The finish 
line had a large gate with the text “FINISH” on it.  There were no holiday decorations 
as such at the start or the finish line.  Advertising for the sponsors of the event – the 
Nike company and the Sportland chain of sporting goods stores – was posted at the 
finish. 

There were certain holiday decorations on the Esplanade – large posters with texts 
related to May 4.  No signs or symbols indicated that May 1 was being celebrated, 
however.  Certain links to the concepts of social democracy were formed by the fact 
that several people were holding red balloons with the party symbol of the Latvian 
Social Democratic Workers Party (LSDSP). 

Before the race began, there were brief addressed by Elmārs Vēbers, director of the 
City Council’s Department of Education, Youth and Sports, Juris Savickis, deputy 
director of the department’s Sports Board, and Jānis Karavaičiks, organiser of the 
race.  Vēbers said that May 1 is a date for demonstrations and conflicts with the police 
in many countries, while Latvia was, for the fourth time, organising a relay race 
instead.  This, he said, is much better than any demonstration, and it shows that the 
city of Rīga, in organising the race, is presenting it as an alternative to traditional 
celebrations of May 1 – celebrations which, according to Vēbers, relate to the 
solidarity of leftist forces and to protests and even riots. 

The event itself had many different races for different age groups, and it was 
organised with precision.  At each place where the baton was passed on, there people 
there to watch what was happening.  Participants demonstrated athletic enthusiasm 
even though it was cold and windy outside.  The event was reminiscent of a sports 
festival – free and open, but well-organised all the same.  Most young people were in 
a good mood, happy and full of athletic competitiveness.  There were some young 
people who did not like the event, were bored, and took part without much 
enthusiasm.  Perhaps that was because of insufficient athletic training – some runners 
were not very fast, they did not know how to pass the baton, and they found it hard to 
recognise their teammates at the places where the baton was to be passed on. 

The Russian language was heard more than the Latvian language during the event, 
because Russian speakers were noisier, were more easily noticed, and were more 
voluble in supporting their friends in the race.  Latvian young people were less likely 
to shout out encouragement to their schoolmates or teammates. 

Interest was attracted by a Nike competition in which questions were asked about the 
sporting goods manufacturer’s history.  Those who answered the most quickly and 
correctly received Nike products.  Cleverness did not hurt – those who won were the 
ones who were closest to the host of the event and, thus, the easiest to hear. 

The entire event was hosted by a single individual whose job it was to inform the 
entire audience about each race that was to begin – its start, its process, its finish, and 
the winners in each case.  He also had to organise the Nike competition and then 
                                                 
33  1. maijā notiks tradicionālais stafetes skrējiens. (The Traditional Relay Race Will be Run on 1 May).  
See http://www.riga.lv/NR/exeres/096AEC36-5694-4C3B-B442-DC82C675181A.htm? 
WBCMODE=PresentationUnpublished. 
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present prizes at the conclusion.  The person spoke freely and informally, addressing 
himself to students and making jokes.  Observation of the process, however, showed 
that the job was too big for just one person.  Sometimes the situation descended into 
chaos and was intolerable to many in the audience.  Excessive attention to the Nike 
competitions left the races themselves rather in the shadows. 

Presentation of awards to the winners was also a problem, because people gathered in 
a tight bunch around the stage, and those who were summoned to receive their prizes 
found it difficult to make their way through the crowd of fans.  It was quite 
impossible for an entire team to get up on the podium, which was pitiably ugly and 
meant for only three people.  This turned the entire process into a mess that could not 
easily be surveyed.  True, that did not have much of an effect on the mood of 
participants, because the event ended quickly with many good wishes and expressions 
of hope that everyone would meet again next year.  Participants suggested that 
football or street-ball matches could be organised next year, too. 

Participants and the audience.  There were between 1,000 and 1,500 participants in 
the relay races, most of them teams from schools in Rīga.  There were many Russian 
speakers in the group.  Also taking part were mixed teams from universities and 
sports clubs.34  There were also teams of sports veterans, representatives of 
organizations, colleagues from companies, and several freely assembled teams.35

 There were many viewers and fans on hand – 200 or 300 at the starting line, many 
along the track, and the largest number, of course, at the awards ceremony.  Those 
who were there said things to suggest that the crowd would have been much larger if 
the day had been less cold and windy.  Many fans were the classmates, friends, sports 
teachers and trainers of those who were running.  Parents were less evident. 

There were very few people of different age groups in the audience.  A few 
pensioners stopped for a few moments to watch what was happening.  There were 
very few middle aged people except for trainers and a few active parents who helped 
sports teachers to organise the students from their schools.  Teachers took good care 
of their students.  They walked from one part of the track to another, looked for their 
students, offered advice and organised the runners. 

The relay race was taped by several Latvian television stations – LTV1, LTV7 and 
LNT.  Other journalists were also on hand.  Security and first aid services were at the 
ready.  There were considerably fewer police officers on duty at the location of the 
race than there had been at the LSP meeting at Grīziņkalns. 

Organisational problems.  First of all, the organisers of the event had problems with 
the microphone from time to time – sometimes it just fell silent. 

Second, the Nike competition which was organised by the host of the event was quite 
chaotic, sometimes overshadowing the race itself.  Those who won Nike prizes were 
those who just happened to be near the host, because it was difficult for the one 
individual to survey and control a crowd of several hundred individuals. 

                                                 
34   The Rīga Technical University, the sports club of the Latvian Academy of Sports Pedagogy, a club 
“Auseklis”, the University of Latvia, and a club called RVS. 
35   Among them were the co-ordinators of the Latvian phase of the World Co-operation Race, the 
Youth Social Democratic Union, the National Armed Forces, the Rīga Police, SIA Sportland, Porter 
Novelli. 
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Third, there was not enough room for the awards ceremony.  The podium for winners 
was neither large nor high enough to raise winners above the crowd and make the 
event more easily surveyed and more respectable. 

Fourth, the fact that just one person ran and commented upon the entire event created 
carelessness and, sometimes, the impression of chaos.  That was particularly true 
during the Nike competition and the awards ceremony for the runners. 

Fifth, there was a lack of security personnel to make sure that runners, audience 
members and competition participants all stayed in their designated zone. 

 
1.2. The date when the Republic of Latvia declared independence 

 
As was mentioned in the description of the May 1 holiday, the decorations that were 
seen were already ones for the commemoration of the declaration of independence on 
May 4.  There were two main themes in the decorations – the national flag as a 
symbol of state, and information about the content of the May 4 holiday – 
proclamation of the declaration of independence.  The colours of the national flag 
were used on the posters.  On one side there was a dynamic drawing, while on the 
other side there was information about the holiday programme.  The decorations were 
in the city centre, near objects of political and cultural importance, as well as in city 
squares. 

There were several major public events related to the May 4 holiday in Rīga: 
- A ceremony to lay flowers at the Freedom Monument, 2:00 PM; 
- A brass band performance at the Freedom Monument, 2:45 PM; 
- A holiday concert on the 11 November Shoreline Road, 1:00 to 11:00 PM; 
- The 2007 Latvian Film Marathon at the “Rīga” cinema, noon to midnight (free 
 admission). 

Researchers also observed public events in Limbaži and Jelgava on May 4. 
 
1.2.1. Laying of flowers and a brass band performance at the Freedom Monument 
There were no decorations or symbols in the vicinity of the Freedom Monument to 
indicate that the May 4 holiday was being celebrated. 

To the right of the monument there was the brass band, while on the left there was a 
raised area for the jury that would later judge a competition among brass bands from 
Latvian schools.  All around the square of the monument, all the way to Basteja 
Boulevard, there were ranks of police, each officer standing a few metres away from 
the next.  This delineated the space in which people, including the state’s highest-
ranking officials, would approach the monument.  People were not allowed to step off 
of the sidewalk.  Those who wanted to lay their own flowers at the monument could 
only do so when the event was finished.  It turned out that this was several hours later. 

The event.  The event began with the arrival of brass bands made up of children and 
adolescents, as well as the brass band of the National Armed Forces.  There was a 
ceremonial changing of the guard at the Freedom Monument.  Merry choir music 
resounded.  Government officials, six in a row, approached the Freedom Monument, 
lay flowers, and proceeded to the right side of the monument, where they took their 
place on the steps.  During this process, there was vocal music in the background, 
although the repertoire was rather chaotic and not at all targeted – drastic folk songs 
intermixing with ceremonial songs such as “I Shall Sing for You, My Fatherland”.  In 
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contrast to the merry and sometimes even silly songs, the faces of government 
officials were tense and unchanging.  The event began to drag out, there was no 
culmination. 

After the government officials had laid their flowers and the national anthem had been 
played, an unidentified woman took the podium and read off a dramatic and patriotic 
text:   

- No mother longs for her children as much as Latvia, the mother of us all, longs 
for hers.  Live where you will, but never say ‘I am at home here, I have found a 
new motherland.’  Because you only have one motherland – the land where you 
were born, the land where your parents and ancestors, generation after 
generation, were born and lived.  Remember Latvia!  Speak these words when 
saying hello and goodbye, speak them whenever you meet your fellow Latvians 
anywhere in the world.  Keep Latvia deeply locked inside your heart, hold it as 
your dearest treasure.  For if you lose Latvia, you will lose yourself, as well. 

This process was followed by the brass band performances – the band of the National 
Armed Forces first, and then the bands of children and young people in a competition 
which represented the culmination of preliminary competitions in Rīga, Jelgava, 
Talsi, Rēzekne and Smiltene.  Government officials drifted away throughout the event 
– some even before the national anthem was played.  Thirty minutes on, only 10 
officials or so were still there. 

After the brass band performances and a dance performance, the police opened up the 
square, and after a two-hour wait, people could approach the Freedom Monument to 
lay their flowers. 

The audience and individuals who wished to lay flowers.  Around the fenced-in 
territories, the audience was forced into a crowd that was several rows deep.  Some 
people were carrying flowers.  People tried to see what was happening, they stood on 
tiptoe to take photographs.  Those in the back could not see because of those in the 
front, and there were no elevated areas from which the sight lines would be better.  
Most of the audience was made up of elderly people, but there were also middle aged 
people, young people, children, and parents with small children.  Older people were 
moved, some had tears in their eyes.  Young people were merry.  They chatted and 
laughed, couples hugged.  Initially there were a few hundred people, but the crowd 
got larger, particularly during the brass band competition.36  The competition gained a 
lively response, and people were in a good mood.  People took photographs and video 
recordings. 

Among those who lay flowers, there were both older and younger people.  Some 
parents taught their children how best to position the flowers.  Pictures were taken 
when the children did so.  Older people lay their flowers with much respect and 
emotion. 

Problems with the event.  The laying down of flowers at the Freedom Monument is 
supposed to be a ceremonial event which testifies to national values.  It is one in 
which the country’s leading government officials take part along with the people of 
Latvia.  This is a situation in which ordinary people are unusually close to those who 
are in government, and this could create an emotionally saturated sense of community 

                                                 
36   There were some 500 people by the time the competition was ongoing. 
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which, in the name of national values, could allow people to rise above the everyday.  
That does not happen, however.  Why? 

First of all, the area around the Freedom Monument was not organised successfully.  
At the front of the monument, the whole long square was off limits to the audience.  
During most of the event, it stood empty, used only for a brief march of 
schoolchildren and for government officials who approached the monument.  Even 
though the square was empty for the rest of the time, the audience had to stand in 
several crowded rows, some of them on the grass.  They had to stand on tiptoe to see 
or photograph anything. 

Second, the people who lay flowers and took part in the event were insufficiently 
organised.  Officials received their flowers at one side of the square, carried them to 
the monument, lay them down, and then took a position on the steps at the right side 
of the monument.  From there, they could not see the brass band performance, and so 
the officials had no choice but to leave one by one.  There was no culmination to the 
process, no holiday address.  There was no logical transfer between the ceremonial 
laying down of flowers and the jolly brass band competition.  Those who had come 
with their own flowers were never told that they would have to wait for several hours 
because of that competition. 

Third, the text that was read out after the flowers were in place was patriotic, but it 
does have to be said that it really, albeit probably not on purpose, addresses those 
citizens of Latvia who are living and working outside the country – they are the ones 
who are called upon by the text to remember Latvia and maintain a sense of belonging 
to it.37  Those people, of course, were not present for the event, and so the text was 
not in line with the genre of a holiday address, one that clearly addresses the target 
audience of those who made certain that they attended the event in the here and now.  
The text was not of much importance for those people who had come to the Freedom 
Monument to lay flowers and to pay their respects to the Latvian state and its efforts 
toward independence.  In the contemporary context, the text can only conjure up 
regret about national policies which have led so many Latvians to leave the country 
altogether. 

It must particularly be emphasised that no government official made a speech at any 
time during the May 4 celebrations – neither at the Freedom Monument, nor on the 11 
November Shoreline road. 

 
1.2.2. The concert on the 11 November Shoreline road 

The concert lasted all day long, from 1:00 PM to approximately 11:00 PM.  There 
were four different parts to the event in terms of content.  The first part was meant for 
children, while the remaining three parts were focused on audiences of various age 
groups. 

Design of the location.  There were Latvian flags on both sides of the 11 November 
Shoreline road, but none on the Stone Bridge.  It may be that the flags on the bridge, 
which had been there on May 1, were taken down because strong winds had damaged 
them.  There were yellow barriers on all sides of the area in which the 11 November 
Shoreline road event took place. 

                                                 
37   The passage comes from an essay which the Latvian author Jānis Jaunsudrabiņš wrote after 
becoming an exile after World War II.  It was called “Remember Latvia”. 
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There were several stands along the shoreline with information about the period of 
time when independence was regained, beginning with 1990 and continuing with 
what happened later.  There were television monitors showing photographs which 
people had sent in – images of various events in life during the previous two decades.  
Because of the light situation, the monitors could really be seen clearly only after 9:00 
PM or so.  Each stand was devoted to two years of history. 

Also there was the so-called Barricade Bus – a yellow “Ikaruss” type bus with 
photographs from the barricades that were set up in early 1991 to protect key Latvian 
buildings against anticipated Soviet attacks.  There was also information about the 
Latvian Barricade Museum.  The bus offered various kinds of information about the 
barricades, including an interactive map of the various locations where they were set 
up.  People could also enter names, surnames and places of residence in a database to 
find people who took part in the barricades.  On screen, there were images from the 
events, along with interviews with the shapers of Latvia’s modern history.  These 
were the most visible activists of the 1990s.  Also in the bus was a roll of white paper 
on which each visitor could write his or her greeting to Latvia. 

There were three screens on stage, two smaller ones at the edges and a larger one at 
the back.  The large screen showed documentary photographs during the concert, 
showing events in Latvia from 1990.  There were photographs of well known 
individuals, as well as ordinary people – some of the images had been sent in, while 
others were photographed right at the concert.  The concert itself was shown on the 
small screens. 

Employees of the Tele2 telecommunications company passed out little flags with the 
Latvian flag on one side and a Tele2 ad (the slogan – “Let’s Celebrate Together!”) on 
the other.  Most of the audience members were carrying such a flag. 

On the Old Rīga side of the 11 November Shoreline road, there were retail tents – 
cafés, bistros, and tables and chairs.  People could buy pastries, sweets, as well as 
warm food and all kinds of drinks.  During the children’s concert, the smell of the 
food created a holiday mood. 

The event.  Between 1:00 and 2:00 PM, it was damp, cloudy and rainy.  The local 
government police and fire-fighters were on duty on the Stone Bridge and along the 
entire length of the shoreline.  Families with children, including some babies in 
carriages, gradually gathered. 

The concert began with performances by youth brass bands, after which the children’s 
pop groups “Dzeguzīte” and “Momo”, as well as several choirs, performed.  The hosts 
of the concert were Kristīne and Uģis, and they carried out their duties attractively 
and with understanding.  In talking about the importance of the state holiday, they 
spoke in a friendly way directly to the children as the main participants in the event.  
The hosts were skilful throughout the concert, helping to uphold the holiday mood, 
calling on people to enjoy the performances despite the rain and the wind.  Also, from 
time to time, the hosts addressed those who were watching on television and asked 
them to come down to the banks of the Daugava to join in the celebration. 

By 3:00 PM, when the next part of the concert began, the weather had improved, and 
the sun was shining.  On the programme – the children’s pop group “Knīpas un 
knauķi”, an ethnographic orchestra, “Patina”, led by Valts Pūce, a group of drums and 
bagpipes, “Auļi”, and the “post-folklore” group “Iļģi.”  On the screens at the sides of 
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the stage, there were regular presentations of advertising for the organisers of the 
event and its supporters – “Rīga: City of Inspiration”, “Tele2” and “Cēsis Beer”. 

The part of the concert which began at 6:00 PM was led off by a band called “Ēnas”.  
Other performers included “Atro’n’out”, Dons, Ozols, “Dzelzs vilks”, “re:public”, 
“H2O”, “Autobuss debesīs” and a series of choirs.  Young people became more 
active, and many danced in front of the stage.  The historical photographs on the big 
screen at the back of the stage were replaced by Tele2 advertising, followed by 
images that had been photographed during the day in the Tele2 tent.  Occasionally the 
hosts of the evening announced the results of a World Ice Hockey Championship 
game in which Latvia was playing.  After the first goal (at around 7:45 PM), the 
audience were invited to conduct a “wave”, and there were several attempts at this.  
Each of the groups on stage congratulated the audience on the state holidays.  At 
around 10:10 PM, a member of the “Dzelzs vilks” band read out greetings from 
Latvian President Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga. 

“Autobuss debesīs” took the stage around 9:30.  Now the big screen was once again 
showing images from recent history.  By the time the “Autobuss debesīs” 
performance was drawing to a close, most of the audience were singing along and 
swaying to the music.  The songs on stage became more and more patriotic. 

The final part of the concert, which began at 9:30 began, featured “Pērkons”, as well 
as eight choirs – “Austrums”, “Balsis”, Fortius”, “Juventus”, “Kamēr…”,. “Mūza”, 
Sonore” and “Ave Sol”.  The choir performance began around 10:05 PM, and from 
the very beginning members of the audience called out requests for songs such as 
“Song, With What Do You Begin?” and “Sun, Thunder, Daugava”. 

The fireworks began at 10:40 PM and lasted for approximately 10 minutes.  Scenes 
from the adoption of the Latvian declaration of independence were shown on screen, 
and the orchestra played an accompaniment to the fireworks.  The choir sang the song 
“As the Spears Glisten” from the cantata “Letters on the Pavement” by Juris Kulakovs 
and Normunds Beļskis.  The premiere of the cantata had been staged two years earlier 
in memory of those who fell victim to attacks during the barricade period.  After the 
fireworks, the choir continued to sing. 

The fireworks were fine, they could be seen equally well on both sides of the Daugava 
River.  The only shortcoming was that the musical accompaniment could not be heard 
on the Left Bank, and so the audience could not understand why the fireworks 
sometimes were paused – it was because of the accompaniment. 

Participants.  Audience members, organisers and even the police were jubilant.  
Many sang along with children’s songs and swayed to the music.  There was certainly 
an atmosphere of celebration.  Traffic police officers dressed as a cat and a beaver 
talked to children on the shoreline, and that only enhanced the holiday feeling.  People 
were happy, and that was particularly true of children and their relatives.  The 
audience at the shoreline gradually increased, and more and more people crowded 
around the stage.  Families with children were joined by teenagers, young couples, 
people in their 30s (some without children), but few older people.  Most of the elderly 
people who were there were grandparents of performers.  One mostly heard people 
speaking Latvian. 

Dressed in bright yellow, Tele2 employee were very active.  They went up and down 
the 11 November Shoreline road, asking parents to bring their children over for a 
photograph and passing out flags.  There was a merry crowd outside the Tele2 tent 
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where the photographs were being taken.  Children and their parents were delighted to 
take interesting photographs at no charge.  People in the tent offered drawings on 
faces, and this was a delight for young and old alike.  The drawings were of the 
Latvian flag in various forms, as well as the noses and moustaches of animals. 

By 3:00 PM, when the next part of the concert began, one could see children’s 
carriages to which flags and ribbons in the colours of the national flag had been 
attached.  Some young people were wearing ice hockey jerseys in the national colours 
(Latvia was playing a decisive game in the World Ice Hockey Championship that 
afternoon).  Some children and young people also wore shawls or caps in the colours 
of the flag.  Some young people had the red-white-red flag drawn on their faces in the 
shape of a heart. 

People appeared to be in a good mood, and it was clear that the concert created a 
sense of celebration.  Children danced.  Young people gathered in small groups at the 
stage, some sat in the grass, others visited the open air cafés.  All age groups were 
present, as was the case with the performers.  True, there were fewer old people.  The 
Traffic Police organised little competitions for children, asking them various 
questions. 

By 6:00 PM, the audience had grown considerably larger, including families with 
children, babies in carriages, many young people, and fewer older folks – those who 
did come mostly came in pairs.  There were émigré Latvians, as well as tourists, who 
kept a bit away from the crowd.  With each new performer, the group became more 
active, dancing and singing along with popular songs and waving their Tele2 flags.  
They also sang along with advertising that was shown while the bands replaced each 
other on stage.  That was particularly true of the “Cēsis Beer” advertisement.  Some 
young people even danced to it. 

By 8:30, the shoreline was full of people all the way back to the Barricade Bus.  
Young people (some of them with some alcohol inside them) gathered more and more 
tightly around the stage.  The hockey game was over, and hockey fans began to turn 
up – many of them already warmed up.  Interestingly, the police had earlier written 
tickets for young people who were carrying an open can of beer but were not drunk, 
and the police, according to observers, had been particularly “finicky” in relations to 
Russian young people.  Now, however, they were nowhere to be seen.  A group of 
young people wrapped in a Latvian flag who constantly bellowed the words “I will rip 
off the head of a Russian for my fatherland”.  During this hour long “performance”, 
they were not chastised by anyone in the audience or anyone who was in authority. 

Once the choirs appeared on stage, the group in front of the stage changed somewhat.  
Some school age young people began to drift away, and middle aged people took their 
place in front of the stage.  “Pērkons” took the stage around 10:25 PM, attracting the 
loudest ovations.  Nearly everyone sang along, danced along and cheered. 

After the fireworks, some people remained at the stage, singing along with the choir.  
Most of the audience was gone by 11:00 PM, but there were a few groups of young 
people yelling “Latvia! Latvia!”  The shoreline was covered with empty bottles, 
cigarette butts, scraps of flags, etc. 

Evaluation of the concert.  All in all, the May 4 concert on 11 November Shoreline 
road was a success, starting with the daytime programme, which attracted many 
families, children and adolescents, and ending with the late evening programme, when 
young people and middle aged people had a greater presence.  Throughout the day, 
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there was much merriment and celebration on the shoreline, and even the rain at the 
beginning of the event could not spoil that.  The information stands, and particularly 
the Barricade Bus, attracted a great deal of attention. 

The concert programme was dynamic and in line with the desires of the audience.  As 
the evening progressed, people became more active in response to the music.  Cheers 
and singing along were common, with people loving their popular bands.  The 
culmination of the concert was the performance by “Pērkons” and the choirs.  
Immediately after that, there were fireworks, with the lovely musical accompaniment 
that was “As the Spears Glisten” from the cantata “Letters on the Pavement” by Juris 
Kulakovs and Normunds Beļskis.  The text of the song is wise and aimed at the 
future.  It created much rejoicing and was a fantastic conclusion to the holiday 
concert.  The song represents a rephrasing of a song that was once sung by the 
Latvian Riflemen of World War I, and it has been a great success in confirming how 
important a creative approach really is. 

 
1.2.3. Holiday decorations and events in other cities in Latvia 
Limbaži.  The only decorations in town were five Latvian flags (usually there is just 
one) in the green area in front of the City Council building.  There were two cultural 
events in Limbaži on May 4 – a performance of the “Sakta” folk dance ensemble in 
honour of its 60th anniversary, and a performance by the Limbaži Theatre. 

Many people in Limbaži have danced in “Sakta”, and it went without saying that the 
hall in which the performance was held was full to the rafters.  The 60th anniversary 
performance lovingly addressed the audience both with the folk dances and with the 
comments of the evening’s hostess about the importance of dancing throughout an 
individual’s life.  The only link to May 4 as such was perhaps that the dances in the 
first part of the concert were serious and with patriotic references to Latvia.  
Otherwise the holiday was completely unnoticeable in terms of the decorations in the 
hall and in the things which the hostess said. 

The folk dance anniversary performance on May 4 (and similar cultural and 
entertainment events in other cities in Latvia) showed that different traditions are 
emerging in Latvia as to how to celebrate the anniversary of the declaration of 
independence. Cultural and entertainment events on this date involve local residents 
in an event which they can all share, and that may be a way of creating a sense of 
community and celebration among people. 

Jelgava.  The only decorations were on building façades, although the flags of Latvia, 
Jelgava and the European Union were on poles in the city centre.  There were no 
flowers at the monument to Latvia’s first president, Jānis Čakste. 

On May 4, in the morning, an exhibition and sale of plants opened up in the park of 
the Jelgava Castle – plants, seedlings, gardening equipment and some food were on 
sale.  Someone was selling towels.  Most of the buyers were of middle age.  Nearly 
everyone who spent time in the park came away with something – some flowers, a 
fruit tree or some other plant. 

A restaurant called “Tami-Tami” organised an independence celebration for children.  
There were performances by children’s and young people’s musical groups, along 
with various other attractions.  Some 50 people took part – children, teenagers and 
parents. 
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1.3. Lāčplēša Day 
 
Decorations in the capital city on November 11 were clearly meant not just for 
Lāčplēša Day, but also for the anniversary of the state’s proclamation one week later.  
The decorations were all based on a single motif – posters with flowing national flags 
were put up at locations of political and cultural importance, as well as in the city’s 
squares.  Major decorated buildings included the Latvian Occupation Museum, the 
Latvian National Theatre and the Latvian National Opera.  The decorations this time 
were less lively and noticeable than had been the case on May 4.  Only one side of the 
Latvian National Theatre had been decorated, and the holiday poster was put up 
entirely behind the Latvian National Opera. 

There were several public events on Lāčplēša Day in Rīga: 
- A ceremonial changing of the guard and a parade of units from the Rīga garrison 

at the Freedom Monument, 1:00 to 1:30 PM; 
- A performance of the cantata “Lord, Your Earth is Burning”, composed by 

Lūcija Garūta, lyrics by Andrejs Eglītis, at the Rīga Latvian Association, 4:00 
PM; 

- A torchlight parade from the Cemetery of the Brethren at 4:00 PM to represent 
the idea that the spirit of freedom fighters passes through eternity; a brief 
worship service at the Freedom Monument at 6:00 PM, and a concert, battle 
demonstrations, and singing around bonfires at the 11 November Shoreline road 
at 6:30 PM; 

- The concert “Meeting” at the Anglican Church, 8:30 PM; 
- Lighting of commemorative candles on the 11 November shoreline, from 9:00 

PM. 

 
1.3.1. The parade of units from the Rīga garrison at the Freedom Monument 
Decoration of the location.  There were Latvian flags on light poles.  The flowers at 
the monument were mostly dark red and white, some with red-white-red ribbons.  The 
flowers that had been laid by military attachés from other countries were often in the 
relevant national colours (blue and yellow, for instance, from Ukraine), or decorated 
with ribbons in the national colours. 

The event.  The parade brought together units from the Rīga garrison of the National 
Armed Forces (NBS), along with the top commanders of the Latvian military.  Also 
there were senior government officials, foreign military attachés, and the audience of 
individuals. 

As the brass band of NBS Headquarters performed, a ceremonial changing of the 
guard was staged at the Freedom Monument.  As the band struck up a march, 
President Valdis Zatlers arrived, accompanied by Defence Minister Atis Slakteris and 
representatives of the Latvian Army. 

The commander of the parade was Col Juris Bezzubovs, commander of the Latvian 
Home Guard and of the Rīga garrison.  He made an announcement to the president:  
“Mr President, the units of the Rīga garrison are prepared to parade in honour of 
Lāčplēša Day and the 88th anniversary of the establishment of the Latvian Army!”  
Accompanied by Col Bezzubovs, Defence Minister Slakteris and representatives of 
the Army, President Zatlers greeted each unit of the garrison individually. 
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Next the president made a speech.  The basic motif was praise for patriotism and 
commemoration of all of Latvia’s patriots and heroes, beginning with the decisive 
independence battles of 1919 and ending with the new military defence challenges 
which Latvia faces and the changes which have occurred since the country joined 
NATO. 

As the song “Forever May You Live, o Latvia!” was sung, the president lay flowers at 
the Freedom Monument.  The national anthem was sung.  With the NBS Headquarters 
brass band playing a march, the units from the garrison paraded.  The president and 
the commanders of the Latvian Army were at the Freedom Monument to receive the 
parade.  It was observed by foreign military attachés and high-ranking Latvian 
government officials. 

After the parade, the military attachés and government officials lay flowers at the 
Freedom Monument.  President Zatlers approached the audience to shake hands and 
converse. 

The audience.  Most of those in the audience were older people or families with 
small children – perhaps some 2,000 people in all.  An overall sense of ceremony was 
only felt briefly, while the national anthem was being played and sung.  The greatest 
interest was attracted by the parade itself, during the rest of the process, many 
audience members appeared bored.  When government officials appeared, there were 
some nasty comments in the audience, although the attitude toward President Zatlers 
was polite and kind. 

Quite evident even to the untrained eye were representatives of various security 
services, including the local government, national and military police, as well as the 
security service of Parliament and the president.  There were also security officials in 
boats on the city canal on both sides of the monument. 

After the ceremony, some people – mostly families with children and older people – 
lay flowers and candles at the monument. 

Imprecision and problems.  There were two imprecise moments in the president’s 
speech.  First, he made the statement that “on this November 11, the people of Rīga 
won…”  The truth is that the battle against the enemy at that time was waged by 
regular Latvian Army forces from all over the country.  Second, the president 
misquoted the famous line from the Latvian poet Rainis about only those things 
surviving which undergo change.  The president used a different word for “change” 
than that which had been used by Rainis. 

When the units of the Rīga garrison were heading toward Raiņa Boulevard, a passing 
trolley bus lost its power contact for a while, and that blocked the parade.  the local 
government and military police failed to get the bus out of the way quickly.  The units 
had to make their way around the bus, as did the NBS Headquarters brass band which 
concluded the parade. 

 
1.3.2. A ceremonial changing of the guard at the Rīga Castle 
After the parade at the Freedom Monument, there was also a ceremonial changing of 
the guard at the Rīga Castle, where the president has his offices.  The president took 
part in the ceremony, as the honour guard paraded to a march played by the NBS 
Headquarters band.  The president greeted the units of soldiers and, individually each 
of the high-ranking Latvian military officers and foreign military attachés. 
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At the conclusion of the ceremony the president approached an audience of some 300 
people, but it was very evident that he considered this to be a formality and was quite 
careless about it. 

 
1.3.3. A performance of the cantata “Lord, Your Earth is Burning!” at the Rīga 
Latvian Association 

The hall of the Rīga Latvian Association was overflowing with concertgoers, most of 
them older people, but also quite a few young people and several military officers in 
uniform.  Émigré Latvians were present, and people could be heard conversing in 
English.  Some were wearing clothes in the colours of the national flag.  The 
conductor was wearing the Order of Three Stars on his lapel. 

There is a part in the cantata which includes the Lord’s Prayer.  At that point, the 
audience stood with hands clasped in prayer.  The event was emotional, and the 
atmosphere was full of goodness. 

 
1.3.4. The torchlight parade from the Freedom Monument to the 11 November 
Shoreline road 
Decorations.  There were flowerpots with torches at the Freedom Monument, along 
with candles, torches and flowers that were brought by audience members. 

The event.  People began to gather at the Freedom Monument around 5:30 PM to lay 
flowers and light candles.  After a bit, an organised group of some 200 people arrived, 
carrying torches.  Most were young people and teenagers.  Some were in uniform.  
The leaders of the radically nationalist “Everything for Latvia!” political party were 
on hand, one of them carrying a Latvian flag.  The group was supplemented with 
others who had come from the Cemetery of the Brethren – another 100 people or so. 

The men’s group “Vilki” arrived from Old Rīga, singing old soldier’s songs.  They 
sang the Latvian national anthem and lay a large pot with a candle.  Two young 
people were selling pins and little flags in the colours of the flag. 

At 6:00, the torchlight parade moved toward the 11 November Shoreline road.  
Soldier’s songs such as “May the Latvian Sun Never Set” were sung.  Teenagers in 
uniform took part and conversed in shouts as the songs were sung.  There were many 
people who watched from the sidelines or joined in the march.  The length of the 
parade was around 200 metres in all. 

 
1.3.5. Concerts on the 11 November Shoreline road 

Decorations at the location.  There was a stage with a big screen, and the shoreline 
was decorated with symbols of the flag.  There were bonfires and large plates with 
fire in several locations.  At a field kitchen, and attractive and convivial gentleman 
was joined by a young man in passing out black tea.  During the course of the 
evening, people lit commemorative candles at and on the walls of the Rīga Castle. 

The event.  At 6:30 PM, the concert began with a brief address by the actor Jānis 
Kirmuška.  Then Oļģerts Valeika, whose father had received the Order of Lāčplēsis 
for heroism during World War I and the subsequent liberation battles, talked about the 
battles of 1919.  Jānis Atis Krūmiņš, a representative of the “Daugavas Vanagi” 
organisation of Latvian military veterans and a member of the “Vilki” men’s group, 
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propagandised the need to celebrate the November 11 holiday as extensively each 
year as this year. Rīga Mayor Jānis Birks spoke of patriotism and pride in one’s 
motherland. 

The concert began with the folklore and ancient battle group “Vilkači”, and the things 
that they said were strictly nationalist:  “Greetings to you, Latvians!”, “Forever for a 
Latvian Latvia!”, etc.  Elements of ancient battle techniques were demonstrated in 
front of the stage.  The “Vilki” group and other ensembles  performed.  One song 
contained the text “Russian, get out!”  Performers asked the audience to sing along.  
At the conclusion of each performance, the performers would issue holiday greetings 
and receive cheers. 

At 9:00 PM, the events on the shoreline were continued with a Lāčplēša Day concert 
which was organised by LNT television and broadcast live on that station.  The 
concert mixed music with stories about the lives of soldiers, as well as statements by 
actors appearing in the new film “Guards of Rīga”.  On screen there were scenes of 
Latvian soldiers in Iraq.  Performers included “Astro’n’out”, the duet of Valters and 
Kaža, and again the “Vilki” group.  President Zatlers addressed the audience. 

The event was hosted by the actress Katrīne Pasternaka, who spoke freely and in a 
lively way.  She addressed both those who were present and those who were watching 
on television, and her style of speech was not excessively formal.  The audience 
started to thin out about an hour after the concert began, but Ms Pasternaka told the 
television audience that there were a great many people there – “Just look at how 
many people have come out tonight!” 

Participants.  Near the stage there was a group of people carrying flags, members of 
the radically nationalist “Everything for Latvia!” party among them.  They had their 
party’s flag.  The party had organised rafts on the Daugava River.  A representative of 
the party, Raivis Dzintars, delivered a speech, and behind him there were young men 
with flags, legs akimbo and leaving an aggressive impression.  Dzintars’ speech was 
based on patriotism that is based on ethnicity.  The audience cheered. 

Initially there were quite a few people in the square – those who came along with the 
torchlight parade from the Freedom Monument and others who came to the “wall of 
candles”.  Eventually there were some 5,000 people of all age groups – many teens 
and young people, fewer older people.  Latvian was the language that was heard 
almost always.  Many audience members sang along with patriotic songs and lit 
candles.  Parents explained historical events to their children and spoke of soldiers in 
a ceremonious and patriotic way.  The mood was very patriotic and solemn.  The 
setting enhanced the mood – bonfires, torches, candles.  Various kinds of light which 
set the place of the event apart from the darkness which surrounded it on this cool and 
dark November evening.  The bonfires allowed people to warm themselves, and all of 
this created an unusual atmosphere of celebration. 

There were fewer people around when the LNT concert began, but the mood was still 
happy and patriotic.  Most of those who remained behind were young people.  Many 
people with young children continued to place candles on the walls of the castle and 
to photograph their children waving Latvian flags. 
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1.3.6. The concert at the Rīga Castle 
In parallel to the events on the 11 November Shoreline road, there was also a concert 
in the forecourt of the Rīga Castle.  There was a screen showing images from the 
1920s and 1930s, which came from a broadcast called “Photo Materials About the 
Rīga Castle in the Millstones of the 20th Century”.  A student choir performed, with 
singers holding candles.  A student brass band played several patriotic songs such as 
“Two Doves Rose to the Sky”, “As Lances Sparkle in the Golden Rays of the Sun” 
and “I Shall Sing for You, my Fatherland”. 

At the beginning of the concert there were only some 70 people in the audience, but 
the number gradually increased.  Several families with children arrived.  Many people 
sang along and swayed to the rhythm of the music.  It should be noted that many 
people did not even notice the event, because it was not advertised at all.  Only some 
of those who were leaving the event on the shoreline along a small street that runs 
alongside the castle could notice that the castle gates, which are usually locked, were 
open.  This was a good opportunity to bring the president and the people closer 
together, but it was wasted. 

 
1.3.7. The “Meeting” concert at the Anglican Church 
Lit candles lined the area in front of the church.  The concert was organised by “Ave 
Sol”, the organisation of the Rīga City Council’s Cultural Department which 
organises concerts.  Music by Volfgangs Dārziņš, Valdis Muktupāvels and Ainārs 
Paukšēns was performed, as were arrangements of Latvian folk music.  The poetry of 
Pēteris Brūvers was read. 

The church was filled to overflowing with many young people, as well as middle aged 
people and children.  People listened to the concert repertoire with a great deal of 
emotion and seriousness. 

 
1.4. The anniversary of the proclamation of the Republic of Latvia 

 
As was noted above, the decorations that were meant for the celebration of the 
proclamation of the state’s independence were already up on November 11, Lāčplēša 
Day.  There were two major themes – the flag as the national symbol and information 
about upcoming holiday events. 

There were several public events on November 18 in Rīga: 
- An ecumenical worship service at the Dome Cathedral, 10:00 to 11:00 AM; 
- A ceremony to lay flowers at the Freedom Monument, 11:15 to 11:45 AM; 
- A military parade on the 11 November Shoreline road, 2:00 to 3:00 PM; 
- A concert, “For Latvia” at the Small Guild, 5:00 PM; 
- An address by the president at the Freedom Monument, 8:00 PM; 
- A torchlight parade organised by the “Everything for Latvia” political party from 

a monument to former Latvian President Kārlis Ulmanis to the Freedom 
Monument, 6:00 PM; 

- Fireworks on the 11 November shoreline, 8:30 PM. 

Participatory observation was also conducted at public events on November 18 
in Daugavpils, Limbaži, Kuldīga and Jelgava. 
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1.4.1. The ecumenical worship service at the Dome Cathedral 
Before the worship service, the worship order was handed out to all attendees.  On the 
cover of the worship order was the Latvian seal. 

The event.  During the worship service, attendees were addressed by Bishop Viesturs 
Reķis of the Latvian Church of the Seventh Day Adventists, Bishop Jānis 
Ozolinkēvičs of the Latvian  Church of the Whitsun, Gita Medne, superintendent of 
the Latvian Unified Methodist Church, Archbishop Jānis Vanags of the Latvian 
Evangelical Lutheran Church, Metropolitan Aleksandrs of the Latvian Orthodox 
Church, Bishop Pēteris Sproģis from the Latvian Baptist Church, and Cardinal Jānis 
Pujāts from the Roman Catholic Church. 

The sermon was delivered by Archbishop Vanags, and it was also a holiday address.  
The main subject was a call for everyone in Latvia to undergo moral cleansing.  The 
archbishop said that Latvia needs not just “bread”, but also, importantly, an 
understanding of the principles on the basis of which state and public life is organised.  
The archbishop particularly emphasised the duty of government officials to serve the 
people’s interests while observing strict principles of morality.  The subtext to the 
sermon was that morally strict leaders can only come from a morally healthy society.  
After the sermon, President Valdis Zatlers and the representatives of the other 
denominations conducted prayers. 

Participants.  The Dome Cathedral was not full.  People sat only in the central part of 
the church, while the side pews were empty.  The president was there along with 
government officials and representatives of foreign embassies.  It was noticeable that 
there were very few ordinary people, and they were very visible against the 
background of officials and their security personnel. 

It may be that the ordinary people who attended the worship service were members of 
the Dome Cathedral’s congregation or of other congregations.  They greeted one 
another, smiled, were in a happy mood, and actively participated in the worship ritual.  
The atmosphere among participants in the service was in line with the worship 
process itself – solemn and ceremonial.  Others who were in the church did their own 
work – security officials and journalists, many of whom freely moved along the side 
passageways of the church while the service was ongoing. 

It was visible that the attention of participants in the service was attracted by the 
“non-traditional” atmosphere in the church and the “alien” visitors to the building – 
journalists, security officials.  There were many police officials, security officials, 
ambulance representatives and media people (cameramen, photographers, journalists).  
Some gathered outside the church.  The impression in the surroundings of the 
cathedral, what with all the security officials, police officers, duty vehicles and the 
column of automobiles used by high ranking government officials and ambassadors, 
created the impression of a closed event. 

 
1.4.2. The ceremony to lay flowers at the Freedom Monument 
Decorations.  Red-white-red hangings in the colours of the national flag were 
attached to lantern posts around the Freedom Monument.  There were large screens on 
both side of the Freedom Monument, although a closer look showed that they were 
really not there to show much of anything.  Throughout the process the same image 
was shown – national flags fluttering in the wind (the same image that decorated 
buildings and information stands in the capital city).  On the right, in white letters 
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against a red background, one could read “The Rīga City Council Greets You on This 
Holiday!”  While the flowers were being laid at the monument, people could watch 
the process on screen.  Later, the screens showed a film about the Latvian National 
Song Festival. 

To the left of the Freedom Monument were stands that were decorated with flowers 
and evergreens.  To the right, too, there were stands which were used during the event 
by journalists and photographers.38  Holiday symbols – small flags, ribbons, etc. – 
were being sold here and there. 

The event.  At the end of the square which is closer to the tram tracks, MPs were 
waiting in a column.  They were chatting and laughing, carrying ornate flowers, 
wreaths and bouquets.  Closer to the monument, on the right, was the NBS 
Headquarters brass band.  To the left, in organised rows, were various government 
officials and representatives of foreign embassies.  Several dozen photographers and 
journalists were on the stands to the right of the monument. 

President Valdis Zatlers was the first to lay flowers, and he was followed by other 
high ranking government officials and guests.  The brass band repeated the same 
composition over and over and over during the ceremony. 

Once all of the officials had placed their flowers on the base of the monument, they 
arranged themselves in rows to the right of the monument.  The national anthem was 
played, and many in the audience sang along.  Afterward, officials were smiling again 
as they quickly left the square and get back in the cars in which they arrived at the 
monument from the ecumenical church service. The photographers ran to catch up 
with them, no one stayed to see what ordinary people would do.  People were still 
patiently standing behind the barriers. 

After the ceremony, the president spent quite a lot of time talking to people on the left 
of the square.  The president was encircled by security officials and photographers.  
The rest of the square stood empty, and people were not allowed to approach the 
monument to lay their flowers. People started to grumble, because many could not see 
what was happening and therefore did not understand why there was such a long wait.  
The square remained empty and guarded by the police. 

When the president left, ordinary people were allowed to approach the monument.  
People lay flowers at the monument, took photographs with the monument in the 
background, chatted and greeted one another.  Most of those who were present were 
families with children, as well as older people.  Parents were telling their children 
about the holiday and instructing them on how to lay the flowers properly.  It was 
clear that several families had travelled specifically to this event.  Tensions gradually 
disappeared, and the emotions of the holiday could soon be felt again. 

The audience.  People gathered along the sides of the monument square on the 
sidewalk, but also on the grass.  There were two rows of barriers to keep people off 
the square itself.  Where there were no barriers, police officers were standing three 
metres apart from one another, making sure that no one took so much as one step off 
the sidewalk.  Most of the viewers were between the canal bridge and the monument.  
More distant spots were empty. Most people conversed in Latvian, but Russian, 
German and English were heard, too. 

                                                 
38   The stands were actually there for choirs which would later perform in the ceremony at which the 
president addressed the people. 
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The ceremony for laying down flowers created the impression that it had two 
absolutely unrelated and carefully separated parts.  The first, official part of the 
ceremony was meant for government officials and foreign diplomats.  It created the 
impression of a closed event in which the people could only play the role of a strictly 
guarded audience.  The second, unofficial part of the ceremony was when people 
were allowed to enter the square, walk around, lay flowers, take pictures and become 
actively involved in the celebration. 

The square of the Freedom Monument remained the focus of attention all day long.  
People stopped to watch the film about the Song Festival, which included interviews 
with various people who discussed what they thought were the most typical 
characteristics of Latvians.  Some of the comments were less than flattering, and the 
producers of the film clearly tried to strike a balance by including an encouraging 
slogan which called on people to have greater self-esteem.  Most of the film showed 
fragments of choral singing at the Song Festival, and that helped to create a 
celebratory mood.  It should be added that the critical words in the film resounded just 
at the moment when people were finally allowed to cross the barrier and lay their 
flowers.  This could create the impression that these people in specific were the ones 
who were described as “gray”, “passive” and “lazy.” 

 
1.4.3. The NBS military parade on the 11 November Shoreline road 
Decorations.  Red-white-red flags on light poles.  The stands for government officials 
were also decorated in the colours of the flag, with the state seal at the centre.  
Soldiers who were standing on both sides of the stand had little flags on their 
weapons.  Some viewers had small flags, some children brought along homemade 
flags.  The parade included a helicopter which had an enormous and fluttering 
national flag behind it as it flew by. 

The event.  Half an hour before the parade, accompanied by drums from the NBS 
brass band, the participants began to gather – soldiers from the Army and the Navy, 
members of the National Guard, members of the Border Guard and members of the 
National Police.  They marched onto the parade ground and arranged themselves 
along the entire length of the 11 November Shoreline road, from the Vanšu Bridge to 
the Triangle Bastion.  Parade units took their position on the side of the river, close to 
the barrier, and with their backs to most of the viewers, who were watching from the 
side of the river.  That meant that those viewers would see little of the parade and 
almost nothing of the way in which the president of Latvia would walk past the 
participants.  Government officials and foreign ambassadors gathered in the stands.  
The president arrived in the company of top military commanders. 

Col Juris Bezzubovs, commander of the parade, the Home Guard and the Rīga 
garrison announced that the participants were prepared to parade.  The president 
walked down the line of units, greeting each one individually.  In a brief speech, the 
president congratulated the NBS on the national holiday, particularly focusing on the 
importance of the military’s international operations. 

A command rang out:  “Attention!  Honour for the national anthem!”  The NBS brass 
band played the national anthem, and there was a 21-gun salute.  The parade began on 
command, with military marches being played.  The soldiers came first, followed by 
military equipment.  Four helicopters and an airplane flew above the Daugava River.  
People took many pictures. 
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When the parade ended, President Zatlers went to visit with people in the audience.  
People were friendly and favourable. 

The audience.  People began to gather on the shoreline an hour in advance, and many 
were lining the Vanšu Bridge.  Many stood on the side of the Daugava, opposite the 
stands.  There was a barrier to mark off the parade territory, and behind it people 
gathered in two rows.  Many found places on the other side of the parade territory, on 
the side of Old Rīga. 

Participants in the parade arrived in a very timely way, and they became bored 
standing around.  Many took pictures.  There were people of different age groups in 
the audience, including families with small children.  Latvian, but also Russia, 
Lithuanian and English were spoken.  There were several thousand people, and the 
atmosphere was ceremonial.  The parade was watched with interest by young boys 
and older men.  Audience members commented on what they were seeing, sang the 
anthem and took photographs.  Red-white-red flags were held mostly by children. 

Imprecision and shortcomings.  Col Bezzubovs misspoke twice when he was 
making his brief announcement. 

One of the units lining up for the parade was given a mistaken command, which 
meant that the unit spent quite a bit of time facing the Daugava while all of the other 
units were facing the stands.  Audience members laughed about this. 

Further away from the stands, at the Rīga Technical University, the soldiers were 
marching even as there were aerial demonstrations by helicopters and an airplane up 
in the sky.  Naturally, people focused on the latter, and the soldiers marched by in 
“silent loneliness”. 

The biggest problem was with the ability of audience members to see and hear what 
was going on during the parade.  Only those who were close at hand could see and 
hear well.  Those who were further away from the stands heard nothing.  Those in the 
back rows could see hardly anything, even more because the green area along the 
shoreline where people were gathered tilts downward toward the Daugava.  People 
who could not see what was happening on the stands made phone calls to people who 
were watching at home on television and could report on what was happening. 

The role of the audience would be far more interesting if they could cheer the specific 
NBS units as they march by, but that was not possible because no unit carried any 
kind of identification.  The speakers via which the event was broadcast did not work 
all the time, and that did not help either.  When the president was reviewing the 
troops, all that could be heard was the orchestra and the squawking of the seagulls.  
Zatlers should have had a microphone to make the event more interesting to the 
audience. 

 
1.4.4. The concert “For Latvia” at the Small Guild 
There was a large national flag and an arrangement of red and white flowers in the 
hall to testify to the ceremony.  The concert was organised by the Department of 
Culture of the Rīga City Council, and admission was only on the basis of invitations, 
but the hall was overflowing.  Most of the viewers were older people, but there were 
also quite a few middle aged persons and families with small children.  There were 
émigré Latvians in the audience, some people were speaking English.  Most of the 
audience members were dressed up. 
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The concert featured the boys choir of the Jāzeps Mediņš School of Music and an 
opera singer.  The mood was ceremonial, emotional and with good will.  Because the 
opera singer had not been mentioned in the invitations, people looked surprised when 
she came on stage, and during her performance many appeared to bored.  There was 
much cheering, however, when the boys choir sang some of the songs of the Latvian 
Riflemen of World War I. 

 
1.4.5. The torchlight parade of the “Everything for Latvia” party 
Shortly before 6:00 PM, small groups of people, as well as individuals, began to 
gather at the Kārlis Ulmanis monument.  There they were greeted by members of the 
“Everything for Latvia” party and its leader, Raivis Dzintars.  Dzintars spoke briefly 
about the procedure for the torchlight parade and the route that would be taken.  He 
invited people to receive their torches.  Dzintars concluded his address with some 
very nationalistically patriotic statements, asking everyone to join in song. 

Leaders loudly began to sing, and others joined in.  The songs were military in nature 
and had been sung by the Latvian people during various periods of history.  The songs 
were well known, and they often bore different and even contradictory meanings in 
their texts.  The thoughtful and selective choice of songs by organisers and those who 
led the singing created an increased level of nationalist patriotism which sometimes 
turned into chauvinism.  Dzintars had said in his address that various ethnic groups 
could live together in friendship in Latvia and in Europe, but some of the selected 
songs were clearly ethnocentric.  The first song, for instance, began with words from 
a folk song – “My brethren burned the castles of the Russians.”  Another song was 
one which is never absent from “Everything for Latvia” events, a song that was 
written during the period of the Latvian Legion – “We’ll attack the ones with the lice, 
and then we’ll attack the ones in blue and gray”, referring to the Russians and the 
Germans respectively. 

Amidst the singing, participants were encouraged to raise their national self-esteem.  
They chanted “We are Latvians!” and “We are the owners!”  This could be seen as 
something along the lines of neuro-linguistic programming. 

Many people were gathered in the small square, and there were many torches.  Once 
the singing was finished, people gathered in line for the march.  The parade slowly 
moved toward Old Rīga.  Passersby seemed to be delighted at the colourful scene, 
many took pictures.  The marchers were merry and celebratory, some sang.  There 
were many young people, all of them joyous.  From time to time the marchers passed 
people who were speaking on walkie-talkies and monitoring the situation.  After 
weaving through Old Rīga, the marchers arrived at the Freedom Monument, where 
they solemnly took their places amidst the audience.  This was the only group to 
arrive with much organisation, with flags and torches, to await the president’s 
address. 

 
1.4.6. The president’s address at the Freedom Monument 
A choir sang.  The square in front of the monument filled up with people awaiting the 
president.  The large screen to the right of the monument showed the singing choir 
and other scenes which helped people to monitor what was happening.  The podium 
for the president was on the left side of the monument. 

© Baltic Institute of Social Sciences, 2008 48



We.Celebrations.The State                                                                                         2007/2008 

During the speech, people paid greater or lesser attention to what he was saying.  The 
central theme for the president’s address was values.  Zatlers said that the most 
important values were Latvia and its independence, as well as universal and 
democratic values.  He particularly emphasised education.  There were also critical 
elements in the speech, with the president complaining about corruption and 
inactivity.  He spoke to the importance of specific tasks, particularly emphasising the 
fact that a new government would soon be assembled.  At the conclusion of the 
address, the president issued an emotional challenge for each person to find his or her 
links to the state.  After the address, the president invited everyone to move to the 
shoreline for the fireworks. 

 
1.4.7. Fireworks on the banks of the Daugava River 
Immediately after the president’s address, people streamed to the banks of the river to 
watch the fireworks.  These began just 10 minutes after the presidential address was 
concluded, so people had to rush.  This created a crowd and messed up the feeling of 
celebration.  People had to move down Kaļķu Street, at the end of which the fireworks 
could not be seen very well because they were blocked by the building of the Rīga 
Technical University. 

The weather had much to do with the visibility of fireworks this time.  Only the 
beginning of the fireworks could be seen on the right bank of the river, because it was 
soon covered by thick clouds of smoke.  The lights along the shoreline were not 
switched off, and that also hindered visibility.  On television, too, people could mostly 
see only smoke and the streetlights.  Those who were on the right bank of the river 
could watch the fireworks without any problem at all. 

 
1.4.8. Holiday decorations and events in other towns in Latvia 
Daugavpils.  At the “Renesanse” cinema, a concert was staged with the participation 
of the singer Ieva Akurātere and the “Lidojošais paklājs” band.  The hall was 
decorated for the holiday, with national symbols, dark red and white flowers, red-
white-red wall hangings and appropriate lighting.  All of this helped to create a 
holiday mood. 

Ieva Akurātere and her band were greeted with applause, and more applause was 
generated by each song.  There were families with children, several groups of young 
people, but mostly pension age individuals in the audience.  Most of the seats were 
taken, with some 550 people in the audience in all.  Most were Latvian speakers.  
There was an evidently uplifted mood of celebration, many people arrived with 
flowers, wearing suits and evening gowns.  True, the audience was not too responsive 
when Ieva Akurātere asked them to sing along with her best known songs.  Several 
young people left the cinema after the first few songs. 

Fireworks were staged in Union Square in the evening.  Several stylised and vertical 
depictions of the national flag were installed on lanterns in the square.  The central 
façade of the Union Building was lit appropriately and decorated with flags.  Music 
was played in the square, where the fireworks took place, as well. 

The square was full, with between 5,000 and 7,000 people.  Most of them were 
Russian speakers, with many young and middle aged people.  Some were drinking 
alcohol.  There were also families with children.  People gathered in groups, and the 
mood was positive and ceremonial.  People were smiling and happy, but when the 
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fireworks began, many were disappointed, and the holiday mood dissipated.  During 
the fireworks people whistled and booed.  The fireworks could barely be seen because 
of windy conditions and heavy clouds.  The smoke created by the fireworks was also 
a problem. 

Several young and intoxicated Russian speakers expressed hostility toward the 
national holiday and made negative statements about the Latvian state.  The police 
chastised them. 

Limbaži.  A flag was raised at the Cultural Building, and a large poster designed in 
the colours of the flag offered information about events on November 18.  The lobby 
and hall of the Cultural Building were decorated with red and white flowers, wall 
hangings and candles.  A large screen showed images of national symbols, titles of 
songs, and names of award winners. 

The concert was hosted by the actor Andris Bulis.  He made a brief address.  then the 
chairman of the Limbaži City Council, Juris Žūriņš, made an address in which he 
awarded commendations for lifetime investment and certificates of honour for the 
good work of people from various professions in Limbaži – cultural workers, 
teachers, technical workers from schools, students, bookkeepers, etc.  Prizes were also 
awarded in the competition “Nicest Limbaži Property 2007”, with many different 
nominations – institutions, private homes, decorative gardens, apartment buildings, 
etc.  Folk dancers performed between the various awards.  The concert was concluded 
with a performance by the “Next” saxophone quartet.  After the event, the mayor 
organised a reception, which was followed by a holiday ball. 

The large hall was full of people, many were carrying flowers.  Most were middle 
aged people, but other age groups were represented, as well.  The mood was generally 
happy, people were dressed up.  The awards presentations and the many greetings that 
were delivered by various people became somewhat tiresome after awhile.  After the 
event, people were delighted to attend the reception, where they were treated with 
wine and cakes.  They clinked glasses and chatted with their friends.  There was much 
laughter.  It was positive that the events were open to different kinds of people from 
Limbaži – the concert, the reception and the ball were all free of charge. 

Kuldīga.  The main events in Kuldīga were the “Road of Light” along the city’s main 
pedestrian road, an address in City Hall Square by the chairman of the Kuldīga City 
Council, Edgars Zalāns, a performance by the youth choir “Meloss” of the Kuldīga 
Cultural Centre, and fireworks. 

The “Road of Light” involved candles in two rows all along the pedestrian street, with 
letters of the alphabet and ornaments between them.  The “Road of Light” attracted 
the largest group of people.  Many talked about how beautiful the sight was.  There 
were many families with children. 

Several hundred people gathered in City Hall Square for the concert, holiday address 
and fireworks.  There were people of different ages, but schoolchildren made up the 
largest group.  In his address, Mayor Zalāns accented the importance of links between 
the individual and the state.  Folk songs were performed, and the colourful fireworks 
concluded the event.  The fireworks could be seen very well, and music was played.  
People were happy and solemn all at once.  After the fireworks, many went back to 
perambulate along the “Road of Light.” 

Jelgava.  A stage was set up on Duke Jacob Square, with a red-white-red flag behind 
it.  A large screen was installed, and information about the celebrations and the 
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holiday events was broadcast all day long.  There were candles along the edges of the 
square and elsewhere.  At the far end of the square was a composition of candles 
“Latvia in the Signs of Fire”.  A birch tree on one side of the square was specially 
lighted.  There were flags along Lielā Street, with lamps on lantern poles and in the 
trees.  There was additional lighting at the monument for the first president of Latvia, 
Jānis Čakste. 

The “Latvia in the Signs of Fire” was lit, as were several bonfires near the stage, when 
the holiday concert began at 5:00 PM.  The concert continued, with a few 
intermissions, throughout the evening.  At the beginning of the concert, a ceremonial 
speech was delivered to greet all of the city’s residents and guests.  The bands “Vēja 
runa” and “Sestā jūdze” performed.  Between the musical performances 
schoolchildren who had written the best compositions on the subject “My Latvia” 
read excerpts from their works. 

Most of the celebrants were young people, mostly in groups and in a good mood.  
They laughed and had lots of fun.  There were other age groups, too, however – 
families with children, for instance.  Russian speakers were also in the square.  Some 
parents tried to encourage a patriotic mood among their children.  Some children held 
homemade flags, and they sang along with patriotic songs.  The square gradually 
filled up.  Many visited outdoor buffets and warmed themselves at the bonfires.  
There were some comments while the schoolchildren were reading their essays, but 
none were pushy.  Many people became more active as the event proceeded and 
started to dance in front of the stage.  There was much merriment as people danced 
and photographed each other.  The bonfires were a nice effect, because they both 
allowed people to warm themselves and created a sense of community.  There were 
many police officers all around the square. 

During the first intermission in the concert, at 5:30, flowers were laid at the Čakste 
memorial, first by city officials, then by others.  Gathered around the monument were 
members of the city’s intelligentsia, along with elderly people and families with 
children. 

The fireworks were shown during the intermission at 8:00 PM.  As the fireworks, 
which were the culmination of the holiday, approached, many more people gathered 
in the area – thousands in all.  The Lielupe Bridge was full of people, many gathered 
at the Jelgava Castle.  Gradually the whole street right up to the Čakste monument 
was filled up.  During the fireworks, people cheered, commented on the site and took 
pictures.  People were jolly and full of celebration. 
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May 1, 2007.  The meeting of the Latvian Socialist Party at Grīziņkalns 
 
 
 
 

 
May 1, 2007.  The relay race in Rīga 
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May 4, 2007.  Holiday decorations in the centre of Rīga 
 
 
 
 

 
May 4, 2007.  Brīvības Street decorated for the holiday in Rīga 
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November 18, 2007.  Holiday decorations and the programme of events in the Rīga 
city centre 

 
 
 
 

 
November 18, 2007.  The candle composition “Latvia in the Signs of Fire” in the 
centre of Jelgava 
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May 4, 2007.  Preparing to lay flowers at the Freedom Monument 
 
 
 

 

 
May 4, 2007.  Security at the Freedom Monument, with a crowd of people at the side 
of the square 
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May 4, 2007.  The holiday concert on the 11 November Shoreline road 

 
 
 
 

 
May 4, 2007.  The holiday event on the 11 November Shoreline road – greetings from 
holiday participants to Latvia 
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November 11, 2007.  The moment after the changing of the guard at the Freedom 
Monument 

 
 
 
 

 
November 18, 2007.  The laying of flowers at the Freedom Monument, with the 
people of Latvia waiting for permission to approach the monument 
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November 18, 2007.  Security at the Freedom Monument 
 

 
 
 

 
November 18, 2007.  No access to the Freedom Monument on a state holiday 
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November 18, 2007.  The National Armed Forces on parade on the 11 November 
Shoreline road – a view from the “stands” 
 

 
 
 

 
November 18, 2007.  Preparing the candle composition “Latvia in Signs of Fire” in 
the centre of Jelgava 
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2.  The discourse of the holiday in public addresses 
 
Analysis of speeches which are written by students, relatives, consultants or 
government officials themselves but are delivered by the government officials is 
based on discourse analysis,39 with no attempt to evaluate the oratorical skills of the 
speakers.  Analysis of the speeches was focused on the meanings that were expressed, 
the aim being to help to establish one of the most important objects of holidays – 
holiday speeches which do not humiliate the audience or the speaker, instead fulfilling 
the function that is appropriate for holiday speeches as a genre.  Such addresses 
should speak to a clearly defined target group, serve to stimulate thoughts about the 
state, help in establishing a sense of community, and help the speaker and the 
audience to inspire themselves for everyday work. 

 
2.1. The holiday addresses of speakers of Parliament 

 
2.1.1. The address by Saeima Speaker Ingrīda Ūdre on May 4, 2006  
The speaker of the Latvian Saeima (Parliament), Ingrīda Ūdre, delivered her address 
on May 4, 2006 – the 16th anniversary of the proclamation of Latvia’s declaration of 
independence from the Soviet Union.  The speech was delivered during the fourth and 
last year of the Saeima before a new election, and it was the last to be delivered to that 
particular composition of parliamentarians.  The context for the address was shaped 
by two events in the past – the declaration of independence of 1990 and the four years 
of work by the 8th Saeima.  It was no accident that much of the speech was devoted to 
the past.  Ūdre chose the May 4, 1990, declaration of independence as her touchstone.  
She spoke with pathos and pride at what had happened.  The rest of the address, 
however, was delivered in a radically different style.  Pathos was replaced with 
critical and moral considerations about the economic and political tasks that had been 
pursued during the 16 years since the declaration of independence, with the speaker 
particularly focusing on the previous four years.  At the conclusion, the speaker spoke 
about the work of the Saeima and the development of the country in the future. 

The critical part of the address was quite extensive – more than half of the total 
address.  The speaker’s arguments were not clear, there was a lack of concreteness, 
with many indirect hints.  The images and metaphors which she used were also 
unclear.  In describing the move from the declaration of independence to the process 
of everyday parliamentary work, the speaker said that:  

- People had to put on a white shirt and plough the ground, and that was 
disappointing for more than just a few. 

The idea of a “white shirt for the ploughman” is a symbol of hard work in Latvian 
folklore, but the speaker used it imprecisely.  She could not really expect the 
resonance in the audience which she perhaps was anticipating. 

The speaker also used unclear images and arguments in the critical part of her 
address:   

                                                 
39   Fairclough, N. (1992).  Discourse and Social Change.  Cambridge: Polity Press.  See also Van Dijk, 
T.A. (2000).  Ideology and Discourse Analysis: A Multidisciplinary Approach.  See 
http://www.discourses.org./UnpublishedArticles/Ideology %20 and%20discourse.pdf.  [Last viewed 1 
February 2008] 
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- Not all of the decisions were the right ones, but who at that time could pretend to 
have the only truth?  Yes, and even to this very day we are, in many cases, 
battling with the consequences. 

The emphasis here was on the concept of “the only truth”, which in conceptual terms 
has nothing to do with a democratic process of politics.  The speaker’s statement 
appeared to be based on the strategy of “making excuses for oneself.”  Her speech 
also made frequent use of comparisons which supposedly helped to dramatise what 
she was saying, but once again the selection of comparisons was not particularly 
precise.  For instance, she spoke of “staying on top” and then compared this to the 
way in which politicians behave today: 

- The main thing, after all, was to stay on top, to work together and to be unified in 
pursuit of the ideals of a free and sovereign state.  But is it the case than when we 
speak, each of us truly expresses his or her truthful belief?  Do we really defend 
that for which we were elected to the Saeima in the first place? 

“Achieving the heights” and “staying on top” are different and even opposite symbols 
in terms of their concept and the associations which they create.  That is why the 
speaker’s statement could create associations other than those which she intended.  
For instance, people might have interpreted the statement as displaying a desire not to 
lose the status which politicians had achieved. 

In assessing the work done by the 8th Saeima, Speaker Ūdre again turned to a 
comparison – this time she compared stated ideals and the realities of life: 

- We have expressed our good intentions several times and very seriously, and 
good intentions, quite logically, must be stated in advance of good deeds, 
provided, of course, that the good deeds really do follow the good intentions.  If 
we look at our everyday work, however, then we must conclude that the Saeima is 
still a battleground for politicians where ambitions and narrow party interests 
appear all too often. 

This statement indicates the speaker’s desire to distance herself from responsibility – 
“we expressed good intentions, but the Saeima is a battlefield for politicians.”  This 
sounded like a weak excuse, and it created the impression that politicians are the full 
embodiment of egoism. 

Another comparison was used to position some groups in society against the rest of 
the public – members of the Latvian Legion were presented as victims and contrasted 
with the rest of society, which does not understand them.  Young people as the more 
progressive part of society were compared to others – others who make up a passive 
and conservative mass.  In both cases Ūdre identified herself emotionally with the 
cited group, thus hoping that her audience would feel compassion and delight that 
would then be addressed to the speaker herself. 

In speaking about the traditional subject of a gap between the people and the 
government, the speaker harshly criticised the mass media, assigning most of the 
blame to them: 

- One has to ask – if half-truths and rumours are disseminated, does that 
encourage this understanding or, on the contrary, does it deepen the gap even 
further? 

Quoting a Slovenian author, the speaker suggested how she would like the mass 
media to behave:   
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- Politicians care for the bright future, historians care for the bright past, and 
journalists care for the bright present. 

This is an ambiguous metaphor which, in the given context, could not really convince 
the audience that the speaker understood the role of the mass media in a democratic 
society.  This created concerns about the idea that perhaps she expected the media to 
be uncritical in their attitudes.  This strategy can be described as “delegating 
responsibility to another subject”.  In this case, the attempt was to blame the mass 
media. 

In the final part of her address, Speaker Ūdre spoke about her views about the future.  
The statement had no shortage of imprecise claims that are difficult to define: 

- One person denounces that which another person considers to be good without 
any assessment.  The third person presents that which he heard when he woke up 
in the morning as truth. 

Another example: 

- Each phenomenon has its reason and its logic.  A great deal is audited or healed 
by time.  We simply must accept that there are things which develop perhaps 
slowly, but unremittingly, as well as things which disappear sooner or later.  If 
we see a few trees that does not always mean that there is an impenetrable forest 
behind them. 

The composition of the address suggests that the intended leitmotif was a comparison 
of ideals and reality in a way that could serve as a call for greater use of ideals.  At the 
end of the speech, however, the speaker said that “there are different kinds of 
mountains”, and this destroyed the illusion that the address had been carefully thought 
out: 

- It is not the ideas and judgments of others that have brought someone up the 
mountain.  What’s more, there tend to be different kinds of mountains, just as 
there are different kinds of people.  The most important thing is the foundation 
upon which we stand, as well as the ideas which allow us to soar. 

The address seemed to be a clumsily constructed attempt by the speaker to justify 
herself, to uphold a “positive self-image”, and to push the responsibility onto 
nonexistent “others” – “others” who in a large sense, are “us”.  The address was rife 
with imprecise metaphors, generalisations and phrases. 

 
2.1.2. The address by Saeima Speaker Indulis Emsis on November 18, 2006  
The holiday address of Speaker Emsis was full of greetings.  Both at the beginning 
and at the end of his speech, the speaker greeted all those who were present.  He 
emphasised those who had particularly helped in the restoration and strengthening of 
Latvia’s independence: 

- I hope that everyone will celebrate this birthday in a light, happy and joyous 
way.  From this podium, I wish to thank all of those who helped to restore the 
independence of the Latvian state. 

The context for the November 18 address was that it was the speaker’s first address 
before the 9th Saeima, which had been elected in the previous month.  The victory in 
the election was the introductory subject of the address.  The structure of the rest of 
the speaker’s address was clearly established, each section logically followed the 
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previous one.  The first part of the speech involved political self-glorification, with 
the speaker considering the parties which won the election.  The second part of the 
address spoke to important national problems.  The third sought to lay blame.  The 
concluding part addressed the things which the Saeima and the government should do. 

In speaking about the victory in the election, Speaker Emsis had this to say: 

- I think that this precise observation of the informational environment [he was 
speaking about a critical statement which President Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga had 
made about the mass media] bemused voters and politicians throughout the 
campaign period.  Voters decided differently, however.  For the first time in the 
history of Latvian democracy, voters voted for succession in parliamentary and 
government work. 

This idea of “succession”, said the speaker was “an assumption which is difficult to 
prove.”  What did the succession mean?  If the voters had followed the diktat of the 
mass media and not “decided differently”, would the succession have been destroyed?  
The speaker’s statement suggested that he was prouder not of the “succession in the 
operations of democratic institutions”, but rather the ability of specific politicians to 
return to high office. 

Emsis said that “the Saeima, in considering the government’s operating declaration, 
has announced that the main priority is the rapid and stable increase in the welfare 
and quality of life of each individual and his family.”  He went on to argue that these 
goals could be achieved “only with hard, successive work that is rooted in heredity, 
ensuring political and economic stability and the predictability of the national 
strategy for development.” 

There were different types of arguments in this particular part of the speech.  In 
talking about the priorities of the Saeima and the government, Emsis talked about 
“increasing importance”.  In addressing the role of “succession” in pursuit of the 
goals, he spoke of “an assumption that is difficult to prove.”  There was no real 
explanation of what the “succession” was.  The audience could not know whether the 
speaker was referring to democratic principles or the succession of specific policies. 

In speaking about the most difficult problems in the country, the speaker of the 
Saeima expressed concern about the demographic situation in Latvia and about the 
extent to which Latvia’s citizens are loyal.  Instead of examining the roots of these 
problems, Emsis said something which could be seen as assigning blame: 

- The ideas of global commercialisation and cosmopolitan nihilism are borne by 
various international corporations and organisations, and this has negative 
consequences in our society.  People are gradually losing the sense of a common 
goal and destiny.  Sometimes we prove unable to see the uniqueness of our 
country among other countries and nations. 

There were also several parts of the speaker’s address which resembled “hate speech”.  
This was true when he evaluated the election results, saying that if a different 
composition of political forces had been elected, that might destroy “the succession of 
parliamentary and governmental work.”  Elements of “hate speech” could also be 
heard in the speaker’s views about how global processes affect Latvia’s national 
identity:   

- Over the course of time, this could end with the gradual ‘melting’ of the Latvian 
nation, with our citizens turning into impersonal citizens of the world. 
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The same could be said about the conclusion of the address, where the speaker said 
that “another important aspect of global politics today is a conflict of civilisations, 
which refers to a battle among political, religious and world views.” 

The leitmotif of Emsis’ speech can be seen as a discussion of threatening situations.  
He used elements of “hate speech” on the one hand and argued that the Saeima is the 
one to do all of the necessary work on the other.  His praise of the election results told 
the audience that this was no ordinary Saeima, it was one that had been elected “in 
succession” to the previous one.  This is seen in the quotes which we have already 
examined, and in the conclusion of the address, where the speaker used much pathos 
in discussing the Saeima’s duties: 

- Our job is to enhance the prestige and authority of the parliament in the eyes of 
the public.  Parliament must strictly and unbendingly strengthen the rule of law 
and promote the emergence of an open and democratic society.  I am convinced 
that when this Saeima approves laws, the proposals of each MP will be 
considered, irrespective of whether the proposal has been made by someone in 
government or in opposition.  Each MP has his or her voters, and each MP has a 
mandate to take part in the national legislative process. 

 
2.1.3. The address of Saeima Speaker Indulis Emsis on May 4, 2007  
As was the case on November 18, 2006, Speaker Emsis began his May 4 address with 
praise for those who had fought for independence, as well as for the efforts of the 
nation to pursue and trust the ideals of democracy. 

In praising past achievements, the speaker said: 

- Now that we have done the great work, and Latvia has become a member of two 
powerful alliances, the time has come to change our accents in the work which 
the state does.  Without relaxing our country’s diplomatic activities or the 
international co-operation of the Saeima, we must focus greater attention to 
many issues of domestic policy in specific.  These are issues which remain 
unresolved because of a lack of time, strength and also political will. 

This suggested to the audience that previous efforts, work and achievements were 
nothing more than “formal politics” needed to tick a box in the European checklist, as 
opposed to being ones which were aimed at strengthening the principles of democracy 
and the rule of law in Latvia.  The speaker’s statements also suggested that Latvia’s 
accession to two international organisations kept it from preparing a developmental 
strategy for itself, and that European Union requirements meant that any national 
development plans prepared in Latvia were nothing more than a formality: 

- At this time it is very important for Latvia to determine and plan sustainable 
political and economic development.  Such developmental programmes have 
been a problem in Latvia so far, perhaps because Latvia has never had a 
carefully developed strategy or any institution which takes the lead in 
implementing such a strategy. 

Examples of strategic development which Emsis mentioned included energy supplies, 
as well as other economic problems which he argued should be resolved in co-
operation with the other Baltic States, as well as Russia.  He patted himself on the 
back for having been one of the founders of the Baltic Assembly. 
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The speaker focused a lot of attention on various aspects of parliamentary work.  He 
spent quite a bit of time on the subject of lobbying, explaining its utility and insisting 
that lobbying makes it possible to inform the Saeima of public interests or the desires 
of interest groups in a legal way: 

- That’s why one of the fundamental issues for Parliament at this time is to 
regulate the profession of lobbyists as a professional defence of the public 
interest, helping the public to understand a clear boundary between legal 
explanatory work and the possibility of corruption or the buying of influence. 

In seeking a contrast to a successful method for harmonising the interests of the public 
and of those who are in power by accepting the process of lobbyism, the speaker 
spoke of “various interest groups which can receive what in Latvia’s circumstances is 
unlimited financing from sponsors.” 

Elements of “hate speech” allowed the speaker to explain why such non-
governmental organisations are harmful: 

- Such resources allow them to buy influence, to recruit the mass media and 
opinion leaders, to manipulate with public opinion, to force fake problems onto 
the national political agenda, to turn unimportant issues into national tragedies, 
and to turn completely normal processes into something that is amoral.  It is an 
unhidden desire to wave the flag of non-governmental organisations so as to 
subordinate the elected representatives of the people to the unclear goals of a 
small group of self-satisfied manipulators. 

The elements of “hate speech” were exacerbated even further when Emsis said that 
the lawfully elected members of Parliament are the ones against whom this 
threatening group posits itself.  In continuing along this line of thought, the speaker of 
the Saeima exacerbated the situation even further, claiming that such groups oppose 
not just the Saeima, but society at large: 

- As elected representatives of the people, just like society at large, always have 
the right to ask what those who seek to instruct or judge us have done themselves.  
Whom do they represent?  In whose name are they speaking and criticising us? 

It was no secret to anyone that Emsis was actually speaking about organisations that 
have been financed by the Soros Foundation, ones which, along with Soros-financed 
projects, have made an inestimable investment in the development of democracy, the 
rule of law and policy analysis in Latvia.  When a high-ranking government official 
denies this investment that represents a flagrant falsehood aimed at misleading both 
legislators and the public at large.  The fear that illegalities might be unmasked may 
have been the true reason for such “hate speech” in Emsis’ address. 

The same elements of “hate speech” could also be heard in the conclusion of the 
November 18 address: 

- The governing coalition managed to prove its collegiality even during the 
impassioned campaign period, and it has allowed the Saeima to become a 
factory which stabilises national development and relationships in society.  There 
may be people and circles in Latvia who cannot accept this, who would rather 
have a Saeima that is torn by contradiction, a government which is shaky and 
weak.  Perhaps they hope right now that the public will allow nihilism to run riot, 
that they will be able once again to look for a new, unerring and correct political 
force. 
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2.1.4. The address of Saeima Speaker Gundars Daudze on November 18, 2007  
The speaking style of Speaker Daudze differed from that of Ūdre and Emsis, and the 
leitmotif of his address was determined by a precisely defined mission for the speech, 
as well as a precisely defined target audience: 

- The Saeima of Latvia must characterise the situation in our country and evaluate 
the work of the Saeima and the system of national governance.  This must be an 
evaluation which allows the public at large and each of its members to have a 
clear understanding of whether the Saeima of Latvia can evaluate what has been 
done in a critical and objective way. 

The mission for Daudze’s speech was to analyse the situation in the country and to 
consider future prospects.  The political activities of society were accented by the 
speaker as a major problem.  Indeed, he devoted one-half of the address to this 
subject.  The strategy – “justify myself and push the blame onto their shoulders”: 

- On this holiday, sadly, we are forced to talk about things which are usually not 
discussed during holidays. 

This was so, said Daudze, because of “public political processes which are occurring 
in our country”: 

- It is our obligation to assess matters objectively and with truth, and that applies t 
the public political processes which are occurring in our country.  I can say that 
in the 15 years since the Saeima was first elected after the restoration of Latvia’s 
independence, public political activity has never been at such a high level. 

Why?  The speaker tried to analyse the situation to seek out the cause, but he used 
elements of “hate speech” in trying to define the guilty parties: 

- The question is about the cause of this.  The Saeima?  The government appointed 
by the Saeima?  Political disagreements?  Is there perhaps someone who just 
dislikes stable and long-term development in Latvia, who is bothered by that? 

While admitting that public activities are a fundamental sign of democracy, the 
speaker used the scheme of argumentation which can be described as “I have nothing 
against X, but…”: 

- Dissolve, liquidate, replace, kick out – that would be just the beginning of the 
solution.  What is offered instead?  Which solutions would be the right ones?  
After such destruction, how could anyone ensure stability, ongoing development 
and political predictability, all of which are of key importance in domestic and 
foreign affairs?  It is easy to create a destructive mood in society. 

The speaker also used “hate speech” in contrasting different segments of society: 

- It is particularly irresponsible if this is done by those people who themselves are 
actively involved in political process, who make use of the power and 
opportunities that have been given to them to shape the public mood when they 
themselves have received the mandate of representing the public. 

The speaker emphasised just one principle – democratic elections, thus reducing the 
importance of another principle of democracy.  That is the right of the public to offer 
criticisms right up to the demand for a new Saeima election.  Given the extensive 
discussion of the effects of advertising on election results, moreover, the results of the 
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2006 election as an adequate criterion in determining the quality of the Saeima are by 
no means as convincing as the speaker of the Saeima might desire: 

- I am completely convinced that the most objective and, in truth, the only means 
for assessing the Saeima’s work is an election.  Elections determine which 
political forces have done good work and which ones have not.  The next election 
will show what is what in Latvian politics.  Until that moment, the attempt by one 
or more people to speak in the name of the entire nation and all of society is, to 
put it harshly, very much speculation with the public mood. 

The quintessence of this argument can be seen in this sentence: 

- The Saeima cannot and must not be an appendage to the government, the media, 
or non-governmental organisations. 

In speaking about the duties of the Saeima in future, too, the speaker did not take 
advantage of an opportunity to speak to everyone in society: 

- As I said already, this politically ambiguous situation is one in which we must 
define the main domestic policy goals which we face as democratically elected 
legislators in this country, we must comprehend processes and routes for 
development that would allow us to liquidate political tension, not allowing 
populism to gain the upper hand over political stability and long term 
development.  I see four directions in which we must work, ones which become 
our priority at this time. 

In the second part of his address, the speaker of the Saeima focused on economic and 
foreign policy problems.  Here the leitmotif was a desire to understand problems and 
a self-affirming desire to resolve them.  The speaker listed the most important 
achievements of the Saeima in the previous year – preparation of the border treaty 
with Russia, for instance.  Here Daudze sought to claim that the public and the 
Saeima are united, saying that members of society and the non-governmental sector 
are the Saeima’s partners in co-operation: 

- Now there are several very important duties for us.  Before ratifying the reform 
treaty in the Saeima on final reading, we must organise all-encompassing 
debates about the matter with the involvement of the non-governmental sector, of 
experts and members of society. 

At the conclusion of the address, the speaker of the Saeima emphasised the strict 
course of Latvia as a democratic country, claiming that he is open to dialogue: 

- I am completely convinced that the democratic values and the chosen course of 
development in our country have not changed.  Neither has there been change in 
our political belief – that Latvia must be a democratic and parliamentary 
republic in which all sovereign power belongs to the people of Latvia.  On this 
holiday, I invite everyone to engage in dialogue and understanding.  Then we 
will be able to live in a flourishing Latvia! 
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2.2. The holiday addresses of Latvian presidents 
 
First it must be noted that on May 4, 2006, President Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga was on a 
working visit to Vilnius, where she was taking part in a conference. 
 
2.2.1. The address of President Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga on November 18, 2006  
The context for the president’s speech was that this would be the last holiday speech 
that she would deliver as president.  The target audience was clearly defined – the 
people of Latvia.  The leitmotif was clear – strengthening the sense of community and 
self-esteem among the people of Latvia.  The address was carefully scripted to ensure 
the direction of thought and an emotional swelling which reached its culmination at 
the conclusion of the address.  The attempt to create a sense of community was based 
on several aspects of which could be called “a strategy of enhancement.”  First the 
president drew parallels between her eight years in office and the 88th anniversary of 
the declaration of Latvia’s independence, emphasising the deep links between Latvia 
and herself.  The importance of the fact was enhanced by the visual associations of the 
number 8, which relates to endlessness.  The speaker also visualised the number as a 
sign of interweaving, offering herself, the people and the state as a unified whole: 

- History has given all of us this beautiful and expensive gift – the ability to be 
present and to take part in the restoration of Latvia as an independent and 
democratic republic, to be present and to take part in its development and 
growth. 

The sense of community was also strengthened by the indivisible nature of national 
and individual victories: 

- Together we have achieved a great deal, and we have the right to be proud of 
those accomplishments.  We have recovered the honour of a free and 
independent Latvia and, at the same time, our own honour, as well. 

The speaker recalled her many trips through Latvia, and that allowed her to address 
different kinds of people, encouraging her audience to understand that the target 
group for the speech was the entire nation with all of its diversity: 

- I have met the people of Latvia, old and young, sick and healthy, rich and with 
difficulties in life.  I have met people in farm homes and city apartments, in small 
huts and large estates, at cultural buildings, libraries, schools, museums and 
local governments. 

The emotional impact of the address was strengthened by the merging of time and 
space at a specific moment and place.  The people who were gathered at the Freedom 
Monument were described by the president as a centre of energy which can be 
distributed all across Latvia: 

- I see that for those who are here at the Freedom Monument together with me 
hold the name of Latvia in their hearts with pride and joy.  I hope that each 
resident of Latvia can find a place in his or her heart for such pride and such joy. 

The togetherness of the entire Latvian nation was also enhanced by the president’s 
description of the nation, one in which she stressed the sense of a civic nation.  In that 
case, the main issue is individual choice, as well as the rights, obligations, 
participation and responsibilities of citizens.  Such unity is not limited by any aspect 
of the defined group: 
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- A free country is a community of citizens in which each member has his or her 
own rights and obligations, but one in which all people are linked together with 
innumerable links of interacting impressions.  The flourishing of the state can 
never be a project for one individual, one party, one group or even one 
nationality.  Everyone must take part, each with his or her own abilities and in 
his or her arena of responsibility.  The question for each of us is this:  Have I 
done everything that I have been able to do to benefit myself and Latvia? 

The president’s address made use not just of a positive and self-affirming technique 
for constructing identity (and the sense of community), but also another frequently 
used technique – contrasting between “us” and “others”.  President Vīķe-Freiberga 
made use of this technique in talking about alien symbols and about the three-headed 
dragon: 

- Today Latvians can go into battle under their own, red-white-red flag, not the 
flags and signs of others.  Latvians can take part in international competitions 
under their own, Latvian colours, and when they win, they can hear Latvia’s 
national anthem, not that of another country. 

The mentioning of the “three-headed dragon” as a symbol of evil created a bit of 
dissonance in an address which was otherwise full of good will and the power of love: 

- We are constantly being attacked by the same multi-headed dragons, the same 
devils and goblins which feed on the evil thoughts, words and deeds of our 
community. 

At the conclusion of the address, which frequently repeated the words “we” and “us”, 
the president made use of fragments of symbolic and often heard songs: 

- The Latvia which we all hold in common is too small to allow it to walk the 
broad paths of the world alone.  Latvia needs us, she needs all of us to be 
prepared to care for her, to love and respect her.  We can be proud of Latvia’s 
brilliance.  When it comes to her shortcomings, we do not blame her, we seek 
ways of eliminating them.  We, the sons and daughters of Latvia, are the 
companions of destiny, we walk down the road together with it.  We have 
common pains and hopes, we have common joys.  One tongue, one soul, one 
future is ours. 

The use of associative images allowed the president to turn the audience into a group 
of co-authors, and that strengthened the leitmotif of the speech – establishing a sense 
of community – to an even greater degree.  Of course, if symbols are unknown or 
unacceptable, they can create the opposite effect of alienation in the audience. 

On May 4, 2007, President Vīķe-Freiberga was on a working visit in the United 
States. 

 
2.2.2. The address of President Valdis Zatlers on November 18, 2007 
The context for this address was that it was President Zatlers' first speech as president, 
but also that the state was undergoing a political crisis, with a change in government 
and with increasing dissatisfaction among the people of Latvia. 

In his speech, the president addressed the audience directly, including all of the 
people of Latvia in his address:  “Good evening, people of Latvia”, “my fellow 
citizens”, “my dear people of Latvia”, “my dear fellow Latvians”, and, several times, 
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“the people of Latvia.”  This indicated the president’s desire for solidarity between 
him and his audience, the nation of Latvia.  He wanted to receive the support of the 
nation. 

This was also seen in the frequent use of the words “we” and “us” in the address, both 
when the president spoke about problems and when he talked about things that needed 
to be done.  In recalling something that a man had told him about the work of the 
Saeima, he moved from this attempt at solidarity to an argument that can be seen as 
“shifting responsibility”: 

- Quite recently in Gulbene, at the Velēna church, a gray-haired man in a white 
shirt told me something on behalf of everyone – ‘Force the Saeima to work!’  I 
think that all of us, working together, can accomplish that. 

The leitmotif for the president’s speech was a call to respond to higher goals and 
ideals so as to promote the successful development of the country.  Zatlers explained 
the need to observe higher values by speaking about the massive problems that were 
occurring at the time, starting with the moral atmosphere and ending with economic 
complications.  Zatlers said that much had not been done, he spoke of corruption.  
Seeking to strengthen the impact of his address, the president spoke in what 
resembled slogans: 

- The arbitrariness must be brought to an end.  Instead we need mutual respect, 
participation and responsibility – responsibility for our deeds before the state 
and the nation.  We must not have a situation in which we have the most 
expensive roads, bridges and even road signs.  It must not be that the budget of 
the president’s home and residence is a secret. 

President Zatlers said that the most important values are the Latvian state and its 
independence, as well as universal values of democracy.  He particularly emphasised 
education. 

A second major subject in the address was change and choice.  The president insisted 
that changes are needed in attitudes and in behaviours, applying this concept to 
individuals, the public at large, as well as institutions of state. 

The president also emphasised the importance of concrete tasks, particularly in terms 
of the upcoming need to form a new government.  In this part of the speech, the 
president used the words “me” and “I”, thus emphasising the importance of his 
position: 

- And still I am convinced that I will find a candidate who will receive public 
support, someone who has a clear goal that the people of Latvia can understand.  
I will be proud of the accomplishment if the new government takes office in 
December. 

The address ended with an emotional request – that each person in Latvia find his or 
her links to the state. 

The president also mentioned the slogan “That which changes will survive” – a phrase 
that was included in holiday decorations and can be seen as an important dimension in 
the spiritual framework of the holiday.  True, the president misquoted the phrase, 
which was originated by the Latvian poet and playwright Rainis – he used a different 
word for “change” than Rainis had used. 
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All in all, the speech was quite heterogeneous, with a mixture of different styles, 
starting with the use of vivid symbols and ending with specific instructions as to how 
people should behave (don’t drop your garbage wherever you want, don’t cross the 
street at a red light).  The president compared the Latvian state to the phase in a 
human being’s life, saying that the 18 years of restored independence can be 
compared to a person’s achievement of the age of majority.  That was an unsuccessful 
comparison, however, because the Latvian state was in fact approaching its 90th 
anniversary, which would suggest that it is very elderly, indeed.  All in all, the address 
was quite dry.  It lacked dynamism and any real culmination.  There was some 
emotional swelling at the end of the speech, but it did not appear to be carefully 
prepared.  The president asked each person in his audience to decide “where Latvia 
begins”, and that was an absolutely unexpected end to what was otherwise a speech of 
other considerations entirely. 

 
Conclusion 
Holiday addresses are an important holiday object in terms of being a component of 
holidays as a ritual.  Attitudes toward these addresses are inevitably based on 
everyday considerations and specific holiday-related emotions.  That is why holiday 
addresses can either bring government officials closer to the people or drive the 
people further away.  Focus group discussions showed that many people in Latvia 
devote a lot of attention to holiday addresses.  They listen to them and evaluate them 
on the basis of their expectations: 

- It warms your heart when the leader of your country speaks to you and greets 
you. (Jelgava, discussion in Russian) 

- I would like to hear a short and clear speech from the president which would tell 
me what’s what and offer a bit of analysis of the year – what the government has 
done.  That would be a good tradition. (Jelgava, discussion in Russian) 

The views that were stated in focus group discussions about holiday addresses 
indicated that there is a link between trust in those who are speaking on the one hand 
and the motivation of the individual to listen to the address on the other.  Evaluation 
of speeches is based not on their content, but on the views of individuals about the 
political activities of the speaker, the decisions which the leader takes and the things 
which he or she does in critical or disputed situations.  Focus group participants made 
it clear that the personality and charisma of the speaker are of great importance: 

- If I like the individual as a person, then I make sure that I know when the speech 
will be delivered.  Then there is something to discuss. (..)  When Mrs Freiberga 
[Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga] spoke, I always listened.  She was not a person who 
could be ignored.  The speech is needed at the end of the day.  The prime 
minister must certainly deliver an address. (Rīga, discussion in Latvian) 

- It’s just a ritual. (..)  It is not the case that I purposefully look for an opportunity 
to listen to a politician. (..)  We have no orators who are all that skilful.  I might 
listen if it were a sufficiently brilliant personality who is capable of running the 
country and earning trust. (Rīga, discussion in Russian) 

- I am more moved by personalities, but when someone does not create trust and is 
very empty, then it is a waste of time to listen to that person.” (Rīga, discussion 
in Russian) 
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Many people think that the addresses which are delivered by senior officials don’t 
have much content and are a holiday ritual which fails to satisfy its primary purpose – 
to create emotions in the audience, to create a sense of celebration, to enhance 
patriotism, to unite the people of Latvia, and to form links between the public and the 
government.  Several respondents said that the holiday addresses are mostly a 
formality in terms of a state holiday, and they are weak in content (“empty words”, 
“just a lot of poured water”), are not truthful, and create apathy among listeners.  
Indeed, sometimes they create the opposite effect, fomenting dissatisfaction among 
people with respect to the government.  Focus group participants indicated a 
discursive gap between the government (“them) and the people (“we”, “I”, “you”). 

- It’s more of a ritual that is part of the system, and it happens because it has to 
happen. (Rīga, discussion in Russian) 

- You want to believe them, but you know clearly that they are not telling the truth. 
(..)  Emotions?  From anger to delight, or the other way around – from delight to 
anger.” (Ogre, discussion in Latvian) 

- Our political system is so unstable that our leaders and not leaders, they are just 
blabbers.” (Liepāja, discussion in Russian) 

Outside of Rīga, holiday addresses are delivered by local government officials, and 
the motivation of people to listen to those speeches is affected negatively not just by 
the aforementioned factors, but also by the fact that often local representatives of 
government are little known, and people accordingly have a low level of trust in them 
and question their authority. 

Russian speakers are not reached by the addresses of government officials because of 
language issues, the exception being those officials who are authorities for such 
individuals.  Respondents said that when they have to listen to an address in Latvian, 
that is difficult and creates additional tensions.  This is a strategy based on making 
excuses, of course, but on the other hand, respondents thus make it clear that they 
believe that holiday events are organised primarily for Latvian speakers, as opposed 
to the entire population and irrespective of native language. 

- The speeches here in Liepāja are usually delivered only in Latvian, and not all 
Russian speakers wish to listen to them carefully enough so as to translate what 
is being said.  People just want to relax on holidays. (..)  They could include a 
translation in these addresses so that everyone is interested.  I get the impression 
that the speech is just for Latvians. 

Overall analysis of holiday speeches indicates that the more convincing addresses are 
the ones which clearly define and address a target audience, which have a central idea 
that is clearly perceivable, and which are structured so that there is a culmination.  
The greatest shortcomings in the addresses that have been reviewed here include 
elements of “hate speech”, ill considered schemes of arguments, and the use of 
unclear symbols, images and phraseology in a way that can create very much 
unwanted associations in the audience. 
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3.  Views about holiday objects and proceedings – 
results of express surveys 

 
In order to learn the extent to which local residents have been informed about and 
involved in holiday celebrations, as well as to look at their emotional attitudes vis-à-
vis state holiday proceedings and objects, express surveys were conducted in May and 
November of 2007.40

 
3.1. The date on which the Latvian Constitutional Convention was 
convened and the date on which the Republic of Latvia proclaimed 

independence 
 
Most respondents (78%) said that May 1 is the date when Labour Day is celebrated in 
Latvia.  Officially, May 1 is also the date on which the Constitutional Convention was 
convened, but only 8% of respondents mentioned that.  The same percentage (8%) of 
respondents said that May 1 is an official holiday because it is Workers Solidarity 
Day.  15% admitted that they did not know what holiday was being celebrated on that 
date (Figure 2). 

 
Figure 2 

Understanding of the reasons for celebrating the May 1 holiday 

15%

8%

8%

78%

No answer

Convocation of the
Constituent Assembly of
the Republic of Latvia

Solidarity Day for
Working People

Labour Day

Based on multiple answers' question

 
Note:  The response “Other answer” is not included in the figure for reasons of clarity. 

The fact that May 4 is the date of the declaration of independence was known by 67% 
of survey respondents.  16% thought that it was Independence Day, and 12% did not 
know what was being celebrated (Figure 3). 

 

                                                 
40   There were just 100 respondents in each survey, which means that the data cannot be extrapolated 
to the entire community of Rīga residents.  They do, however, offer a look at the attitudes and 
behaviours of the more active residents of the city during state holidays. 
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Figure 3 

Understanding of the reasons for celebrating the May 4 holiday 

12%

16%

67%

Do not know

The Independence Day of Latvia

The Day of the Declaration on the Restoration
of Independence of Latvia

Basis: all respondents, n=104
 

Note:  The responses “Other answer” and “No answer” are not included in the figure for 
reasons of clarity. 

Many respondents reported that they took the day off on May 1 (44%) and May 4 
(40%), saying that what they did on those days did not differ much from what they 
would do on an ordinary day off.  27% of respondents spent time with their family.  
An average of 20% worked despite May 1 and May 4 being official holidays (21% of 
May 1, 18% on May 4).  6% of respondents spent time with friends on May1, and 9% 
did so on May 4. 

Figure 4 
Activities on the May 1 and May 4 Holidays 

9%

6%

18%

21%

27%

27%

40%

44%

4 May

1 May

Nothing special, the same I'm doing on average holidays
Spent time with my family
Worked
Spent time with my friendsBased on multiple answers' question

 
Note:  The responses “Other answer” and “No answer” are not included in the figure for 
reasons of clarity. 
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The surveyed residents of Rīga had taken part in various public holiday events on the 
date when the declaration of independence was celebrated – 5% had attended the 
concert on the 11 November Shoreline road, 4% had gone to the fireworks, and fewer 
had attended the ceremony at the Freedom Monument or the relay race on May 1. 

58% of respondents had noticed holiday decorations, while 37% said that they saw no 
particular decorations related to the state holidays.  3% could not remember whether 
they had seen any decorations or not.  Among those who had seen decorations, 82% 
praised them (see Figure 5).  Women and ethnic Latvians were most likely to have a 
positive view about the decorations. 

 
Figure 5 

Evaluation of May 4 holiday decorations in Rīga 

Very bad
2%

Very good
15%

Rather good
67%

Rather bad
16%

Basis: those who have noticed holiday decorations in Riga, n=60  
 
Even though most of the respondents had spotted the holiday decorations, not all of 
them said that these decorations helped them to get into the holiday spirit.  41% of 
survey respondents felt a sense of celebration on May 4, while the rest answered the 
question “Did you have a sense of celebration on the May 4 holiday” in the negative 
(21% said “mostly not”, and 39% said “no”).  The absence of a sense of celebration is 
seen in the low level of participation in public holiday events and in the fact that most 
respondents said that they didn’t watch those events on television either.  30% of the 
surveyed residents watched the live broadcasts completely or in part. 

 
3.2. Lāčplēša Day and the anniversary of the proclamation of the state 

The survey showed that a comparatively larger number of respondents knew precisely 
what holiday was celebrated on November 11 – 74% cited Lāčplēša Day.  One-fifth 
(21%) did not know what the holiday was.  The fact that November 18 is the date on 
which the Republic of Latvia was proclaimed was known by 44%, 48% felt that this 
was Latvian Independence Day, and 3% said that they were unaware of what holiday 
was being celebrated (Figure 6). 
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Figure 6 
Understanding of the reason for celebrating the November 11 and 18 
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38% of respondents said that Lāčplēša Day, which was on a Sunday in 2007, was no 
different than any ordinary Sunday.  24% spent the day with family, and 13% worked.  
18% of respondents attended various public events dedicated to Lāčplēša Day – the 
ceremony at the Freedom Monument, the candlelight ceremony on the 11 November 
Shoreline road, or the concert which was presented on the 11 November Shoreline 
road. 

The anniversary of the proclamation of Latvia’s independence was not substantially 
different from an ordinary day off for only 15% of respondents.  36% said that they 
spent time with their families, 11% were with friends.  Unlike on other holidays, 
when comparatively smaller numbers of respondents took part in public events, this 
time 54% said that they attended at least one of the events dedicated to the holiday.  

Of all respondents, 8% attended the ceremony at the Freedom Monument, 10% 
watched the military parade, and 35% went to see the fireworks.  The events were 
attended to an equal degree by people of different age groups and different 
nationalities.  Some respondents said that they lit candles in the windows of their 
home both on Lāčplēša Day and the anniversary of the country’s proclamation. 

Almost two-thirds of respondents (63%) said that they had noticed that Rīga was 
decorated for the November 18 holiday, while 34% said that they saw no particular 
decorations.  Among those who had noticed the decorations, 80% praised them 
(Figure 7).  It has to be added that more respondents described the decorations as very 
good on November 18 than on May 4. 
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Figure 7 
Evaluation of November 18 holiday decorations in Rīga 
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Basis: those, who have noticed holiday decorations in Riga, n=63
 

 
74% of surveyed people in Rīga said that they felt a sense of celebration on the 
anniversary of the proclamation of the state (42% “yes” and 32% -- “mostly yes”), but 
26% of respondents said that they did not feel any sense of celebration.  A positive 
answer to this question was more likely to be given by ethnic Latvians and by 
respondents in the 15-24 age group than by other groups. 

The sense of celebration may have been facilitated by attending holiday events or by 
watching them on live television.  More than one-half of respondents (52%) said that 
they watched the TV broadcasts of the various events partly or in full.  Women and 
respondents in the 55-74 age group were more likely than others to have done so. 
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4.  The views of local residents about state holidays and the way in 
which they are customarily celebrated 

 
The way in which people celebrate state holidays in Latvia has been investigated 
through a quantitative survey and a set of focus group discussions.  The aim of the 
survey was to discover the attitudes, values and viewpoints of people from various 
ethnic and social strata vis-à-vis their sense of belonging in Latvia and the way in 
which they celebrate state holidays.  Analysis of focus group discussions serves to 
examine the social practices and viewpoints of people from different ethnic and social 
groups when it comes to state holidays.  It also helps to identify the holiday discourse 
that prevails among the people of Latvia.  Information about the survey cohort, the 
number of group discussions, the places where they occurred and the time when the 
two research activities were conducted can be found in the description of research 
methodology. 
 
4.1. The level of understanding among the people of Latvia as to why May 

4 and November 18 are celebrated 
 
4.1.1. Ideas and knowledge about state holidays 

When we compare data from surveys among the May 4 holiday and its celebration to 
the results of focus group discussions, we find that people do recognise May 4 as a 
state holiday.  There is not, however, an unambiguous understanding of what exactly 
is celebrated on May 4 or why it is a state holiday. 

People in the focus groups in which the discussion was in Latvian often shared their 
memories about what happened on May 4, 1990 – the proclamation of the declaration 
of independence, their emotions on that day, and their presence at the most important 
events or the watching of those events on TV.  The spontaneous reactions and 
comments of respondents about May 4 as a state holiday indicated that they see the 
declaration of independence as a unique event, one that does not necessarily need to 
be celebrated on a year-to-year basis: 

- I don’t really want to accent it each year.  1990 is enough for me, I remember it, 
and I really don’t need anything more. (Rīga, discussion in Latvian) 

- I really link the 4th of May with myself and my presence in Latvian history more 
than with anything else. (..)  It’s part of me and a few other people who have 
common memories about that time when May 4 occurred. (..)  I remember myself 
on May 4 to a great degree. (Daugavpils, discussion in Latvian) 

Respondents, largely in the Latvian language groups, remembered the events and 
processes under which Latvia regained its independence very vividly and, in some 
cases, with quite a bit of pathos.  At the same time, however, the celebration of May 4 
at a state holiday is not particularly common among them: 

- (..) I absolutely remember that day, and the emotions for me are fresh, but I 
understood everything, I remember it all now, but May 4 is no holiday for me.  I 
understand what happened and why it happened, but it is not a holiday for me. 
(Ogre, discussion in Latvian) 

In Russian speaking groups, several respondents indicated that May 4 and November 
18 are identical dates in terms of what happened on each of them – Latvia won its 
independence.  Some respondents could not understand why the achievement of 
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independence is celebrated on two different dates.  In-depth analysis of statements 
shows that among Russian speaking residents of Latvia, discourse considers both 
dates to involve obtaining independence: 

- Independence was proclaimed in 1918, so why do we need two different days, 
also one in 1991? [The respondent cited 1991, not 1990, as the year when Latvia 
proclaimed its independence from the Soviet Union.]  The occupation ended, 
they believe, and independence was already proclaimed in 1918.  I see no point 
to this May 4. (Liepāja, discussion in Russian) 

- [In reference to May 4] The second proclamation – the first one was on 
November 18, after all.  The second one was on May 4, right?  That’s the 
situation, right? (Rīga, discussion in Russian) 

- Because the state was established on May 4 as a state, but on November 18 a 
document was signed on a free Latvia.  I believe that the establishment of the 
state is stronger, and no matter how much we might not want that, I hold May 4 
as a holiday to be higher than November 18.  Freedom could be obtained in 
1917, in 1910, perhaps at some other time, but there is only one May 4. 
(Daugavpils, discussion in Russian) 

-  Independence day arrived one day, a little group of people took a decision, and 
that was all.  A little group of nationalists emerged.  The Soviet Union collapsed, 
and all of the unified nations started to stand against one another, because as a 
result of propaganda, someone said that Jānis must hate Ivan and vice versa, 
even though they used to work for the same company and were good friends and 
colleagues.  A little group of idiots established the mass media, they only 
broadcast negative information, and that is why people have a very negative 
attitude toward November 18 specifically. (Liepāja, discussion in Russian) 

This latter statement reveals several causes which serve to establish and influence 
attitudes vis-à-vis state holidays.  The understanding of the historical events of May 4 
and November 18 is sometimes confluent, people believe that the restoration of 
independence had a destructive effect on ethnic relations, and the media have played a 
role in creating hostility in such relations. 

When we compare the Russian and Latvian language groups and assess the survey 
data, we find that Latvians have a more in-depth understanding and greater 
knowledge about May 4 as the date when Latvia proclaimed its independence.  The 
survey shows that one-half of non-Latvians are unaware of what is being celebrated 
on May 4, while the same is true of 30% of Latvians.  The focus groups showed that 
Russian speaking respondents tend to question whether their knowledge is valid.  
Typically they use the strategy of excuses, pushing the responsibility on a non-
specific subject which has not done enough to explain things and educate people. 

- No one has explained to the Russian speaking people of Latvia what May 4 
means, what kind of document was signed back then. (Liepāja, discussion in 
Russian) 

- The second proclamation – the first one was on November 18, after all.  The 
second one was on May 4, right?  That’s the situation, right? (Rīga, discussion in 
Russian) 

There is more knowledge about November 18, the date when the Republic of Latvia 
was proclaimed, than there is about May 4.  Among Russian and Latvian respondents, 
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people recognised November 18 as the date when the establishment of Latvian 
statehood is celebrated, and people say that is the main element in identifying the 
holiday.  There are several ways of describing this date in discourse – Latvia’s 
birthday, the date when Latvia’s independence was proclaimed, independence day, a 
point of reference as to the existence of the state, the proclamation day, etc. 

- (..)Each country probably has such a date, an independence day.  We have 
November 18. (Liepāja, discussion in Latvian) 

- Of course I am happy about this country, that it has a specific birthday. 
(Daugavpils, discussion in Latvian) 

- November 18 is the anniversary of the proclamation, while May 4 is the date 
when a document was signed. (Liepāja, discussion in Russian) 

 
4.1.2. Historical knowledge as part of understanding state holidays 
The level of understanding among local residents about May 4 and November 18 as 
the most important state holidays in Latvia is directly linked to levels of knowledge 
and the various ways in which the issue is interpreted.  Participants in Latvian 
language focus groups offer a priori acceptance of November 18 as the most 
important state holiday in Latvia, with little in-depth discussion of historical events 
which have to do with the proclamation of the state.  In Russian speaking groups, 
however, historical issues were brought up every single time.  There is no reason to 
believe that people in those groups are unaware of what happened in Latvia on 
November 18, 1918.  In each group, some respondents offered concrete responses as 
to what happened on that date, and this indicated serious knowledge about historical 
events.  In all groups, however, there were also people who told their own stories 
about November 18 in Latvian history.  Here are two such stories: 

- About May 4 – no one here has cited the year!  No one has cited the year for 
November 18, either! 
[Moderator]  Who can state the year? 
1818. 
What’s more, I think that Uncle Lenin turned Latvia into a country, but for some 
reason the monuments are being removed. (..)  After all, he signed the directive 
on Latvia’s freedom?! [This last was said in a questioning voice.]  If there hadn’t 
been Lenin, who granted freedom to Finland, Lithuania, Estonia and Latvia, then 
what would we have now – Courland?  But we took down all the [Lenin] 
monuments!  He should be lifted up. [Respondent laughs]  And the Latvian 
riflemen protected him willingly.  I have a neighbour in my building, a Latvian 
woman, a repressed woman who returned from Siberia and went to work at our 
pedagogical institute.  Somehow we once got into a quarrel.  A week later, 
however, she apologised to me and brought me a pile of literature which showed 
that what I just said was true. (Daugavpils, discussion in Russian) 
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The other example: 

- [Moderator]  How important an event in Latvian history do you think 
November 18 is? 
November 18.  The truth is that it was not on November 18, but as far as I know 
on November 15 that Anton Pavlovich von Lieven was injured.  Anton Pavlovich 
von Lieven was a project of [Andrievs] Niedra.  He was very seriously injured 
and could not take part in negotiations with our British allies about turning over 
Rīga.  There were two governments in Liepāja and Cēsis, and the question of 
which would become the government in Rīga was at an equal level – one of them 
or the other.  The fact that an important participant in the negotiations was 
injured – this very visible person from Liepāja – led to the situation in which the 
government that was in Cēsis became the government in Rīga.  This is the date 
that is celebrated.  To tell you the truth, at that time both governments were 
equally important. (..)  If Lieven had been a few metres away from the explosion, 
perhaps we would now say that Niedra was our founder.  There was an accident, 
in other words. (..)  But the Almighty decided that we would have a better life 
with the boys from Cēsis that those from Liepāja.  Every event of this type can be 
seen as another manifestation of God, how He leads us, how people think, but 
God does.  That is how we should refer to everything. (Jelgava, discussion in 
Russian) 

The fact that Russian speakers in Latvia have different levels of historical knowledge 
is seen not just in the fact that they have different interpretations of what happened on 
November 18, but also in their doubts about the year in which the historical events of 
May 4 and November 18 occurred.  It is characteristic that a lack of interest about 
history, the idea that historical events have been unimportant, and the use of 
subjective interpretation in schemes of argumentation are used by respondents to 
reduce the pathos of the holiday and to justify their neutral and sometimes ignorant 
attitude vis-à-vis the holiday and their refusal to celebrate it. 

- I think that November 18 was the date when an agreement was signed on 
Latvia’s independence.  When was it signed?  It is quite hard for me to say. 
(Rīga, discussion in Russian) 

- If you think about it, then the country needs this holiday, and I don’t always 
personally think too hard about why this is a holiday, I just accept it as it is.  The 
state celebrates the fact that it is seen as a country in which the rule of law 
prevails.  As a citizen, I feel that very much, and perhaps it is not necessary for 
me to dig around in history.  That is why other state holidays also don’t seem 
that important to me. (Rīga, discussion in Russian) 

In various contexts of the arguments presented by Russian speaking respondents who 
are trying to justify their weak level of knowledge about November 18 and its 
importance in Latvia history, one sees an attempt to transfer responsibility for this to 
“someone else” – the state, ethnic Latvians or schools.  These tend to be highly 
generalised statements: 

- There’s no information about November 18.  When we celebrated November 7, 
we knew about it well in advance.  Propaganda was effective, and we celebrated, 
but we don’t really know about the meaning of November 18. (Liepāja, 
discussion in Russian) 
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- Latvians themselves don’t know this holiday, they come to work and ask 
sometimes what the holiday is, why the flags are being hung? (Jelgava, 
discussion in Russian) 

- My six-year-old son also doesn’t know what November 18 is, and I am just 
terribly thankful to the state that he doesn’t know anything.  When I was his age, 
I knew what May 1 and May 9 were.  He doesn’t know, he thinks it’s my name’s 
day.  And for the time being I haven’t explained this holiday to him, because the 
state has not gone to the effort of explaining to all of its residents what this date 
of November 18 means.  When my son asks why we are watching fireworks, I tell 
him that it’s because of my name’s day.  Someday surely someone at school will 
explain to him what this holiday means. (Jelgava, discussion in Russian) 

Participants in focus group discussions, and particularly those that were conducted in 
Russian, emphasised the need for long-term explanatory work so as to shape people’s 
understandings about the meaning of the state holidays, give them greater motivation 
to take part, and strengthen the habits and traditions of celebrating the holidays in a 
larger segment of the population. 

- Because it [November 18] is a specific brand, and it requires work.  What you 
said about November 7, that didn’t happen over the course of 10 years, but I 
think that our state has devoted comparatively little attention to it. (Rīga, 
discussion in Russian) 

An important aspect of the historical context is that historical memories construe the 
understanding of state holidays today, and the same can be said about attitudes toward 
the state and those who are in power.  Respondents said that of great importance in 
forming an understanding of holidays is the set of individual historical memories and 
myths which become integrated into the collective historical memory and myths.  
Very powerful positive influence is ensured by the presence and participation of the 
individual, whether directly or indirectly via social networks, in those historical 
events which relate to specific state holidays.  People who took part in the 1991 
barricades or actively took part in the events of May 4, 1990, remember powerful 
emotional experiences, and these continue to influence the extent to which they feel a 
sense of celebration.  Respondents who took part in those events have a clearer 
understanding of the May 4 holiday, and their statements include linguistic constructs 
which indicate a sense of community with other Latvian residents who were also 
involved in the events. 

- Those of us who saw that ceremonial and decisive moment when the vote was 
taken (..) we saw how the people reacted when the vote was affirmative.  Those 
emotions pass through all of the years on this date [May 4].  That is important 
for me personally. (Ogre, discussion in Latvian) 

- The day when Latvia regained its independence and it was announced on May 4, 
my wife and I arrived in Moscow specifically on that day, and we heard about it 
there.  We felt so very uplifted and joyous.  (Jelgava, discussion in Russian) 

- We watched television, but we had to work that morning, after all, and during 
breaks we turned on the TV to see what was happening.  And then we had to go 
back to work.  I still remember how we ran back and forth, how we wondered 
whether it would happen or not. (Ogre, discussion in Latvian) 
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4.1.3. Family and school – where understandings of state holidays originate 
The family and the school are traditionally seen as the two primary agents of an 
individual’s socialisation.  The group discussions involved several respondents with 
children of preschool or school age.  The parents said things to indicate that families 
seldom talk about the historical events which relate to state holidays, and that is 
particularly true in Russian speaking families.  Among Latvian speaking families too, 
however, such discussions tend to be of an incidental nature. 

- In our family – I have a grandson who is of a thoughtful age, for instance.  He’s 
12 years old, and we watch these shows together if they’re on television.  We talk 
about all of it, and it’s interesting to him.  He asks questions, and try to ensure 
that as he grows up, he knows what May 4 is. (Ogre, discussion in Latvian) 

- I tell my granddaughter that each person has a birthday, and the state, Latvia 
also has a birthday.  Then it’s easier to understand.  The fireworks at the end of 
the day are like a birthday present. (Rīga, discussion in Latvian) 

In both the Latvian and the Russian language groups, there was a tendency to delegate 
the responsibility for shaping an understanding about the meaning of state holidays 
among children to kindergartens and schools.  People insisted that educational 
institutions are responsible for the patriotic raising of children and for their political 
socialisation. 

- We’re not talking about ideology here.  Latvia basically doesn’t have any 
ideology, young people are directed in specific directions, and that is the right 
thing to do.  In the kindergarten, there are little flags and the like, and just try to 
refuse to do something!  From the very beginning children are told that 
November 18 is a holiday.  But why should we ourselves [do the same]?  
(Daugavpils, discussion in Russian) 

- I think that at school it is invaluable.  That means that the family is important, of 
course, but the school is enormously important.  Remember the war?  Remember 
what we were taught about it?  It is very hard to get rid of that information. 
(Ogre, discussion in Latvian) 

There were others who expressed quite the opposite view – that the political 
socialisation of children cannot be the responsibility only of schools.  Families, said 
such respondents, must work together with schoolteachers on this subject.  The 
experience of focus group participants, however, showed clearly that kindergartens 
and schools play a very important role right now in establishing habits related to the 
celebration of state holidays at the family level.  As they follow along with the 
activities of children and grandchildren, entire families become involved in the 
celebrations.  Traditions of celebration that are rooted in a child’s experience at 
kindergarten and school serve as a foundation for the nurturing of family traditions 
which are then disseminated among broader social groups. 

- Look, she is five years old.  Perhaps she does not  yet understand that the holiday 
is November 18 as such, but she does get up on stage to read a poem at the 
microphone.  Her mother and her kindergarten prepare her for that – it is a 
holiday.  That is the kindergarten level, I don’t know what happens at schools.  
She speaks Latvian, she knows no Russian at all.  I can’t think of anything that is 
written in Russian that is dedicated to November 18.  That is a bad thing, given 
that 40% of the population are Russian speakers. (Daugavpils, discussion in 
Russian) 
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Parents offered several arguments in support of their passivity in educating their 
children and shaping traditions of holiday celebrations.  First of all, respondents think 
that the issues are too complicated to explain to a child in an understandable way. 

- I can say that I have not gone into any great depth in trying to explain the 
meaning of May 4, because it is so complicated for small children.  First of all, 
we have November 11 and November 18.  Those are dates which are close to one 
another, and even that confuses the kids – they can’t remember whether 
Lāčplēsis fought on November 18, whether it was Lāčplēsis or a victory.  It is all 
quite confusion even for teenagers and children who are of a more mature age.  
If you bring in May 4, too, particularly among small children, then you get sort 
of a porridge. (Ogre, discussion in Latvian) 

Second, parents – and particularly Russian speakers – feel no real motivation to 
explain Latvian history to their children. 

- Whatever the child is told, the child is told.  I have no plan to speak in favour or 
against this.  We do not discuss this holiday [November 18] as a fact in our 
family.  It’s simply a holiday with fireworks, we don’t go into in-depth 
explanations. (Jelgava, discussion in Russian) 

As the comments of these respondents are analysed in the context of what else they 
said in the focus group discussions, one sees that these participants are not pleased 
with the state’s ethnic policies.  They are unhappy with social protections and material 
welfare, they lack a sense of belonging in the country’s community.  On the contrary, 
they say things which indicate that they are alienating themselves from the 
community. 

Third, analysis of the way in which respondents in the research understand state 
holidays and the reasons why they are celebrated shows clearly that some parents lack 
knowledge about history.  They become confused because of differing interpretations 
of history, they do not feel convinced of their knowledge, and the official 
interpretation of history in Latvia is often not in line with their ideological beliefs. 

 
4.2. The importance of state holidays 

 
The spontaneous answers which participants in focus group discussions gave to 
questions about which state holidays in Latvia are of personal importance to them 
showed that the most important holidays for Latvian and Russian speakers alike are 
traditional and Christian holidays – Easter, Christmas, and the Summer Solstice.  Both 
May 4, when Latvia declared its independence from the Soviet Union, and November 
18, when the Latvian state was proclaimed in 1918, are less popular.  This is seen not 
only in what respondents said in focus group discussions, but also in the survey of 
residents.  The data show that the holiday in Latvia which the greatest percentage of 
residents celebrate is the New Year – fully 98% of respondents say that they celebrate 
the holiday.  New Year’s is followed by Christmas (97%), Eastern (94%) and the 
Summer Solstice (94).  Only two-thirds of Latvians (66%) and fewer non-Latvians 
(48%) celebrate November 18.  Even fewer people celebrate May 4 as a holiday – 
30% of Latvians and 21% of non-Latvians. 

If we look at these data from the ethnic perspective, then we find that the date on 
which the Republic of Latvia was proclaimed is more important to Latvians than to 
non-Latvians – 65% of Latvians said that the holiday is “very important” or “mostly 
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important” to them, but only 35% of non-Latvians did the same.  The date when 
Latvia proclaimed its independence from the USSR is seen as important by 47% of 
Latvians and 22% of non-Latvians (Figure 8). 

 
Figure 8 

The importance of the November 18 and May 4 holiday in different ethnic 
groups 

65%

47%

35%

22%

18 November

4 May
Latvian

Other nationality

Basis: all, n=1001; Latvian, n=664; Other nationality, n=337
 

Note:  The answers “very important” and “mostly important” are combined in  
Figure 8. 

The quantitative data from the study indicate a trend – the more important a 
respondent holds November 18 to be, the more likely it is that he or she will celebrate 
the holiday.  Fully 91% of those respondents who said that November 18 is “very 
important” actually celebrated the holiday, while only 18% of those for whom 
November 18 is “completely unimportant” did the same.  Given that this is the case, it 
is important to consider the circumstances, conditions and reasons which determine 
the importance of state holidays at the individual and the family level. 

 
4.2.1. Belonging, pride and patriotism 
The focus group discussions revealed that when discussing the importance of state 
holidays, discussion participants spoke to three interrelated subjects – the sense of 
belonging to the state, pride about the state, and patriotism. 

The sense of belonging, i.e., the idea that one is part of the state, is one of the most 
important motivations in terms of celebrating holidays.  The survey sought to find out 
the extent to which local residents feel a sense of belonging to their immediate 
environs, to their region, to Latvia, to Europe and to Russia.  The closest links were 
affirmed for Latvia – 83% of respondents said that their links to Latvia are “close” or 
“very close”.  A more powerful identity in this regard is felt by older respondents 
(those over 60) and by ethnic Latvians.  Only one-quarter (25%) of Latvia’s residents 
feel a sense of belonging to Europe, and 15% feel a sense of belonging to Russia.  
Figure 9 shows how these data break down by nationality, and we see that there are 
differences between Latvians and non-Latvians only with respect to Russia – 7% of 
Latvians feel a close sense of belonging to it, but 31% of non-Latvians do the same.  
Other differences are insignificant, although we can see that non-Latvians have a 
slightly weaker sense of belonging in terms of a territorial (immediate environs, 
region) and national (Latvia) identity than Latvians do. 
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Figure 9 
The sense of belonging among different ethnic groups 
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Basis: all respondents, n=1001; Latvian, n=664; other nationality, n=337
 

Note:  The answers “very close” and “close” are grouped together in Figure 9. 
 
The sense of belonging is also seen in the attitudes which respondents had to these 
phrases:  “I love Latvia as my motherland” and “I would rather live in some country 
other than Latvia”.  Non-Latvians were slightly more likely than Latvians to say that 
they would like to live somewhere and to disagree with the statement that they love 
Latvia as their motherland.  At the same time, however, it has to be said that several 
respondents in the Russian speaking groups said that Latvia is their motherland, that it 
is their home, and that they feel a complete sense of belonging to the state. 

Theorists in the area of state holidays argue that celebrations of holidays play a role in 
strengthening national identity and the national community.  Analysis of focus group 
discussions upholds this concept.  First of all, people attach quite a bit of importance 
to the fact that holidays, including state holidays, give them a chance to be with 
family and friends.  The stated experience of respondents was also that these small 
groups are often brought together because of specific holiday events.  This only serves 
to confirm the theoretical concept that holiday objects have the function of shaping 
and strengthening the sense of community, whether in a small group such as a family, 
or the largest group – the entire community of residents of a country. 

- Because then it is a holiday.  Yes, we can go visit grandma, we all gather 
together, my sister might come.  But we have no father, it is not a celebration for 
us. (Daugavpils, discussion in Latvian) 

- I wouldn’t call it a tradition, but it is a family day for us.  We usually go to the 
fireworks.  I guess that’s the only thing which our family goes to see. (Rīga, 
discussion in Russian) 

This micro-level sense of community is a foundation for more extensive horizontal 
links to the rest of the “imagined community”41, i.e. the nation (the population of the 
country).  The statements made by each respondent allow researchers to say that there 
is a direct link between a respondent’s sense of belonging and the subjective 
importance which that respondent attaches to state holidays.  Those respondents who 

                                                 
41   Anderson, B.  (1991) Imagined Communities, rev.ed. London: Verso Books, p. 6. 
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speak of Latvia and their relationship to it in positive terms recognise the importance 
of November 18 and May 4 and recognise themselves as participants in those 
holidays.  The survey data bolster this thought – those respondents who feel closely 
linked to Latvia were more likely to say that they celebrate November 18. 

The discourse about belonging to the state often was full of internal contradictions.  
People admitted to emotional links with their motherland, but they also often said that 
socioeconomic problems in the country keep them from feeling a sense of patriotism.  
Those who tried to explain that state holidays are not important to them often relied 
on the argument that the state does not care about its residents.  In focus group 
discussions, people talked about the rapid rate of inflation in Latvia, the attitudes of 
those who are in power toward society, the unacceptable level of economic welfare in 
Latvia, and the outflow of labour from the country.  All of these subjects are based on 
a single thesis – until the state proves that it is truly interested in the socioeconomic 
welfare of the individual, no patriotism can be expected from the people of the 
country. 

- These holidays involve patriotism, but you cannot develop any sense of 
patriotism if you have such problems.  Once we have patriots, we will love these 
holidays. (..)  for instance, those who are growing up right now, those who are 
going abroad – their sense of patriotism … well they may feel homesick for their 
motherland, but there is no patriotism in them. (Daugavpils, discussion in 
Russian) 

- I have quarrelled with some Latvians, with local Latvians.  I am a Russian, even 
though I was born here, and I am a Latvian patriot.  They are not Latvian 
patriots, they denounce Latvia, they claim to be very disappointed, they call 
people names, they spit. (..) It turns out that I am a greater patriot than the 
Latvian is.  When I tell him how much money I receive in my pension and that I 
earn the same amount of money again, he says, ‘Well, of course you’re a patriot!  
If I received that much money, I’d be a patriot, too!’  The economy needs to be 
changed down to the household level, and then people’s thinking will change, as 
well. (Daugavpils, discussion in Russian) 

- It is hard to lift up patriotism if the government does what it’s doing right now.  It 
is hard to find patriotism.  The holiday mood perhaps, but not patriotism. (..)  
Many people are leaving the country already – what kind of patriotism is that? 
(Rīga, discussion in Latvian) 

- There is no work here, there is nothing here!  What kind of motherland is this if 
my child is half-starved, if I cannot find work? (Daugavpils, discussion in 
Latvian) 

Survey data largely confirm the diversity of views stated in the focus group 
discussions.  When asked about their level of pride in different areas of public life in 
Latvia, the fewest respondents said that they are proud of the country’s politicians 
(12%), the economy (21%) and the level of democracy in Latvia (37%).  The greatest 
levels of pride were felt with respect to Latvian athletes (83%) and Latvia’s art and 
culture (76%). 
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Figure 10 
Pride in various areas of public life among different ethnic groups 
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Note:  For reasons of clarity, the answer “Don’t know” is not included in Figure 10 
 
The survey data which are shown in Figure 10 show that there are only negligible 
differences between Latvians and non-Latvians when it comes to their level of pride 
in various areas of Latvian public life.  Overall, non-Latvians tend to be less proud 
than Latvians in virtually all areas of life.  If this fact is added to the results of the 
focus group discussions, then we have to say that dissatisfaction with Latvia’s 
political and economic situation is more distinct among Russian speakers than among 
Latvians.  This may in part be due to issues of ethnic policy which are still important 
for non-Latvians.  In discourse about state holidays they are important so-called 
ancillary subjects when people talk about their individual feelings as to the 
importance of holidays. 

- When it comes to independence and other issues that are of importance to 
everyone, only citizens take part in the discussion, without the views of non-
citizens.  We are not taken into account.  Yes, this holiday is a day off for my 
family, and that is good, but we do not feel that it is a holiday, we do not 
celebrate it.  Sometimes we turn on the radio to understand what holiday it is, 
because we tend to forget. (Liepāja, discussion in Russian) 

- Back when the Latvian state was being established, that was a big event, a big 
event for the people of Latvia so that the independence that was won at that time 
could be preserved.  I was not living in Latvia at that time, I know little about 
those events, but it turns out anyway that I’m not really living in Latvia, because 
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I am a non-citizen.  Now I became citizen of Russia, because a person is nothing 
without citizenship, that is not a person at all. (Liepāja, discussion in Russian) 

The job for state holidays is to reproduce and maintain myths, legends and narratives 
about the origins of the state.  This helps historical events to come to life among local 
residents and to unify those who are taking part in the celebrations.  In Latvia, there is 
no unified understanding of the historical background to the November 18 holiday, 
and there is no narrative that would bring everyone together.  In such a situation, other 
elements must be defined which can perform the function of establishing a sense of 
community.  Analysis of things which people said in the focus group discussions 
allow us to see how well the state has done in terms of the discourse about how 
important state holidays are, how well it has done in construing the subject of the 
holiday.  The state’s achievements and popularisation of same help people to be proud 
in their country and define and strengthen a sense of national patriotism.  This, in turn, 
has much to do with the extent to which local residents become involved in the 
celebration of holidays. 

- If there are things of which we can be proud, then it is a good thing.  If we are 
proud of the state, then we also celebrate November 18. (Daugavpils, discussion 
in Russian) 

- There is no feeling of this type, because the country does not know how to 
encourage patriotism in people.  There is no straw to grasp, there is no sense of 
national pride.  The state must show what it has achieved, but we see only 
collapse. (Jelgava, discussion in Russian) 

- The reason why people don’t celebrate holidays is that the state has no 
achievements to show anyone.  We used to dance to the tune of the Kremlin, now 
we dance to the tune of Brussels.  It makes no difference. (..)  We have no 
national feelings, no one is proud of being a Latvian unless he is drunk. (Jelgava, 
discussion in Russian) 

The achievements of the state and its leaders allow people to identify with the 
successes and to feel proud of belonging to the state.  It is also a prerequisite for the 
discursive group “we, the people of Latvia” to exist at all. 

- There’s November 18, at least that is something.  At one time back in history, 
Latvia had a certain percentage of students as a proportion of the total 
population, it sold bacon, meat and butter to Europe, everything happened. 
(Daugavpils, discussion in Latvian) 

- It suddenly occurred to me that perhaps patriotism could be increased if there 
was a broadcast on that day in which Latvia demonstrates itself against the 
background of others.  It doesn’t matter how, whether it is hockey, football, a 
pianist, etc.  We could show that our country also has people who are popular or 
outstanding – anyone who has shown something in the surrounding world. (Rīga, 
discussion in Latvian) 

 
4.2.2. Other aspects of the importance of state holidays 
Focus group results show that some people find state holidays to be interesting and 
meaningful because of things that are typical on holidays and serve to reduce tensions 
– free time, contacts with family and friends, leisure, entertainment, etc.  What’s 
more, things which people say show that they expect state holidays to be entertaining 
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for participants, as opposed to shaping a sense of community, a civic identity or the 
like. 

- The holiday programmes must be more diverse, people need entertainment.  It 
has always been known that people need bread and celebrations. (Jelgava, 
discussion in Russian) 

- For me, it is first and foremost a show.  Some kind of global theatrical 
performance, concerts.  (..)  The fireworks really are very banal, if there are little 
markets which bring together lots of people, it will again be uncomfortable.  To 
put it briefly – a show.  You don’t have to reinvent the bicycle, just find 
something out from history books, find out how you can attract people’s interest. 
(Rīga, discussion in Russian) 

- They should organise a show, perhaps that would be received differently.  I don’t 
think it needs to be all that solemn, it should just be a celebration. (Daugavpils, 
discussion in Russian) 

This is an area in which we see certain differences between Latvian and Russian 
respondents.  The latter group was more likely to express dissatisfaction with holidays 
of a political nature, and their discourse focuses more on opportunities for 
entertainment in the public space, as well as on inclusion of show elements in holiday 
events.  Several Russian respondents expressed negative views toward state holidays 
as political celebrations.  They believe that political celebrations split up society and 
are also impermanent in the sense that power shifts hands on a regular basis.  The 
things which Russian focus group participants said suggested the discursive strategy 
of avoiding a discussion of state holidays, instead describing them as political 
holidays. 

- I suppose that I am so apolitical that all holidays for me are ones which apply to 
the entire nation.  They have nothing to do with politics or changes in the power 
structure, because I think that all of these phenomena come and go.  One system 
is put in place and signs an agreement, the people live with that system and its 
holidays.  Then another system arrives and repeals former holidays to replace 
them with others.  I think that the real holidays are the ones which focus on the 
human spirit – Christmas, Easter. (..)  Those are long-lasting values, while 
politicians come and go.  I do not attach any significance to them.  I think that it 
is an impersonal process which does not affect emotions at all. (Rīga, discussion 
in Russian) 

At the same time, however, these are people who thing that May 9 – Soviet-era 
Victory Day – is an important holiday.  If these ideas are confronted with one another, 
we see that identifying state holidays as political holidays is one of the argumentation 
schemes that are based on the strategy of making excuses in holiday discourse. 

Analysis of what people said in the focus group discussions shows that the importance 
of specific state holidays is affected by the fact that there are several holidays and 
days of commemoration in Latvia which are focused on historical events related to the 
independence of the country and battles related to same.  This means that people can 
become confused about holidays and their overlapping meanings. 

- November 18, the state holiday (..) they are mixed up.  You see, there’s 
[November] 18, there’s [May] 4, there are other dates of commemoration.  If  all 
of those emotions were on a single day, then it might be like the American 
Independence Day.  That date might even beat Christmas and the Summer 
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Solstice.  But as  we have the 18th and the 4th, as well as other dates of 
commemoration, plus Lāčplēša Day, the emotions are divided up to a greater 
extent. (Rīga, discussion in Latvian) 

The pathos of May 4 as a state holiday is limited by May 1, which is Labour Day and 
is remembered by many people as a day for solidarity among working people in 
Soviet times.  It is also the date when Latvia joined the European Union, as well as 
the date when the Latvian Constitutional Convention was convened.  This means that 
there are four different holidays or events in less than one week’s time.  That may be 
something which helps to explain why May 4 is indirectly overshadowed. 

- May 4 flows together with May 1, they don’t really differ. (..)  I have not yet 
really become accustomed to the fact that May 4 is a holiday. (Ogre, discussion 
in Latvian) 

Judging from viewpoints that were expressed in the focus groups, the level of 
importance which people attach to specific holidays has to do with how the holidays 
are celebrated – the diversity and intensity of events, the extent to which members of 
the public are involved in the celebration, the participation of government officials, 
etc.  In this context it is significant, for instance, that two of Latvia’s top government 
officials were not even in Latvia on May 4, 2007.  In 2006 and 2007, President Vaira 
Vīķe-Freiberga sent written or videotaped greetings to the people of Latvia.  Focus 
group participants, particularly outside of Rīga, said that the involvement of people 
who are in power in a dialogue with people not just in the capital city, but also in 
regions, would be one recommendation as to how holidays should be celebrated.  This 
indicates that the theoretical idea that state holidays bring officials closer to the people 
has an echo in social reality. 

- Ours is a small country, and maybe the statesmen could come to visit us during 
holidays so as to make them more importance.  They could take part in our 
celebrations. (Daugavpils, discussion in Russian) 

In thinking about the scope of celebrations on May 4 and November 18, people say 
that there are far fewer celebratory activities on May 4 than on November 18.  This 
reduces the level of importance of the former holiday at the level of perceptions. 

- November 18 was noted at our kindergarten, for instance, but nothing happened 
on May 4.  They prepared for November 18 for an entire month.  they cut out a 
map, they felt a sense of belonging to the state, and they widely celebrated 
Latvia’s birthday. (Daugavpils, discussion in Russian) 

- Because I am not an historian, I see no difference [between May 4 and 
November 18].  November 18 is celebrated to a greater degree here, and so it is 
logical that it seems to be the more important holiday. (Daugavpils, discussion in 
Russian) 

Russian speakers, as opposed to Latvians, also engage in discourse which relates t 
holidays that were celebrated during the Soviet era.  An examination of this discourse 
helps to gain a deeper understanding of how the importance of holidays is established.  
In Russian speaking groups, spontaneous responses about state holidays in Latvia 
typically referred to Soviet-era holidays – May 9 (Victory Day), November 7 
(anniversary of the October Revolution), March 8 (International Women’s Day), and 
February 23 (Soviet Army Day).  Participants said things to show that the importance 
of these events is based on values which were referenced by people in discussing the 
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importance of state holidays that are celebrated in Latvia today – the ability to be with 
family and friends and to enjoy a day off. 

- The ones when we had a day off – May 1, May 9 and November 7.  Everyone 
worked on other days, but we could get together on those days.  Homes were 
open, there were always guests.  Perhaps there was less of a political mood, but 
we could spend time with people with whom we had warm, good and interesting 
relationships. (Rīga, discussion in Russian) 

The importance of holidays is also based on individual links to the holiday that is 
being observed.  When people said that May 9 was an important holiday, they did not 
discuss World War II battles, the heroism of soldiers, the Soviet victory over Fascism, 
etc.  Subjects brought up in relation to May 9 include the participation of family 
members (fathers, mothers, grandparents, etc.) in historical events.  The emphasis is 
not on the event as such, but on the individuals who were involved and the family 
links which relate to these people. 

- Victory Day truly is a holiday for me, because it so happens that my father was a 
war invalid, and all of my relatives went to war.  They talked about it a lot, and I 
know many things.  I know that my mother-in-law hid Jews. (Daugavpils, 
discussion in Russian) 

- This is an important holiday for me [May 9], because my father went to war.  I 
remember the holiday from back when I was a boy.  I try to get the day off from 
work on May 9 so that I can go lay some flowers and celebrate the day. (Liepāja, 
discussion in Russian) 

The quoted statements confirm the importance of individual links in the establishment 
of a holiday’s importance, and they help us to understand why May 9 as Victory Day 
remains so important among Russian speaking residents – traditions of celebration 
have been passed down from generation to generation. 

 
4.3. Celebrating state holidays – the practices of individuals 

 
4.3.1. Participation in celebrations 
As noted already, 66% of Latvians and 46% of non-Latvians observe November 18, 
the date when the Republic of Latvia was proclaimed.  People observe the holiday by 
attending various public events – concerts, the fireworks, worship services, etc. 

May 4, the date when Latvia proclaimed its independence from the Soviet Union, is 
observed by fewer people – 30% of Latvians and 21% of non-Latvian. 
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Figure 11 
Participation in various holiday activities on May 4 among different 

ethnic groups 
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Note:  For reasons of clarity, the answer “Don’t know” is not included in Figure 11 
 

Figure 12 
Participation in various holiday activities on November 18 among 

different ethnic groups 
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Note:  For reasons of clarity, the answer “Don’t know” is not included in Figure 12 
 
Figures 11 and 12 show survey data about what people in the two different ethnic 
groups do during holidays.  First of all, we see that there are fewer activities on May 4 
than November 18.  Second, Latvians are more active participants than non-Latvians 
are, and that is particularly true on May 4.  The differences are less significant on 
November 18.  Third, people choose passive and indirect forms of participation – they 
watch holiday events on television, as opposed to attending them themselves.  There 
are data to characterise these tendencies. 

For instance, 63% of Latvians and 44% of non-Latvians watch television on 
November 18, while 55% of Latvians and 28% of non-Latvians do so (frequently or 
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sometimes) on May 4.  Live television broadcasts are more often watched by older 
people and people in the countryside.  This shows that the media are of great 
importance in ensuring the participation of people in holidays and in shaping a sense 
of community during such holidays.  Considerable percentages of residents gain an 
idea of how the holiday is being celebrated, and these are people who, it can be said, 
take part in the events via the media.  People in focus groups confirmed the 
importance of the media, and particularly television. 

- We don’t attend events, and our family watches things on television – all the 
speeches, the parades we watch.  That’s because we’re usually out in the 
countryside.  That is our tradition, and traditions don’t change that easily. 
(Liepāja, discussion in Latvian) 

Television broadcasts should also show the way in which holidays are celebrated 
outside of Rīga, because otherwise people can get the idea that they are only 
celebrated in the capital city.  This would be of value not only to people in the 
countryside, but also to people in Rīga, because the space of celebration would be 
expanded, and indirect links would be formed with participants in Latvia’s various 
regions. 

- I always feel the approach of November 18, because the mass media, radio and 
television, start talking about it more and more.  The city is decorated, and then I 
know that the holiday is approaching.  Later there are parades, flags, balloons. 
(Rīga, discussion in Russian) 

- Rīga.  Everything happens in Rīga.  I get the feeling that Latvia is Rīga.  I don’t 
know anything about other places.  I drive around in my car, nothing is 
happening anywhere.  There is so little information on television about Latvia’s 
regions.  Nothing’s happening.  As far as I’m concerned, nothing is happening.  
Everything happens in Rīga – that, you see, is Latvia. (Rīga, discussion in 
Latvian) 

Asked to talk about television programmes on state holidays, people mentioned 
several shortcomings.  Some said that the programme should involve more than just 
live broadcasts of public events.  Several focus group participants said that the 
broadcasts are boring and the same in content each year.  People would like to watch 
shows which offer positive emotions, as opposed to presenting endless memories 
about the sufferings of the Latvian people over the course of history. 

- The TV programming is not prepared for people who want to watch things.  
There’s just the holiday meeting of Parliament, and that is all.  The holiday 
programming on television is very uninteresting. (Liepāja, discussion in  
Russian) 

- I do have to say that the first programme of Latvian Television has been of very 
poor quality for the second year in a row.  As soon as there is a holiday, I turn on 
the TV, but there’s nothing to watch that is patriotic or would teach anything to 
young people. (Ogre, discussion in Latvian) 

Fireworks are a special holiday element, and they are the one event which attracts the 
largest audience.  The largest crowds gather for fireworks on November 18 – 54% of 
Latvians and 43% of non-Latvians say that they go to watch fireworks on that date.  
This is more common among people in Rīga and other mayor towns.  Focus group 
discussions confirmed the survey data.  Respondents said that fireworks are of 
importance in celebrating November 18.  They are a culmination for the holiday, and 
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they are the main event at which a sense of celebration is established.  Furthermore, 
fireworks are one of the few traditions and habits which people have in celebrating 
holidays.  This is also an event which attracts families with children. 

- For instance, I have small children, and we go to the fireworks each year. (Rīga, 
discussion in Latvian) 

- The holiday is not all that national, it is just the date. (..)  People celebrate, I 
guess, it’s a holiday.  It’s a reason to have a drink, for some people just to get 
drunk.  It’s a party.  and then in the event everyone comes together, both old and 
young, including very small children with their parents.  That’s what the 
fireworks are all about. (Rīga, discussion in Latvian) 

- Here in Daugavpils, there were fireworks that year on November 18, and the 
feelings were quite grand what with the fireworks and the concert. (Daugavpils, 
discussion in Latvian) 

Holiday concerts are another typical public event on holidays, and that involves 
institutions from kindergartens to the Latvian National Theatre.  Survey data show 
that Latvians are more likely than non-Latvians to attend holiday concerts as part of 
the celebration.  If we compare these data to statements in focus groups, we find that 
holiday concerts apparently are focused more on Latvian speakers, with less attention 
being devoted to the inclusion of Russian speakers in the process. 

- There should be more modern music, and not just for the Latvian, but also the 
Russian audience.  You get the feeling that the concert is meant just for Latvians. 
(Liepāja, discussion in Russian) 

An examination of the experience of participants in holiday celebrations allows us to 
identify the most common practices in this regard.  Both in the Russian and the 
Latvian focus groups, people said things to show that May 4 is a new holiday, one for 
which no specific celebratory habits have been established.  Respondents spend May 
4 as just another day off.  If this social practice takes root, then May 4 will always be 
seen as a day off, not a state holiday in terms of people’s cognitive perceptions.  That, 
in turn, does not facilitate the emergence of relevant habits of celebration. 

- The holiday [May 4] is marked in red on the calendar, but it is not really yet the 
case that it is very important. (Ogre, discussion in Latvian) 

- I just know that there were lots of days off on May 4, each day between May 1 
and May 4 – so many days right after one another, so much free time. (Rīga, 
discussion in Latvian) 

- It is not a holiday for me.  I’m glad that there’s a day off, I can go to my summer 
home, but I don’t see that day as a holiday. (Liepāja, discussion in Russian) 

- I relax, I don’t do anything.  I walk in the park, in the evening I got to the theatre 
or a concert. (Jelgava, discussion in Russian) 

- I don’t celebrate at all, it’s an ordinary day. (Jelgava, discussion in Russian) 

- I don’t feel that it’s a state holiday, sorry. (Daugavpils, discussion in Russian) 

When asked about how they spend the day on November 18, focus group participants 
basically divided up into three groups in terms of what people do on that date.  There 
is some overlap between the groups, which involve both Latvian and Russian focus 
groups.  The results of the focus group discussions cannot be extrapolated to the 
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population at large, but they do give us some sense of the characteristic holiday habits 
of people in Latvia. 

(i) The first group is made up of people who don’t observe November 18 at all as a 
state holiday, ones who do not take part in any public events.  They spent the day as 
an ordinary day off, one which offers them extra time for leisure, contacts with family 
or friends, or the ability to do work that has not been done before. 

- My family doesn’t observe it [November 18] at all, to be perfectly honest. 
(Daugavpils, discussion in Russian) 

- For me, November 18 is just a day off, nothing special.  I usually spend it with 
my family.  Sometimes we get together with friends on November 18 and have a 
party, because it’s a day off. (Liepāja, discussion in Russian) 

- At first we paid no attention to the holiday, we had other problems to deal with.  
Once it became easier to live a better life, then our family went on a walk on that 
day.  I don’t go to mass events, though – I don’t like crowds and noise.  
Sometimes we go to the cinema. (Liepāja, discussion in Russian) 

- If we are talking about November 18 specifically, then because it is a day off, I 
want to sleep in.  When it comes to the fireworks, I attended them one year long 
ago.  I don’t anymore, because it’s not for me – all of those celebrations, 
performances, songs.  We don’t go to such events very much.  Of course, I see the 
decorations in the city and so on, but basically it all happens without me 
noticing. (Rīga, discussion in Russian) 

Even though Russian speaking respondents were more likely than Latvians to be part 
of this group, that does not mean that failure to observe November 18 as a state 
holiday is a practice that is found only in that linguistic community. 

(ii)  The second group is made up of respondents who feel the sense of a state holiday 
on November 18, but do not get involved in any specific activities.  Such people 
usually do not have any holiday traditions at home, either.  They spend part of the day 
with their families, do some housework, or just relax in front of the television.  The 
other half of the day is devoted to celebrating the holiday at home or elsewhere.  
Holiday events allow these people to spend their free time with their friends or family 
members in a way which includes some content.  If the weather is right, people like to 
attend events – usually fireworks, less often holiday concerts. 

- During the first half of the day I’ll perhaps be with my family.  We’ll sit around 
at home and watch some TV.  Later, though, we may go to a concert or some 
other event. (Daugavpils, discussion in Russian) 

- For us this is a family day.  We usually go to the fireworks.  I guess that’s the 
only event which our family attends. (..)  During the day we go visiting.  If the 
weather is not good, we stay at home. (Rīga, discussion in Russian) 

- November 18 is in the autumn, it’s cold outside.  We bake some pastries and visit 
a bit.  In the evening we go to the concert. (Liepāja, discussion in Latvian) 

(iii)  The third group consists of respondents who attach specific meaning to 
November 18 as the date when the Latvian state was proclaimed.  These people 
typically attend holiday events, and they have specific traditions in terms of how they 
celebrate.  Some prepare special meals at home in honour of the holiday, they light 
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candles, and they discuss the relevant historical events with their children and 
grandchildren. 

- November 18 is an important holiday for our family, we always celebrate.  Even 
in Soviet times, I always lit a candle in the window on November 18.  I went 
outside, and the militia never chased me or kept me from celebrating. (..) I have 
always gone to lay a flower at the Freedom Monument, I always went with 
flowers.  I believe that I am a patriot of my motherland.  I was born in Latvia.  
My parents were immigrants, but we always celebrate November 18. (Jelgava, 
discussion in  Russian) 

- We usually go to the countryside on November 18.  The very first thing that we 
do when we get up is raise the flag.  We have a flagpole, and we always raise the 
Latvian flag.  That’s delightful for everyone, particularly the grandchildren.  It is 
a ritual which we perform each and every time. (Liepāja, discussion in Latvian) 

- My wife and I go to town to do some shopping with the grandchildren.  Later we 
have a meal and celebrate.  We explain the importance of the day to our 
grandchildren.  In the evening we light some candles and put them in the 
window. (Jelgava, discussion in Russian) 

- I celebrate in my family, with the children.  We all go to the concert and then the 
fireworks.  Those are ordinary holiday joys. (Ogre, discussion in Latvian) 

- Then there’s the fireworks, we go with the children, then we come home and 
watch a Latvian film.  I think that there’s a different one each year, there are no 
repeats.  During the day we don’t’ go anywhere special, so we have the fireworks 
and the [film].  The atmosphere at the fireworks is emotional, and the same is 
certainly true of the Latvian film. (Rīga, discussion in Latvian) 

In this group, there is also a greater emphasis on the importance of the state holiday, 
family issues are secondary.  In the second group, respondents typically see 
November 18 as a “family day”, and the state holiday is just the context for that fact, 
it is of secondary importance. 

A study of the traditions which people in Latvia have vis-à-vis the celebration of 
holidays shows that involvement in holiday events tends to be an individual process.  
Most respondents celebrate holidays together with others, usually with family 
members.  The role of the family in the context of state holidays is emphasised several 
times in this study, whether it be in relation to how holidays are understood, how 
traditions are nurtured, or how participation is facilitated.  The family is the 
fundamental resource in shaping a sense of community among Latvia's residents.  If 
this resource is to be used to its full capacity, it must be possible for families to 
become involved in holiday celebrations. 

An example of positive practice in involving families in holiday celebrations is 
presented by kindergartens or schools.  This is what participants in focus group 
discussions told us.  Parents say that in kindergartens in particular, there has been 
greater and greater attention focused on November 18 in recent years.  Preschool 
pedagogues use many different methods to help children to understand the holiday 
and to celebrate it.  This offers basic knowledge about the country and its symbols.  
Parents are often indirectly involved in these educational activities.  When it comes to 
holiday events, parents and other family members are involved as organisers and as 
audience members, thus becoming active participants in the holiday. 
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- My attitude vis-à-vis the holiday changed after I visited my child’s kindergarten, 
where the independence holiday was being celebrated as Latvia’s birthday. (..)  
While I was there, I so very much felt part of the atmosphere, the pride with 
which the children marched around with little flags.  It really was Latvia’s 
birthday, and I felt the importance of the holiday.  The holiday on May 4, for 
instance, I don’t really understand.  That is a new holiday which I do not 
understand.  We have a clear sense, however, about the holiday on November 18. 
(Daugavpils, discussion in Russian) 

- I am very satisfied with the events which take place at school.  My children invite 
me to come along, I go to the events, they sing and dance, but I want to go to 
more than just the school. (Daugavpils, discussion in Latvian) 

Public state holiday events, say local residents, cannot fully satisfy the needs of 
families with children.  Fireworks are the only event which can be attended by entire 
families, and they are something which both adults and children enjoy. 

- The fireworks.  The children are the ones who love the fireworks, you know, but 
is it really just because of the kids?  It’s also for the family, it brings us together 
at least once.  Otherwise we all run in one direction and another, but during the 
holiday we get together, and we all go to the fireworks. (Liepāja, discussion in 
Latvian) 

I think that it is a false idea that it is possible to spend time with your entire family [at 
state holiday events].  If it is a state holiday, then there will certainly be politics there, 
and basically there’s nothing to do there other than watch the fireworks. (Daugavpils, 
discussion in Russian) 

Other so-called traditional holiday events – military parades, public concerts, laying 
down of flowers, holiday addresses, showing of films – are mostly meant for an adult 
audience. 

- To a minimal extent.  The parade – yes.  Appropriate for boys, but girls have 
nothing to do there.  What’s more, anyone who remembers parades from Soviet 
times knows that they were diverse, while now they are all alike. (Rīga, 
discussion in Russian) 

If children are to be brought into holiday events, there must be greater opportunities 
for active participation.  Among the events which were monitored as part of this 
research, such opportunities existed at the holiday concert in Rīga on May 4 on the 11 
November Shoreline road.  One part of the concert was devoted specifically to 
children, and there were other opportunities, too – to have a picture taken with various 
characters with some fancy makeup and wigs.  The pictures were available 
immediately.  Children could make shapes out of balloons and play a popular board 
game that is focused on the circus. 

 
4.3.2. Traditions for celebrating holidays among families and in society 

Traditions offer an understanding and knowledge about the celebration of specific 
holidays.  They are clear and stable conceptual guidelines as to how the holiday is to 
be celebrated.  Traditions help to transfer knowledge from generation to generation 
about the content and meaning of the holiday.  This was confirmed by people who 
took part in the focus group discussions: 
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- As others said, there could perhaps be a tradition that is launched on May 4, and 
I think that it would be much more interesting.  Then I could try to explain the 
situation somehow to my children, they would at least understand what it means.  
Without such traditions, however, I think that it is difficult to explain. (Ogre, 
discussion in Latvian) 

According to information from the survey that was conducted, very few people have 
specific family traditions in the celebration of state holidays – 15% of Latvians and 
8% of non-Latvians in the case of November 18, and just 4% and 2% respectively in 
the case of May 4.  Right now people are only developing traditions on those two 
dates, and many still don’t really understand how the holidays should be celebrated 
and how a celebratory feeling can be conjured up.  Only in a few cases did researchers 
find holiday celebration activities among respondents which really could be called 
traditions in that they are stable, unchanging, full of content and with specific 
meaning. 

- My son and I have this tradition [to go to the military parade], because we know 
people who take part, and we can get a look at them.  It is very interesting for 
him, although not for anyone else in the family, really. (Rīga, discussion in 
Russian) 

The absence of individual and family traditions is also see in the fact that people 
celebrate state holidays at home with their family or friends less often (26%) than they 
celebrate them by attending public events (37%).  For comparison’s sake it can be 
noted that 75% and more of respondents celebrate New Year’s, Christmas, Easter and 
the Summer Solstice at home).  November 18 is celebrated at home by 26% of 
residents, while 33% go out in public.  The figures for May 4 are 11% and 7% 
respectively.  When these indicators are analysed on the basis of ethnic groups, and 
when they are considered in the context of data extracted from the group discussions, 
there is reason to claim that if non-Latvians celebrate the state holiday of November 
18 at all, then they basically do so only in the public arena (there is no major 
difference among the two ethnic groups when it comes to celebrating the May 4 
holiday at home or out in public). 

These results speak to the importance of public events from several perspectives.  
First, for many people in Latvia, public holiday events and participation therein is 
virtually the only way of celebrating a state holiday, unless one also considers 
celebrations at educational institutions.  If these people are not brought into the public 
process of celebration, it may be that they will become entirely isolated from holidays 
and the way in which they are celebrated.  Second, public holiday events must be 
used as a resource to help people to understand the holidays, and narratives about how 
the state emerged should be included in the relevant rituals.  Third, researchers 
learned during the course of the study that decorations of public areas create a sense 
of celebration and focus attention on specific holidays.  Fourth, if events are well 
organised, with proper content and with opportunities for people to take part, that 
offers positive emotions to participants which go beyond the context of the state 
holiday as such and have an echo in terms of attitudes vis-à-vis other holiday 
participants and the country as such. 

Traditions of celebrating state holidays in public are seen in state holiday programmes 
in Latvia’s cities and in the knowledge which local residents have about the types of 
events which usually take place in their town.  At the same time, there were many 
comments in focus group discussions, as well as answers to survey questions, which 
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suggest that people are not really prepared to tend to these traditions.  Quantitative 
data show that people have a medium-level evaluation of public holiday events.  
According to the scale that was used for the research,42 survey respondents rated 
November 18 events at a level of 5.2 points, which meant that there were neither too 
boring nor too interesting.  The same was the case with holiday events on May 4 (5.0 
points, on average).  When the ratings are divided up by ethnic group, there are no 
significant differences in what people think about events on November 18, but non-
Latvians are slightly less positive about May 4 events than Latvians are.43  The 
overall trend is that a higher rating was given by people who actually took part in 
various events on May 4, and that may explain the lower rating among non-Latvians, 
who were less likely to have taken part in any such events. 

When discussing traditions in the celebration of state holidays at the level of cities and 
the country, respondents said things which marked out a dilemma involving tradition 
and innovation.  On the one hand, respondents suggested that they want stable 
traditions which help to reproduce knowledge about how specific state holidays are 
celebrated. On the other hand, respondents griped about homogeneous and frozen 
forms of celebration which are not oriented on the active participation of a broader 
range of residents in the holiday celebration.  Respondents said that there must be 
changes in the way in which state holidays are celebrated in public. 

- Something new, not just the standard. (..)  If the same thing is repeated, it gets 
uninteresting.  Of course, there has to be that worship service, but… (Rīga, 
discussion in Latvian) 

- There are no unified traditions.  I think that it is very hard to find a unified 
tradition right now.  After all, how long has Latvia been independent?  The 
occupation was much longer, and so somehow no unified tradition has emerged. 
(Rīga, discussion in Latvian) 

- The children have some drawing competitions, but that’s not enough.  There are 
always big crowds at those locations, and you can’t really get close.  There is no 
innovation. (Liepāja, discussion in Russian) 

The possible solution here would be to supplement traditional elements of holiday 
celebrations with new content.  Traditions in celebrating November 18 could be 
facilitated by improving the way in which they are organised and by diversifying the 
way in which they are offered to people. 

 
4.3.3. Motivations for participation 

A study of the experiences which people in the focus groups have had in celebrating 
state holidays showed that a higher level of participation could be found among those 
people who had been involved in organising or actively participating in the 
celebrations themselves.  There can be many different types of this kind of 
participation – taking part in an amateur performing group, attending a torchlight 
march, placing candles at a holiday object, etc.  The contrast to such people is the 

                                                 
42   In the survey, respondents were asked to evaluate state holiday events on a scale from 1 to 10, 
where 1 meant “very boring” and 10 meant “very interesting”. 
43   Latvians rated November 18 events with an average of 5.7 points, while non-Latvians gave them 
5.2 pints.  On May 4 the average rating was 5.2 for Latvians and 4.6 for non-Latvians. 
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group which watches passively.  That creates the opposite reaction – no desire to take 
part in holiday events. 

- I best remember when I lit candles at the academy.  We had to watch to make 
sure that they didn’t go out and that nothing was set on fire.  That is my best 
memory, because of the atmosphere. (Liepāja, discussion in Latvian) 

- It’s a celebration if you prepare for it yourself, instead of going to look at 
something ready-made.  The celebration is if you prepare it for yourself. (Rīga, 
discussion in Latvian) 

- Usually it is the case that the City Council organises things, the same performing 
groups appear, the same athletes take part, everyone just watched, and there is 
no opportunity for the public, the people of Liepāja, to take part. (Liepāja, 
discussion in Russian) 

Observations of holiday events also made clear the importance of participation in 
holiday events.  There was greater activity and more positive emotions in the faces of 
participants at those events or parts of events in which people could do something 
themselves – sing along, dance, lay flowers, have their picture taken at holiday 
objects, carry torches or put down candles in appropriate places, etc. 

People were asked to recommend ways of putting together holiday events which 
would attract greater interest and promote more involvement.  Most of the responses 
spoke to active forms of participation.  Some suggested that military units could visit 
various regions in Latvia to demonstrate their skills and allow people to examine 
military equipment and talk to soldiers.  Sports events could be organised in honour of 
the specific holiday.  Respondents said that they would like to take part in torchlight 
parades, attend outdoor exhibitions with subject matter appropriate to the holiday 
event, and attend events where people can sing together.  The easiest way to involve 
children is to hand out balloons and flags at the places where events are held.  This 
supplements holiday decorations and creates a sense of celebration among participants 
and observers alike. 

- My husband works at [the military base in] Ādaži, and they went to Valka with 
their weapons and all kinds of things.  He told me about the crowd that gathered, 
because people could come up close, there were various events that were 
organised. (..)  People could climb into the military vehicle, and that’s very 
interesting to children, of course.  If at the national level we feel that there is a 
shortage of military personnel, then we can catch another bird – this might 
encourage kids to think about such a career. (Daugavpils, discussion in Russian) 

- My proposal would be for a sports festival such as a football cup that is 
dedicated to November 18. (..) It could be a cup for amateur teams.  I think that 
this would be interesting to people. (Daugavpils, discussion in Russian) 

- Perhaps there could be sports events which people could watch.  Some that are 
more active, some that are less active.  Singing brings everyone together.  Some 
people have a singing voice, others don’t, but everyone sings, even those with no 
voice. (Rīga, discussion in Latvian) 

Respondents said that if people are to be encouraged to take part in holiday events, it 
is necessary to focus more attention on advertising.  Here is a fragment from one of 
the discussions which illustrates this thought: 
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- Thought has to be given on how to attract people.  People are fairly involved 
with themselves and their problems these days. (..) We need to think about how to 
bring them together. 

- Flyers could be dropped from airplanes. 

- There has to be something which speaks to people, attracts them.  Perhaps there 
can be something that is different from previous years so that it’s not too 
homogeneous.  People know if they’re seeing the same thing as last year, they 
don’t think that there will be anything new.  There has to be something 
interesting, something that attracts people. 

- There was information about the fireworks in Rīga in advance, that there would 
be a musical background, that everything would be harmonised with great effect.  
I really wanted to see all of that, to be there.  There has to be interesting and 
attractive information in advance. (Ogre, discussion in Latvian) 

An important prerequisite for participation in holiday events is the link between 
individual and collective historical memories.  These can emerge through direct or 
indirect links between the individual or agents who are important in his or her social 
network (family members, close friends) with the historical event that is being 
celebrated.  The closer this link, the higher the level of participation in holiday 
celebrations in private and in public. 

- Basically, any holiday is a matter for your heart, if you feel some kind of link to 
specific events, then that allows the soul to relax, and the person certainly 
celebrates. (Daugavpils, discussion in Latvian) 

- People who celebrate everything, who celebrate November 7, I think (..) that 
they’re not Latvia’s patriots, but neither are they Russia’s patriots.  They are the 
Soviet Union’s patriots.  That’s where they remained with heart and soul.  That is 
their history, that is their life. (Daugavpils, discussion in Latvian) 

Analysis of the motivations which people have for taking part in state holiday events 
shows a discursive link between attending public holiday events and the attitude 
which the individual has toward the state.  Respondents said things which made it 
clear that their involvement in celebrating state holidays is influenced by their low 
level of trust in people who are in government and by alienation from the state. 

- Trust in the state is at a critically low level.  No one trusts our government.  
Anything that has to do with the state does not encourage trust, and if we’re 
talking about official events, then I think that it’s very difficult to say if anyone 
will attend them, even if they are very good events. (Rīga, discussion in Russian) 

- Politicians are distant from our country.  They’re somewhere else, fighting for 
their own interests. (..)  We work so that it’s better for them. (Rīga, discussion in 
Latvian) 

- The rulers whom we have chosen basically destroy the people’s attitude toward 
the state. (Daugavpils, discussion in Latvian) 

A typical argument used to explain why someone does not become involved in events 
on November 18 is that the weather is bad – it’s cold and damp, there is often rain or 
snow.  It is precisely for this reason that many respondents do not attend public events 
in city squares, parks or shoreline areas. 
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- November 18.  We should establish the state anew in mid-May, when it’s war.  
We cannot have an outdoor event for children in November with carousels, 
because it will be wet, and there will be snow. (Daugavpils, discussion in 
Latvian) 

- Because it’s a day off, we stay at home.  If there are events and the weather is 
good, we go to the city square, of course, to watch the fireworks, but if it’s 
raining, then we don’t go even if we’d really like to.  If it’s cloudy, you can’t see 
the fireworks anyway. (Daugavpils, discussion in Russian) 

These are largely excuses for passiveness and disinterest in holiday events.  When 
those who take part in such events talk about their experience, they do not focus on 
the surrounding weather conditions. 

 
4.3.4. Decorations in public areas on state holidays – the views of local residents 
The point to decorating streets and squares, as well as other public areas, for holidays 
is to use artistic techniques to inform everyone that a holiday is approaching, as well 
as to create a sense of celebration and emotion.  That is what people in the focus 
groups said.  They often recommended that there be more specific traditions and 
symbols in holiday decorations so as to ensure visual and cognitive perceptions.  The 
decorations, in other words, should ensure that specific state holidays are recognised 
and that traditions in celebrating the holidays are fixed at the level of individual 
thinking. 

- The city does create a holiday mood by polishing up the holiday decorations. (..)  
When the city is decorated, we drive across the bridge which has all of the red-
white-red decorations and flags. (Liepāja, discussion in Latvian) 

- This has to be a tradition, and it is growing each year.  If there is a tradition that 
is specific to November 18 – laying down candles, for instance – then people will 
become accustomed to it.  Each holiday must have a symbol. (Rīga, discussion in 
Russian) 

The results of the survey insofar as this issue is concerned are shown in Figure 13.  
66% of respondents in Rīga agreed with the statement “I like the holiday decorations 
in Rīga in advance of November 18, and they make me feel that the holiday is 
approaching.”  Rural residents were less pleased with public decorations – 47% 
agreed with the statement that “holiday decorations on November 18 can really only 
be seen in Rīga.” 
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Figure 13 
Evaluation of November 18 holiday decorations 
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In focus group discussions, people talked about their objections in this regard and the 
things that they would recommend in terms of improving the visual appearance of 
towns and cities on holidays.  They think that decorations are insufficient and too 
homogeneous, and they do not create a sense of celebration or much in the way of 
emotion. 

- The city is not decorated sufficiently.  There is no explosion of emotion – lights 
are needed to achieve that. (Jelgava, discussion in Russian) 

The main decoration element which people spot in their towns is that the Latvian flag 
is hung outside of buildings.  This does not do anything to identify the specific 
holidays, however, because the state flag must be raised in Latvia on all holidays and 
commemorative dates.  Other decorations such as hangings, posters, informational 
stands, etc., are usually found only in town centres, but not in more distant 
neighbourhoods.  Respondents had a divergence of views as to whether decorations 
should be put up only in the centre or also in other parts of the relevant city or town.  
Some said that decorations are needed in those places where holiday events are to be 
held, while other parts of the city could be decorated only with the Latvian flag.  
Others called for more diverse decorations outside of city centres so as to create a 
sense of the holiday for everyone in town, including those who do not attend holiday 
events or have no reason to visit the central part of the town. 

Respondents also said that decorations should be put up in a more timely way, that 
there should be a greater diversity in the elements and types of decorations, and that 
decorations should be ones that are reusable.  That, respondents said, would mean 
rational use of financial resources, as well as traditions in terms of holiday 
decorations. 

The results of the survey and the focus group discussions show that people in Latvia 
believe that decorations in the country’s towns and cities should be more evident and 
brighter, with lights used to better effect. 
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People believe that objects with national symbols should be made more visible, too – 
as is the case, for instance, when the world ice hockey championship is ongoing.  
They also want holiday participants to be more active in preparing the decorations.  
This would apply to small flags and balloons which participants hold while moving 
about on the relevant holiday. 

- Such external things can create the emotion – flags, fireworks.  I think there 
should be more flags. (..)  Perhaps thought could be given to presents – small 
flags for the citizens of Latvia on the country’s birthday. (Ogre, discussion in 
Latvian) 

 
4.4. State holidays: Unifying or splitting people apart? 

 
4.4.1. The relationship between the state and the public in the context of holidays 
Researchers who focus on holidays argue that state holidays help to strengthen links 
between nation and government.  State holiday celebrations bring government 
representatives and local residents closer together, diverting attention from social and 
political conflicts which may be ongoing.  Instead people are offered a narrative of 
unification which speaks to the origins of the country and the legitimacy of the 
prevailing order.  If one views the celebration of state holidays in Latvia from this 
perspective, then one finds quite the opposite – state holidays emphasise 
contradictions between those who are in power and those who are not. 

Analysis of what people think about state holidays and the relevant traditions of 
celebration brings up the question of the overall relationship between the public and 
the state.  First of all, some respondents who said that they don’t much care about 
state holidays expressed negative views about the government’s attitude vis-à-vis 
local residents, as seen in government policies related to the economy, social security, 
employment and ethnic policy.  In the context of state holidays, respondents also 
spoke about the achievements of the state, indirectly indicating a lack of positive 
discourse about the state and its progressive development.  Third, residents think that 
the importance of state holidays is reduced by the attitude which those who are in 
power take toward the holiday.  That is particularly true on May 4, when government 
officials tend to be abroad, instead of joining with the people in celebrating an 
important holiday.  All of these aspects – the state’s attitude toward local residents 
and holidays, the absence of a positive discourse, and the low level of trust in the 
government – put together a group of arguments which people use to explain why 
they do not get involved in the celebration of state holidays. 

The fact that people are alienated from the government is seen not only in attitudes, 
but also in practices related to the celebration of holidays.  Respondents believe that 
those who organise state holidays do not involve the people at large or any specific 
individuals to a sufficient degree.  Instead, state holiday events are focused primarily 
on the political elite.  This creates a gap between those who are in power and those 
who are simply celebrating the holiday.  It can be said to a certain extent that two 
different areas of celebrating the holiday are created. 

- People in Rīga can be affected by the fact that everything is decorated.  we see 
on television that there are official events, but if we travel somewhere, we see 
that nothing is happening, the holiday is not being celebrated by people.  
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Everything has become very official.  Even November 18 is a very official 
holiday. (Rīga, discussion in Russian) 

- The organisers themselves ensure that it is so formal, and because it is formal, it 
is not meant for the people. (Rīga, discussion in Russian) 

Observations during state holidays in 2007 (see Section 1 of this report) show clearly 
how government officials are kept apart from the people.  For instance, when flowers 
were to be laid at the base of the Freedom Monument, there were metal and police 
barriers in place.  The gap is exacerbated by the fact that there are closed holiday 
events, as well – concerts for the selected few, holiday banquets and various 
receptions.  In focus groups, people said that they do not feel welcome at holidays 
because of this, that they feel that they are being pushed aside.  This enhances the idea 
that state holidays are meant for the elite. 

- When we have ceremonial events, only the elite take part.  They are kept apart 
from ordinary residents.  I think that happens more and more each time, and I 
feel that I am being shunted aside. (Rīga, discussion in Russian) 

- I think that all of those things during the holiday are more meant for a specific 
range of people, not ordinary individuals.  It is a specific range of people who 
are invited to take part, who are given awards.  I don’t know what happens there. 
(Daugavpils, discussion in Russian) 

- A political holiday cannot be any different.  Representatives of the government 
get together somewhere, take decisions, they are offered a closed concert, but the 
people simply relax. (Rīga, discussion in Russian) 

Respondents said things to show how they perceive the closed events that are meant 
for the elite.  Participants in the study interpret this as discrimination against the 
people who took part in restoring the independence of the Latvian state.  This creates 
fertile soil for negative attitudes which become very durable.  At the individual level, 
such attitudes are projected onto the state.  During the focus group discussions, 
discursive analysis showed that this also affects the importance of state holidays and 
the motivation of individuals to take part therein.  State holidays do not bring the 
power elite closer to the people.  On the contrary, there is even greater distancing and 
alienation. 

- Initially it was for everyone, but then one year I had such a bitter experience.  I 
think it was sometime around 1995.  I went there, and the door was closed.  
Because it was an event only for those with invitations, and I saw people who I 
know voted against Latvia going inside.  Ever since then I have had such a 
painful feeling about that holiday in our city. (Daugavpils, discussion in Latvian) 

- We were the ones who knitted mittens and socks, we packed them up and sent 
them to the People’s Front, the barricades.  And now we’re not even invited to 
the November 18 holiday.  We don’t get invitations. (Daugavpils, discussion in 
Latvian) 

Russian speaking respondents typically explained their passivity in celebrating state 
holidays by talking about the state’s unfair attitude vis-à-vis Latvia’s non-citizens.  In 
a broader sense, these negative arguments have to do with the country’s overall ethnic 
policy – something which affects not just the attitude of this group toward 
representatives of the government, but also the relationship between Latvia’s two 
major linguistic communities. 
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4.4.2. “Us” and “them” in the context of state holidays 
The survey and the focus groups allowed researchers to draw certain conclusions 
about the interaction between the country’s Latvian speaking and Russian speaking 
communities in the context of state holidays.  One way to analyse state holiday 
resources as a means for ethnic consolidation in society is to see what the two 
communities have in common in celebrating state holidays and what differences there 
exist in this regard.  The research revealed several links and trends.  Latvians tend to 
have a higher level of understanding about state holidays and their importance than 
Russian speakers do.  To a certain extent, this explains why Latvians are more active 
in taking part in holiday celebrations. 
Latvians celebrate holidays at home and in public, but non-Latvians largely celebrate 
them out in public, because they have not developed individual traditions in the area 
of state holidays.  It must be added, however, that the same is true in Latvian families, 
where such traditions are only just emerging and being strengthened. 
The study of how people in the two linguistic communities celebrate state holidays 
showed that there are some practices that are held in common by both – in both cases 
people see the holiday as a chance to spend time with the family, they see May 4 as an 
ordinary day off, as opposed to a state holiday, they attend the fireworks together with 
their families on state holidays, and they attend other types of events less often.  
Differences between the two communities have to do with celebrating holidays at 
home and attending holiday concerts – both processes are more common among 
Latvian than non-Latvian respondents. 
The subject of ethnic unity or separation in society was discussed primarily by those 
focus groups in which the discussion was in Russian, but also in the Latvian group in 
the town of Daugavpils.  In other Latvian groups, the subject was brought up in a 
fragmentary way or not at all.  this means that ethnic relations are not on the Latvian 
agenda when it comes to state holidays.  Discourse analysis among the Latvians 
showed that they tend to see and celebration November 18 as “our” holiday. 
- I think that the person can take part, no one is banning him from doing so.  

Welcome, come and take part, join our group in celebration. (..)  That is our 
holiday, the state holiday, irrespective of what his nationality is.  Those who wish 
to recognise the event take part, those who do not sit around with their brethren 
somewhere. (Rīga, discussion in Latvian) 

In the Russian speaking groups, the subject of state holidays and the subordinate 
topics of how those holidays are celebrated were supplemented with discussions about 
the country’s ethnic policies (Latvian language learning, speaking the language, 
linguistic conflicts, awarding of citizenship, motivations for naturalisation, minority 
school reforms and their implementation, etc.).  It was specifically from this 
perspective that respondents talked about relations “between Latvians and Russians”.  
In the Latvian group in Daugavpils, a key topic was the absence of a Latvian cultural 
environment.  People also expressed dislike of the common habit of Russian speakers 
in the city to celebrate official Soviet-era holidays to a great extent.  That particularly 
applied to the “Victory Day” celebration of May 9. 
- When I go to a holiday event in Daugavpils, I am not convinced that I will feel as 

if I am in Latvian.  I don’t go to many holiday events so that I don’t feel bad 
afterward. (..)  On holidays I want to feel like I am in Latvia.  I go to the 
countryside or to Preiļi or even further. Quite often I leave Daugavpils on 
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holidays, because I want to feel that I am in Latvia. (Daugavpils, discussion in 
Latvian) 

- On May 9, if you can imagine, there is a march down Daugavpils Street, to a 
monument for fallen heroes and liberators of the people.  There are so many 
people – groups from kindergartens, schools, war veterans.  I don’t know why, 
but each year there are more and more of them.  You cannot imagine the amount 
of flowers, you can’t imagine that group of people.  The streets and sidewalks are 
full of them. (Daugavpils, discussion in Latvian) 

This study of state holidays confirms conclusions drawn in earlier Baltic Institute of 
Social Sciences studies of ethnic integration in Latvia.  One such conclusion is that 
the country’s ethnic policy has a deleterious effect on relations between the two major 
linguistic communities.  For instance, when it comes to May 4, respondents in the 
Latvian and Russian focus groups referred to the same events, and the way in which 
people described them did not differ much.  This shows that the two ethnolinguistic 
groups have the same discourse about the historical events of May 4, 1990, 
irrespective of so-called alternative discourses which are more typical of the country’s 
Russian speakers. 
- May 4 really is a holiday for me, because during the putsch and the barricades, I 

took my twin daughters, who were 10 years old, to Rīga and the barricades so 
that they could visit their daddy, who was guarding the radio centre. (Jelgava, 
discussion in Russian) 

This unified and dominant discourse also involves such subjects as a sense of 
community among the people of Latvia, as well as unified values and political ideals 
in pursuit of the restoration of Latvia’s independence and statehood in 1990.  People 
talked about unity between different ethnic groups “in the fight for independence”.  
The “we” group is distinct in those stories, as is a powerful national identity which is 
based on the roots of a civic nation.  The political decisions which were taken on 
subjects such as citizenship and national language policy in the wake of 
independence, however, are ones which Russian speakers see as having had a serious 
and negative effect on unity in Latvia, promoting a split between the Latvian and the 
Russian speaking communities. 
- How can I love this country if back in 1991 I was promised citizenship and then 

fooled?  Back at the barricades no one cared about citizenship, but that was no 
longer true afterward. (Daugavpils, discussion in Russian) 

- Back then [during the barricades] no one cared about your nationality – Russian, 
Kazakh, Chinese or Armenian.  The principle was that if you were together with 
us, then you were one of us.  Once all of that ended, the pro-Fascists came to 
power, and to this very day they have hated other residents of Latvia.  That was 
the time when the highest sense of community was experienced. (Jelgava, 
discussion in Russian) 

- I didn’t take part in the barricades, but my wife did, and there really was a 
feeling there.  Everyone was fed, everyone was given hot tea.  Even the 
nationalists did not differentiate among people, they brought us cigarettes and 
tea.  There were people who spent three days and nights on the barricades. 
(Jelgava, discussion in Russian) 
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5.  Celebration of state holidays in schools 
 
In order to see how state holidays are celebrated in Latvia’s schools, researchers 
conducted a survey of school principals, observations at schools, and a survey of 
students. 

The survey of principals was conducted in different regions of Latvia.  Questions 
concerned the way in which November 18 and May 4 are celebrated at schools, how 
students are involved in preparing for the holidays, how actively students take part, 
and what is their level of interest in state holidays and how they are celebrated. 

Observations were conducted at six schools, with researchers monitoring the way in 
which holidays were celebrated at each school.  Researchers interviewed teachers and 
students who took part.  Four of the schools were ones in which classes are taught in 
Latvian, while two were minority schools.  The researchers sought to observe schools 
which were as different from one another as possible – in the countryside and the city, 
Latvian and minority schools, high schools and state gymnasiums.  Researchers 
observed and noted the celebration of holidays, the mood of participants, the level of 
participation, and the decorations that were put up for each holiday.  Interviews 
allowed students to state their own impressions about events related to the state 
holiday at school.  Teachers could talk about the involvement of their students in the 
holiday events. 

The student survey was conducted in different regions of Latvia, focusing on 11th 
grade students in Latvian and minority schools. 

Information about the data extraction methods, cohorts and schedule of fieldwork can 
be found in the description of methodology which is contained in this report. 

 
5.1. Understanding of state holidays among students 

 
Data from the student survey show that students most often associate state holidays 
with a day off, with organising events, with concerts, the raising of flags, fireworks, 
as well as Latvian history, freedom battles, and the Latvian national anthem. 

A majority of students (75%) could identify the holiday which is celebrated on 
November 18.  Most linked it to the establishment of the Latvian state – “the date 
when Latvia’s independence was proclaimed”, “Latvia’s proclamation day” or 
“Latvia’s birthday:’.  November 18 was defined as Latvia’s proclamation day more 
often by Latvians.  Russian students described the holiday with such phrases as 
“proclamation of independence” and “birthday”.  Those students who did not name 
the holiday precisely said that it is “an important day for Latvia”, that it is a “national 
holiday”, “state holiday”, “day off”, “tradition”, etc. 

Students agree that November 18 is a holiday which should bring the people of Latvia 
together and encourage national self-esteem.  Some students thought that November 
18 is celebrated in commemoration of freedom fighters and the history of the Latvian 
people.  Some confused November 18 and Lāčplēša Day. 

Students were less informed about the May 4 holiday.  56% knew that the holiday 
marks “the date on which the declaration of independence was adopted.”  Only 2% 
thought that May 4 was the date when Latvia’s statehood was proclaimed.  Those who 
did not know that May 4 was the date of the proclamation of independence thought 
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that it was Europe Day, the date when Latvia joined the European Union, Labour 
Day, Victory Day or the date when Nazism was destroyed. 

 
5.2. Holiday events at schools 

 
5.2.1. How November 18 is celebrated at schools 
Observations at schools showed that there are very diverse events at Latvia’s schools 
in honour of the date when the Republic of Latvia was proclaimed.  In interviews, 
school principals talked about decorations.  Teachers talked about the holiday during 
classes, and they organised competitions and arranged for holiday speeches.  Quite 
often schools organised concerts, field trips to cultural or historical locations, or 
participation in the celebrations of the local town or parish. 

The survey of students shows those holiday activities which are most common in 
schools.  Concerts are the most popular event (68% of students said that there usually 
is a concert at their school), followed by holiday speeches (62%), decoration of the 
school (45%), and classes which are devoted to the holiday (41%).  Less common is 
the participation of school representatives in town or parish holiday activities, 
competitions, dances and field trips. 

5% of the surveyed students claimed that November 18 is not celebrated at their 
school, but there was no school at which all of the surveyed students said so.  In some 
schools, some students said that the holiday was celebrated, while others said that it 
was not celebrated.  It is notable here that students in schools where classes are taught 
in Russian were more likely than others to say that November 18 is not celebrated at 
school.  This simply shows that not all students have noticed events related to 
November 18 at their school and have not been involved in such events. 

Asked about traditions related to November 18, school principals often said that they 
organise ceremonial events, concerts, student performances and presentations.  Some 
schools have traditional competitions or awards ceremonies for students and teachers.  
In some schools, there are thematic weeks in advance of the holiday, focusing on 
history, citizenship, democracy and the fatherland.  Some schools organise meetings 
with well known people, including national partisans or graduates from the relevant 
school.  History, Latvian language and other classes are sometimes devoted to 
holiday-related subjects.  At some schools, students practice their participation in city 
events.  Sometimes there are torchlight parades, at some schools students visit 
monuments, theatres or churches.  There are exhibitions in some schools, while others 
organise a breakfast or luncheon to mark the holiday. 

Torchlight parades are more often attended by people from larger schools and from 
schools outside of Rīga.  Competitions were mentioned more often by principals at 
minority schools or schools where classes are taught both in Latvian and in Russian.  
Principals at schools in Rīga were more likely than others to talk about field trips to 
museums, monuments, the theatre or a church.  Awards ceremonies for students and 
teachers were more common at minority schools and at schools where both languages 
are used in the educational process. 

Data from the survey of principals show that one or more people are usually 
responsible for the holiday at each relevant institution.  Frequently the job is assigned 
to the vice-principal, educational supervisor or director of education.  Individual 
teachers are given the responsibility less often.  More than one-half of surveyed 
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principals said that there are no difficulties or problems in organising November 18 
holiday events and celebrating the holiday.  Those principals who had encountered 
problems talked about a lack of facilities large enough for big events, as well as 
problems in finding the necessary decorations (posters, a photograph of the president 
of Latvia).  Some principals think that the celebrations put an additional burden on 
children and teachers, that they hinder the teaching process.  Other problems cited by 
principals included bad weather and transport problems.  The ceremonial nature of the 
holiday events is marred by the fact that even on holidays, students arrive at school in 
their everyday clothes. 

Observations at schools showed that the researchers were treated neutrally by 
administrators, including principals, at four schools.  At one school, the educational 
director did not permit a survey of schoolchildren, saying that they were too busy and 
that the strict regime of lessons must not be violated. 

 
5.2.2. Observations during the celebration of November 18 at schools 
At several of the schools which were observed, the main November 18 event was a 
concert.  In some schools there were as many as three different concerts for different 
age groups so that all of the students could be involved.  The musical part of each 
concert was provided by choirs, ensembles, folk dancers, folklore groups and players 
of musical instruments.  This depended on the resources which each school had at its 
disposal.  Apart from the musical presentations, students listened to speeches, 
declamation of poetry and prose readings.  One school staged a theatrical performance 
and offered a brass band.  It has to be said that the repertoire of the musical 
performances was not always in line with the theme of the state holiday.  The most 
popular topic in the performances – love.  Poems that were read mostly dealt with the 
concept of the Motherland. 

The speeches delivered by school principals at holiday ceremonies were all similar in 
theme.  Principals talked about the meaning of the holiday, as well as about the 
institutional and historical links between the state and the schools.  Principals often 
spoke about the achievements of students in competitions, Olympiads, sports and the 
arts.  When addressing younger children, one principal offered instructions on how 
good children should behave, how they should applaud after a song, and what the 
obligations of participants would be.  Some principals called on children to love their 
Motherland.  Before or after each speech, the national anthem was performed either 
live or on a recording.  Students and teachers could sing along. 

Some schools organised competitions in honour of the November 18 holiday to test 
knowledge, to find the best literary composition, or to view presentations prepared in 
advance. 

At several schools there were specific class sessions at which students were taught 
about various aspects of the anniversary of the proclamation of the Republic of 
Latvia.  At one school, the Latvian language lesson was devoted to the subject 
“There’s no place like home.”  Several teachers took part in the lesson and rated 
presentations which the children had prepared about Latvia.  One teacher showed a 
video of different cultural and historical objects in Latvia, along with various 
landscapes.  A popular song by the composer Uldis Stabulnieks accompanied the 
images.  After they watched the video, students answered questions which the teacher 
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posed.  Then they were asked to go up to the blackboard and write down their free 
associations in relation to the word “motherland.” 

At two of the schools which were observed, there were exhibitions of drawings which 
students had prepared for the holiday. 

There were also some specific events.  At one school, all of the students and teachers 
went to the cinema to watch the recently released film “Guards of Rīga”, which was 
about Latvia’s freedom battles.  At one school, students took part in a torchlight 
parade.  At another, the student council was delegated to lay flower at the base of the 
Freedom Monument.  One school organised an event together with another school.  
Researchers saw both tests of knowledge and group work focused on Latvia’s 
presidents. 

The survey of principals showed that November 18 events at schools are usually 
organised on the last school day before the holiday as such, and quite often the entire 
week before the holiday is devoted to such events.  Some events were organised as far 
as two weeks ahead of November 18.  During the week before the holiday, events are 
organised more often by schools in Rīga and by minority and dual language schools,  
Latvian schools were more likely than others to organise concerts. 

 
5.2.3. The celebration of May 4 at schools 
May 4 is not celebrated at schools as extensively as November 18.  The survey of 
principals found that a bit less than one-half of surveyed schools organise any events 
in honour of May 4 at all.  The same was found in the survey of students – only one-
quarter of respondents said that such events are organised at their school. 

Asked why this is so, approximately one-third of principals said that it is because 
there are other holidays and commemorative days in the springtime – Easter, 
Mother’s Day, Europe Day.  Others pointed to the fact that May 4 is close to the end 
of the school year, with students having to focus on their examinations.  Still other 
respondents said that there simply are no traditions for celebrating May 4, that May 4 
is a less important holiday than November 18, and that there are days off during that 
period of time which make it difficult to organise events. 

At those schools where there were May 4 events, they usually were thematic lessons 
taught in history, Latvian language or other classes, or in homeroom.  Less often there 
were concerts, competitions or ceremonies at which student achievements could be 
praised. 

Principals at Latvian schools were more likely than those at Russian or dual-language 
schools to say that there are no traditions related to May 4 and that the holiday is a 
lesser one than November 18. 

 
5.3. Decorations at schools on state holidays 

 
Observations at schools showed that decorations at schools tended to be fairly 
minimal.  None of the schools had any impressive or monumental decorations in 
honour of November 18.  There were specifics in this regard at each school – posters 
with messages about the holiday, exhibitions of drawings, decorations of a national 
nature in school auditoriums, hallways and classrooms. 
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The survey of principals shows that students are quite often entrusted with preparing 
and putting up decorations in honour of November 18. 

Observations at schools shoed that posters showing the Latvian flag, the Latvian 
herald, and the notes and lyrics of the national anthem were posted at four of six 
schools.  A photograph of President Valdis Zatlers was also seen at two of the 
schools.  Two schools had an exhibition of drawings prepared by the students.  One 
was called “Autumn Exhibition Devoted to the Independence Holiday”, and the other 
was called “An Exhibition of Student Drawings: Latvia”.  Elsewhere there was an 
exhibition of photographs taken by students – “Latvia Through My Eyes”.  Several 
schools put up drawings by students focused on the national symbols of the state.  
One school stairwell was decorated with the contours of the Latvian map, coloured in 
an artistic way. 

One of the schools had an information stand labelled “News from Parliament”, with 
information (in Russian) about citizenship week and a competition called “You are 
Latvia” (“Ты – это Латвия”).  Another school had a poster about concerts that 
would be performed at the school on November 16, as well as one focused on events 
at the city’s cultural hall on the same date. 

The lobby of one school had a poster on the wall opposite the main entrance which 
showed the Latvian flag and the text “November 18”.  Alongside it was another poster 
featuring a poem by Agra Dage.  There was also a bouquet of red and white flowers.  
Another school had a large poster showing the Latvian flag.  It, too, was posted 
opposite the main entrance. 

Some schools used technologies to attract the attention of students – television sets 
showing films about the Latvian Riflemen and the Latvian military today, or audio 
systems playing solemn classical music. 

In one school, the only decoration in the events hall was green balloons on each side 
of the stage.  Event halls at Latvian schools traditionally have one or more flags. 

One school was decorated in an ethnographic way – a gray and white blanket upon 
which people had placed woven baskets, balls of yarn and a belt from a Latvian folk 
costume.  A vase with red and white flowers was standing nearby. 

Most classrooms were not decorated, although one had a linen cloth with a clay 
candlestick on the teacher’s desk.  Three candles in the colours of the Latvian flag 
were lit. 

 
5.4. Participants in state holiday celebrations at schools 

 
Observations at schools showed that the participation of students in the celebration of 
the date when the Republic of Latvia was proclaimed is not at the same level 
everywhere.  Some schools had holiday events featuring only a few students, while 
others had events at which all students participated. 

The level of interest in holiday events usually depends on the nature of the event and 
the amount of personal participation in organising it.  The larger the responsibility of 
a student, teacher or administrator in terms of participation in the event, the greater 
the interest and excitement in that individual. 
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5.4.1. Teachers as organisers and participants in state holidays 
The amount of teacher participation in organising state holiday events differs from 
school to school.  In some cases, only a few teachers are involved in putting together 
only a concert, while at other schools, there is more extensive participation, with 
teachers conducting literary afternoons, open Latvian language classes, or 
presentation competitions. 

The mood of teachers also differs.  Some are solemn, others display a sense of 
responsibility, weariness or positive emotions.  Some watch events with enthusiasm, 
while observers also found some teachers who appeared to be bored during 
performances.  In some cases teachers talked and laughed among themselves while 
students were singing. 

Asked to comment on their participation in organising holiday events, teachers 
offered various views.  There were some who see participation in helping students to 
become more patriotic as an additional chore end encumbrance.  Others said things to 
suggest that they did the work with enthusiasm – they prepared carefully for each 
event, tried to involve as many students as possible, and ensure a positive atmosphere 
for the process. 

Teachers who had themselves helped to organise an event watched the performances 
and helped in controlling the audience.  There was no moment when it appeared that 
the teachers had forgotten about their basic job – to teach.  They encouraged and 
supported students during the performances, but also told those in the audience who 
were too loud to quiet down and those who tried to sneak out before the concert ended 
to get back to their seats. 

In some schools teachers were dressed up in classical pantsuits.  Some teachers were 
wearing red clothing, while at other schools it did not appear that teachers had dressed 
specifically for the holiday event. 

Several teachers were happy to be interviewed after a holiday event, while others 
refused, some making the excuse of being too busy, others suggesting that they were 
not certain that the information which they disclosed would remain confidential.  
Some teachers did not want students to be interviewed, but did not explain why. 

Teachers said that patriotism in students must be encouraged, but some also pointed 
out that excessively pompous ceremonies were typical of the Soviet era, when solemn 
poems were recited with much seriousness.  Today, these teachers said, the 
atmosphere must be more informal and free, one that would be more appropriate for 
children.  There is no need for excessive ceremony or “long speeches from 
administrators”, because such speeches are always similar and excessively formal. 

Some teachers expressed regret at the absence of more decorations in honour of the 
holiday, but they also said that they frequently don’t have time to focus too much on 
special events because they already have too much work as it is. 

Teachers said that it is easy to involve children in events, particularly if they are major 
events or if there are prizes and diplomas to be had.  Children in elementary school 
are very active, while the level of participation among older students depends on the 
event.  In one case, the torchlight parade at the school was to involve just 10th grade 
students, but 11th and 12th grade students turned up voluntarily.  Teachers understand 
their own role in facilitating participation among students:  “We must be patriots and 
enthusiasts ourselves, and then the children will follow suit – they really feel the 

© Baltic Institute of Social Sciences, 2008 114



We.Celebrations.The State                                                                                         2007/2008 

emotions.”  Teachers particularly praised group work, where students could analyse 
various things of which Latvians are proud – something that could serve as a 
foundation for patriotism. 

Asked about recommendations, teachers proposed competitions, singing of patriotic 
songs and ceremonial concerts.  One teacher suggested that the genre of music at 
holiday concerts should vary so that it is not always ethnographic music that is sung.  
Sometimes, said the teacher, there could be rock and roll.  Several teachers said that it 
is not just possible, but also necessary to make the celebration of state holidays at 
schools more attractive and understandable for students. 

 
5.4.2. Student participation in celebrating November 18 
The survey of students showed that only 18% had families which had specific 
traditions for November 18.  The largest percentages of respondents celebrated with 
their friends (49%), went to the fireworks (46%), and watched fireworks on TV 
(26%).  24% of students helped to organise holiday events at school or in their town 
or city (the highest level of participation).  It appears that those students whose 
families have specific November 18 traditions were also more active in participating 
in events at school. 

Observations at schools showed that the level of student participation in November 18 
celebrations differed from school to school.  Not all schools had events which were 
structured so as to involve all of the students. 

The survey of students showed that most were involved in celebrations as audience 
members.  Only one-fifth of students reported being actually involved in preparing 
holiday events for November 18 (Figure 14).  Two-thirds of students were just 
viewers.  Students at Latvian schools were more likely to take part in organising 
celebrations, as opposed to students at Russian schools, who were more likely to be 
audience members or not take part in any event at all.  60% of students said that the 
holiday events are a pleasant change from everyday school processes.  Others said 
that they try to avoid the events or take part only because teachers and administrators 
demand that they do so. 

Figure 14 
Student participation in November 18 events at school 
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Students who did not take part in November 18 events at school said that it was 
because they felt lazy, because they did not want to take the initiative in organising 
these types of events, or because they had other interests. 

The survey of principals offered a look at what administrators think about November 
18 celebrations at school.  Asked what types of events students attend most actively, 
one-half cited holiday concerts, while one-third pointed to events that are organised as 
part of classroom sessions.  Principals said that comparatively few students take part 
in holiday-related knowledge, drawing, photo and other types of competitions.  
Competitions are more common at Russian and dual-language schools, as well as in 
larger, as opposed to smaller schools. 

When asked about whether the level of interest among students in holiday events at 
schools had changed over the last five years, a bit more than one-half of principals 
said that the level had not changed, while nearly one-third said that it had increased – 
that students were more active in organising and attending holiday events.  The level 
of interest in such celebrations has particularly increased at Russian and dual-
language schools, as well as at schools which are not in Rīga.  Principals at Latvian 
schools and schools in Rīga were the ones who said that the level of interest has not 
changed. 

Observations at schools showed that Russian language schools more often organised 
events for each class separately, while Latvian schools had at least one event in which 
all students could take part. 

Attitudes among students toward the Latvian national anthem were found to be 
serious.  There was just one school at which children did not sing the anthem, while 
elsewhere most sang along and stood up without being called upon to do so as soon as 
they heard the first chords of the anthem. 

Interviews among students showed that some had not even noticed that their principal 
was speaking up on stage, which shows that young people do not listen to the message 
in official addresses. 

Students were asked what types of situations on state holidays create the greatest 
sense of ceremony for them.   

Figure 15 
Holiday activities and the sense of ceremony among students 
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As we see in Figure 15, the largest percentage of students spoke about celebrating the 
holiday with their families.  Others talked about participating in holiday events at 
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school, while a lesser sense of ceremony was found among those who were just 
passive viewers of events. 

Several students said that there should be a greater sense of patriotism on state 
holidays, something that could be achieved by more in the way of folklore 
performances.  One student said that “it would be interesting if there were a concert 
with folklore groups such as ‘Skyforger’ or ‘Auļi’ singing patriotic songs”.  Another 
suggested a torchlight parade.  One girl in a small town proposed that students present 
a major concert at the local cultural building so that everyone in town could attend. 

Other students suggested quizzes and other games.  Some suggested that an epic 
drama about Latvian history be staged.  One student suggest that “we should get 
together in groups and tell interesting stories.  There should be more decoration in 
classrooms or the events hall.  I also would suggest a competition in which the best 
performer would receive a prize”. 

 
5.4.3. Parents and guests as participants in holidays 
Observations at schools showed that parents were invited to attend holiday events at 
several schools.  The presence of parents was particularly typical when children from 
lower grades were performing.  The level of interest among parents differed – those 
who were sitting toward the back of the hall were more likely to talk and laugh.  Some 
watched with interest, others left while the concert was still continuing.  At one school 
where a concert was being performed, students from another school were invited as 
guests.  They not only watched the performance carefully, but also staged a 
performance themselves. 

One school had a special guest – a man who had been graduated from the school in 
1946.  He talked about the writing of essays as an important part of a student’s 
education.  He evaluated compositions which students had written on the subject of 
the Latvian state’s role in the students’ families. 

 

5.5. A sense of belonging and civic awareness in Latvia 
 
Survey data were also used to evaluate the extent to which a sense of belonging to 
Latvia is related to nationality.  81% of Latvian students who were surveyed reported 
a close sense of belonging to Latvia, while only 52% of other students said the same 
(Figure 16). 

Figure 17 shows that Latvian and Russian speaking young people do not differ much 
in terms of various types of civic responsibility.  91% of Latvian and 83% of Russian 
speaking students support environmental protection and anti-pollution efforts, 80% of 
Latvian and 74% of Russian speaking young people agree that it is important to 
observe the law in Latvia.  Questions which can be grouped under the heading of 
patriotism showed different answers – 89% of Latvian, but only 65% of non-Latvian 
students said that it is important to respect Latvia’s symbols of state, while 79% of the 
former and only 51% of the latter group said that it is important to celebrate state 
holidays.  Young people also showed different attitudes vis-à-vis Latvian history, 
culture and language.  Here, too, Russian speaking young people were more reticent 
in their evaluations than their Latvian peers were. 
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Figure 16 
A sense of belonging to Latvia among students, by nationality 
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Figure 17 
Evaluation of aspects of civic responsibility among students, by nationality 
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The results of the student survey show that we must emphasise once again that 
they point to those areas of civic responsibility which are seen as equally important by 
Latvian and non-Latvian respondents.  Here we are speaking about environmental 
protection and responsibility before the law.  These data suggest that civic 
nationalism, in which the sense of community is based on responsibility for these two 
issues could be a cornerstone for establishing the sense of a unified nation among 
younger people in Latvia. 
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5.6. Recommendations 
 
5.6.1. About the celebration of holidays 
Holiday events must involve a balanced programme, particularly for children in 
elementary school, so that the atmosphere is not oppressive or stiff.  Mutual 
communications and reciprocal links should be established.  It would be useful to 
develop games related to the relevant themes so that the students get some exercise 
while expanding their knowledge about Latvian history at the same time. 

National self-awareness can be enhanced by interesting discussions among students, 
teachers and, perhaps, invited guests on the subject of the Latvian state.  An 
appropriate film could be watched before the decision, and that would encourage 
students to think about these nationally important questions. 

If literary afternoons are organised, the potential level of interest among students must 
be gauged in advance so that an interesting aspect of Latvian history can be identified.  
Perhaps working groups of students can be established in advance to come up with 
possible subject matter. 

The atmosphere of a celebration can be enhanced by bringing in students from other 
schools to join the festivities. 

Schools should also be places where the local community can celebrate the holiday. 

There could also be co-operation with other local government institutions in the 
process.  People from outside the school could be involved in the events which the 
school organises. 

5.6.2. About decorations 

Information about holiday events which are taking place in the relevant town or 
neighbourhood should be posted at school so that students know where they could go 
with their friends or families. 

Decorations must be ones which precisely indicate which holiday is being celebrated.  
Students should be more actively involved in decorating the school – they must be 
encouraged to propose and pursue their ideas about how the school should appear 
during the holiday. 

5.6.3. About the level of participation 

If students are to feel a sense of celebration, the appropriate environment for student 
initiative must be created as preparations are made for the holiday. 

Teachers must set an example in terms of initiative and interest when state holidays 
are celebrated at school. 

All classes should be involved in holiday events so as to avoid a situation in which 
some feel that they are not involved in the holiday at school or overall.  Students must 
be motivated to attend events so that they do not get the impression that they are being 
forced to do something. 

In order to reach the Russian speaking audience more effectively during November 18 
celebrations, the phrases “the day when Latvia proclaimed independence” and 
“Latvia’s birthday” can be used to a greater extent, because these concepts are more 
deeply rooted among Russian speaking students than is the concept of “the date when 
the Republic of Latvia was proclaimed”. 
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6.  Holiday discourse in the mass media 
 
Three Latvian and three Russian language newspapers were evaluated so as to analyse 
discursive practices in the mass media.  The Latvian newspapers were Diena, 
Neatkarīgā Rīta Avīze and Latvijas Avīze, while the Russian newspapers were Vesti 
Segodniya, Telegraf and Chas.  Researchers also looked at six television channels 
(LTV 1, LTV 7, LNT, TV3, TV5 and PBK, as well as Internet portals in Latvian and 
Russian – Apollo, Delfi, rus.Delfi, TVnet and rus.TVnet.  Several magazines for teens 
were also assessed (Popcorn, Puff, Sīrups, Avene and 4Teen).  Information about how 
and why specific articles or stories from these mass media outlets were selected and 
about the principles of analysis that were applied can be found in the description of 
research methodology that is found elsewhere in this report. 

The results of the study are presented here in accordance with the holidays that are the 
focus of this report – the date when the Constitutional Convention of the Republic of 
Latvia was convened, the date on which Latvia proclaimed its independence, Lāčplēša 
Day, and the date on which the Republic of Latvia was proclaimed. 

The results will present quotes from newspapers, Internet portals and television 
broadcasts in italic.  There will also be a review of reader comments, which offers a 
better change to understand how state holidays are presented in the Internet 
environment.  The style and language of reader comments has been preserved as 
much as possible. 

 
6.1. The date when the Constitutional Convention of the Republic of 

Latvia was convened, as well as Labour Day 
 
6.1.1. Newspapers 
All in all, the press did not devote much attention to the May 1 holiday – most 
presented photographs of holiday events with brief descriptions.  Diena reported 
nothing at all about the celebration of May 1.  Several newspapers presented 
information about the holiday on the first page.  At others, May 1 events were 
overshadowed by events in Tallinn44 and/or the World Ice Hockey Championship, 
which was occurring at that time in Moscow.  The fact that editors did not consider 
May 1 events to be too important is also seen in the fact that most of the articles were 
based on news agency reports.  Several newspapers published information about May 
1 events in other countries – demonstrations, protests and conflicts with the police. 

Those newspapers which did report on May 1 events presented information about the 
relay race and the meeting at the 1905 monument which was devoted to the rights of 
people who live in denationalised buildings.  These were post factum reports.  No 
newspaper had any information in advance of the events as such, although Latvijas 
Avīze did write about a meeting of the Rīga City Council at which applications 
regarding public events on May 1 and May 9 were reviewed. 

Most of the reporting on May 1 focused on Labour Day, and only a few articles 
mentioned in passing the fact that May 1 is also the date when the Latvian 
Constitutional Convention was convened.  Chas and Vesti Segodniya used Soviet-era 

                                                 
44   There had recently been rioting after the local government of Estonia’s capital city moved a Soviet-
era war memorial from the city centre to a military cemetery. 
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terminology – “the date of international solidarity among working people”, thus 
creating a link with the Soviet regime. 

Those newspapers which presented the two main events on May 1 largely emphasised 
either the one or the other.  Latvijas Avīze and Vesti Segodniya presented the relay 
race as the central event, while Neatkarīgā Rīta Avīze (NRA), Chas and Telegraf 
presented the meeting as the more important occurrence.  All newspapers strictly kept 
the two events apart. 

The meeting at Grīziņkalns.  Both in the Latvian and the Russian language press, 
the meeting at Grīziņkalns was described briefly, with large photographs alongside 
the text.  The longest newspaper article was found in NRA, which presented a large 
photograph with a long caption on the front page and more detailed information on 
the fifth page.  No newspaper attached particularly great importance to the event, 
however.  Most presented it as a small meeting which was not of importance to the 
broader public at large.  This can be seen in the headlines – “Quiet Meetings” 
(Latvijas Avīze, 2 May) and “Labour Day Celebrated Quietly” (Telegraf, 2 May).  
The number of participants, however, was given considerable importance, in that 
nearly all of the newspapers cited an approximate number.  Latvijas Avīze printed  a 
brief report on how many people attended the meeting and how many took part in the 
march which preceded it. 

Newspapers noted that the meeting was organised by the Latvian Socialist Party 
(LSP).  Articles stressed that the few people who took part in the event were mostly 
elderly.  This indirectly suggested that the event was a marginal one.  NRA also noted 
that the participants were Russian speakers, thus telling its readers that their group 
(Latvians) did not organise the event.  There were indirect suggestions that organisers 
were manipulating the audience.  The meeting and participants were discredited and 
seen as rather laughable and childish.  NRA emphasised the fact that those who were 
present were drinking alcoholic beverages, thus eliminating discursive power of the 
meeting and the march, as well as the ideas which were expressed.  The article in NRA 
was mostly sarcastic:  “Pensioners sat in the sun on park benches to warm their 
frozen limbs in the cold and damp weather with something more stimulating” (NRA, 2 
May). 

Several newspapers recalled the demonstrations which were held on May 1 during 
Soviet times.  NRA’s photograph had the headline “Just like in Soviet times” (NRA, 2 
May).  The newspapers which dubbed the holiday “the date of international solidarity 
among working people” presented photographs with posters bearing Soviet-era 
slogans such as “Peace, Work, May” and “Long Live May 1!” (Telegraf, 02 May).  
The newspaper also suggested that the event was focused on the past and not 
particularly important by focusing on the place where the meeting was held and by 
continuing Soviet-era ideological positioning:  “Speakers denounced Latvia’s 
capitalist regime” (Telegraf, 2 May). 

The LSP, as organiser of the meeting, was not described extensively in articles about 
the May 1 event at Grīziņkalns.  Several articles in Russian language newspapers 
offered a summary of what the party’s chairman, Alfrēds Rubiks, said in his speech.  
Rubiks emphasised such issues as poverty among the people, the sale of land to 
foreigners, and the need to defend the interests of those who were gathered.  Several 
newspapers mentioned that Rubiks called for a “fight for our rights”, and Vesti 
Segodniya chose that as the headline for its articles.  No newspaper, however, 
expressed much support for the statements, because authors offered a clear distinction 
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between their own voice and those of Rubiks and other speakers.  No Latvian 
language newspaper presented the address or the problems that were addressed during 
the meeting. 

NRA linked the event at Grīziņkalns to events which had recently occurred in Tallinn.  
The headline was “The Afterglow of Tallinn on Labour Day in Rīga” (NRA 02 May), 
and approximately two-thirds of the report were devoted to statements that had been 
made at the meeting about the events in Tallinn.  The subject was particularly 
emphasised in the article, thus creating a very firm impression for readers as to what 
was said at the meeting.  At the same time, however, the author also admitted that the 
events in Tallinn were not the central focus of attention at the meeting:  “The meeting 
could not make do without a mention of the events in Tallinn, albeit in fairly quiet 
tones, because the warriors [the word was presented in bold in the original] were 
supposedly in the Estonian capital city at the time.” (NRA, 2 May) 

The march of residents from denationalised buildings to Grīziņkalns was mentioned 
in passing in several articles about the meeting.  The only information was about the 
number of people who took part – approximately 10.  NRA went into greater detail, 
ironically describing the event as a clumsy circus performance by drunken 
individuals:   

- One man played the trumpet, another sang something similar into a Victory Day 
march into a microphone, etc., but apparently the unifying element was the 
weariness which marchers had accumulated during their long march – at least 
half of the marchers had trouble standing on their own two feet. (NRA, 2 May). 

The relay race.  The second May 1 event was the relay race on Brīvības Boulevard.  
Even less information was published in the newspapers about the race than was the 
case with the meeting at Grīziņkalns – brief reports in NRA and Vesti Segodniya, but a 
longer article in Latvijas Avīze.  The latter newspaper described the relay race as the 
most important event of the day:  “The central public event on the date when the 
Constitutional Convention was convened and on Labour Day was the unifying relay 
race along Brīvības Boulevard” (Latvijas Avīze, 2 May).  Most of the articles 
emphasised two aspects – the large number of participants and the fact that the race 
encouraged people to engage in a healthy way of life.  All three articles said that there 
were 1,600 racers, and there was an emphasis on the fact that there many different 
kinds of racers:   

- Each year, this traditional relay race is run by schoolchildren, students, 
representatives of companies and enterprises, teams from various clubs and 
sports veteran’s groups, as well as employees and members of the City Council. 
(NRA, 2 May).   

Both NRA and Vesti Segodniya noted that the relay race is a tradition which is 
organised each year on May 1. 

Generally speaking, the relay race was presented in a happy and light tone, seemingly 
confirming a desire to ensure that the May 1 holiday has new and positive content.  
Both Latvijas Avīze and Vesti Segodniya printed photographs which showed children 
running with their batons.  Latvijas Avīze compared the relay race to May 1 events 
during the Soviet era, which involved mandatory participation.  Vesti Segodniya 
mentioned three motivating factors at the race: 

- Tradition first of all.  Second, the springtime.  Third, the fact that everyone is sick 
and tired of politics” (Vesti Segodniya, 2 May).   
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Latvijas Avīze also mentioned the political background to the race:   

- At one time the starting line was at the Freedom Monument, but this year it was 
suggested to organisers that another location be chosen so as to avoid any 
attempt to politicise the event” (Latvijas Avīze, 2 May). 

 
6.1.2. Television 
The central events for television stations on May 1 were the LSP meeting at 
Grīziņkalns and the relay race in the streets of Rīga.  Different information was 
presented about the origins of these traditions, and if viewers watched only one of the 
informational broadcasts, then those who were watching Latvian programmes and 
those who were watching Russian programmes could get a very different impression 
as to what had happened. 

Reports about May on LTV 1, LTV 7, LNT and TV-5 showed that information about 
the state holiday could be quite different.  LTV 1 and LTV 7 reported both on the 
meeting and the relay race, but the report on LTV 7, which was in Russian, different 
both in content and structure. 

The meeting at Grīziņkalns.  The meeting at Grīziņkalns was presented on the news 
broadcasts of all of the television stations.  The first report was about the meeting on 
“Panorama” (LTV 1) and “Today: The News” (LTV 7).  On the LTV 1 broadcast 
“Today in Latvia” and the LNT broadcast “News” it was the second report, i.e., still 
one of the most important occurrences of the day.  Reporters considered issues such 
as traditions in celebrating May 1, the places where events were held, the symbols that 
were preserved, the scope of various events, the fact that the importance of the 
holiday had diminished, and the social problems which were the background for the 
events at Grīziņkalns. 

Stories presented in the Latvian language were similar.  LTV 7, which broadcasts in 
Russian, offered a different introduction to the report than was the case on LTV 1 and 
LNT news reports.  LTV 7 first showed black-and-white film of a May 1 march in the 
1940s, with the narrator intoning “It seems that ancient Rīga has regained her youth” 
(“Today: News”, LTV 7, 1 May). 

The news broadcasts on LTV 1 presented the event at Grīziņkalns as something of an 
archaism, reducing the importance of the event in visual and textual terms.  May 1 
was presented as the date when the Constitutional Convention was convened and the 
date when Latvia joined the European Union, but not as Labour Day.  The anchorman 
on “Panorama” had this to say:  

- May 1 is first recorded in Latvian history as the date when the Constitutional 
Convention first assembled to draft the first fundamental law of the state, which 
was adopted in 1922 and spoke to each person’s right to education, health care 
and work.  Today we also mark the third anniversary of the date when Latvia 
joined the European Union.  For some people in Latvia, however, May 1 is still 
associated with Soviet-era demonstrations and slogans about workers’ rights.  
Red flags and carnations have been replaced with reddish balloons, but the ideas 
and thoughts have remained the same.  It was in this mood that the Socialists 
celebrated Labour Day at Grīziņkalns” (“Panorama”, LTV 1, 1 May).  
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 This approach accented important events in Latvian history, but “forgot” about the 
fact that May 1 is celebrated as Labour Day not just in Latvia, but also in many other 
parts of the world. 

In the reports themselves, comparative techniques were used.  For instance, LTV 7 
presented the historical scenes in comparison to the video that had been shot that day, 
thus comparing the celebrations of May 1 in the Soviet era and in the present.  The 
reporter’s commentary emphasised the comparison:     

- Here we see how noisy and ceremonious was the march along the banks of the 
Daugava River on May 1 in Soviet Latvia.  Today everything has changed.  May 
1 is celebrated only by the leftists, the Socialists and their supporters.  For 
others, Labour Day is too reminiscent of Soviet times” (“Today: News”, LTV 7, 
1 May).   

In describing the mostly elderly people who were gathered, one report presented them 
as “those who are not satisfied with the government’s policies”.  On “Panorama, the 
speeches at the meeting was described as dominated by “nostalgia for May 1 in the 
Soviet era, when there was a true holiday atmosphere with songs and smiling 
people.” 

LTV 1 showed sound bites from the speeches that were delivered at the meeting, 
which allowed the audience to understand the basic subject matter of those addresses 
– criticisms against the government because of low salaries and pensions.  It was 
evident that the editors of the broadcast felt it important to reduce the meaning of the 
event.  This was seen in this statement:   

- Some members of the Rīga City Council even got carried away in reciting 
poetry” (“Today in Latvia” and “Panorama”, LTV 1, 1 May).45 

The television channels mostly showed those sound bites from the speeches which 
they considered to be appropriate for their audience.  On LTV, there was information 
about the collection of petition signatures in support of a referendum on controversial 
national security law amendments which the president had suspended pending the 
referendum process.  There was also information about the situation in Tallinn with 
the military memorial.  “Panorama” put the speech by Alfrēds Rubiks specifically in 
the context of the military memorial and the reaction of the Russian government to its 
being moved.  The news programme showed Rubiks telling participants at the 
meeting that after the great sufferings caused by Fascism in Europe, the continent 
should “watch to make certain that this [moving the monument] could not happen at 
all. (..)  Manifestations of neo-Fascism are being seen not just here in the Baltic 
States, but also in new Europe” (“Panorama”, LTV 1, 1 May).   

The LNT story concluded with a shot of police officers, with the reporter saying that: 

- [Holiday] ended peacefully and quietly. (..)  After an hour or so, the participants 
departed.  They will gather in greater numbers on May 9” (“News”, LNT, 1 
May).   

This created a link between those who celebrate May 1 and those who celebrate May 
9. 

                                                 
45   Researchers who observed the meeting spotted Rīga City Council members Ivans Ivanovs and 
Sergejs Žuravļovs, both of whom represent the Latvian Socialist Party. 
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The way in which television stations presented May 1 ignored the historical meaning 
of the holiday in the context of Latvian and world history.  There were no reports 
about how May 1 is celebrated in other European countries in which Social 
Democratic traditions are stable.  Neither was there any attention devoted to the fact 
that Labour Day was widely celebrated in independent Latvia between the two world 
wars.  Basically television stations presented May 1 events in an ironic way, focusing 
on those who support leftist ideology and their dissatisfaction about social problems 
in Latvia.  To a certain extent, the way in which Labour Day celebrations were 
presented indirectly shows that the mass media have little interest in working people 
as a social group or the problems of such people. 

The relay race.  The relay race, for its part, was presented as a positive contrast to the 
meeting.  The relay race was presented as a very active event which brought together 
a large audience, as well as participants of various ages.  Reports talked about groups 
of runners – schoolchildren, teams from companies and organisations, etc.  The 
unifying element for all of them, as reported both on “Panorama” on LTV 1 and on 
“News” on LNT, was that the runners all came from the more active segments of 
society.  There was also reporting on the fact that the weather was poor – it was cold 
outside, but it was staunchly reported that this did not scare anyone off.  LTV 7 
interviewed a small girl who was smiling when she said “I am cold already” 
(“Today: News”, LTV 7, 1 May). 

It appeared that LNT sent only a cameraman to the relay race, because it was the 
anchor who read the text which emphasised the importance of an athletic way of life 
and the age and social origins of the runners:  

- The celebration in the Rīga city centre involved an athletic atmosphere with the 
now traditional relay race.  Each year it attracts schoolchildren, students and 
representatives of various organisations and companies.  This year there were 
more than 1,500 runners.  The competition is organised so as to promote a 
healthy lifestyle, as well as active recreation” (“News”, LNT, 1 May). 

The other television channels differed from one another in terms of the types of 
runners they interviewed.  LTV 1 and LNT largely interviewed or mentioned 
“distinguished” runners such as representatives of the military and professional 
athletes.  LTV 7 offered younger runners a chance to speak up.  The descriptions of 
runners were often quite imaginative.  LTV 7 showed a group of young boys, for 
instance, and described them as having “adventure and excitement in their eyes”.  
Two boys from upper grades in school were laconic – “Nothing but victory”, said 
one, and “Our school is the very best” said the other.  A young boy from elementary 
school was quite businesslike in recalling that “last year we were in second place, 
lacked just two seconds”.  The reporter said, “This year you’ll probably be in first 
place”, and the boy replied, “We hope so” (“Today: News”, LTV 7, 1 May).  The 
LTV 7 report was much livelier than those on other television news programmes.  It 
was also more practical and with a greater wealth of information.  LTV 7 reported on 
the cutting off of traffic during the race, and it interviewed organiser Gatis Ratnieks 
about the prizes that were available for the fastest teams (“Today: News”, LTV 7, 1 
May). 

No report resented in Latvia talked about or with non-Latvian participants.  Similarly, 
the reports in Russian did not present any Latvian runners, and the organiser who was 
interviewed on LTV 7 spoke in Russian.  That is a matter of convenience – translation 
is not needed.  There are also assumptions about the desires of the audience, but the 
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point is that no television programme presented the relay race as one which brings 
people of different nationalities together. 

 
6.1.3. Internet portals 
Articles on Internet portals that were devoted to the May 1 celebration focused 
exclusively on Labour Day and not the anniversary of the Constitutional Convention.  
The articles also often mentioned the events of May 8 and May 9 that were in the 
future. 

Most portals offered timely information about May 1 events well in advance.  All of 
them, however, limited this information to events in Rīga, thus creating the 
impression that the holiday is not celebrated at all elsewhere in Latvia.  This is 
probably due to the fact that the portals basically just post news from Latvia’s news 
agencies. 

After the fact, the greatest interest among readers was attracted by articles about the 
May 1 meeting at Grīziņkalns and the things which various institutions announced 
during the course of the day.  The relay race attracted less information.  Readers 
quarrelled on Apollo, Delfi and TVnet as to whether May 1 is or is not a proper 
holiday or date of commemoration in Latvia.  Many addressed the issue of whether 
May 1 should be a “red date”, meaning one which is an official holiday and is thus 
marked in red on calendars. 

Announcements by institutions  The published reports from local governments 
quoted officials as mentioning May 1 as a holiday only indirectly.  There was more 
talk about how people would behave during the course of the day, and there were 
warnings about unacceptable behaviour such as drinking alcohol while on the street 
on May 1 and also May 9.  There was also information about punishments for those 
who violated the rules.  The acting chairman of the Rīga City Council Administrative 
Commission, Kārlis Bružuks, was one official who spoke out: “This year once again 
we are calling on those institutions which are responsible for public order to pay 
particular attention to drinking on May 1 and 9, and we call upon participants in 
these celebrations to observe the need for public order” (Delfi, 26 April).  

Bružuks’ statement about the tradition of drinking during holiday celebrations can be 
seen as “symbolic discrimination” against Russian speakers: ”I believe that there is a 
need for increased controls on May 1 and 9, when certain people in our society 
consider drinking to be a tradition which, as far as they are concerned, is more 
important than public order.  We cannot punish only adolescents who (..) allow 
themselves to have some beer.  These norms apply equally to young people and 
pensioners, to Latvians and non-Latvians.  I hope, therefore, that this time, too, law 
enforcement institutions will be very strict in dealing with celebrators of May 1 and 
May 9 who, as we have seen in other years, ignore the prevailing norms” (Delfi, 26 
April). Although Bružuks did mention Latvians, there were far more references to 
Russian speakers.  It was no surprise that the report was not published on the Russian 
version of Delfi. 

Bružuks, who is a member of the Riga City Council for the New Era party, said things 
which contrasted with announcements which the police offered to Delfi and TVnet.  
These were benevolent, but they did include a warning.  The Riga City Police said: 
“...as the long weekend is beginning and May 1 is approaching, we call on people to 
observe the norms of public order and all road traffic rules. The police also sought to 
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encourage the city’s residents:  “During the holiday, the police will work as always 
and protect the security of local residents, as well as public order in the city”. The 
police warned people to watch out for thieves and then wished everyone a happy 
holiday.  Both portals quoted this phrase: “The success of the holiday is mostly 
dependent on ourselves. (Delfi, 27 and 28 April, TVnet, 27 April). These reports 
different from others through the more “personalised” approach which they took to 
readers. 

All in all, the institutional announcements that were published on Internet portals 
allow us to conclude that they dealt primarily with matters of power and control.  The 
announcements were particularly focused on those periods in time when local 
residents have a greater opportunity to express their desires in the public arena – on 
holidays.  The texts did include what can be seen as “symbolic discrimination” against 
Russian speaking pensioners.  This discursive practice degraded the meaning of the 
May 1 holiday, and neither the portals nor the relevant institutions took the 
opportunity to create a more positive atmosphere for the holiday. 

The meeting at Grīziņkalns.  Portals cited information from the Rīga City Council 
about the meeting on May 1, focusing on the location (Grīziņkalns), the organisers 
(the LSP) and the number of participants (around 150).  TVnet only presented 
information about the upcoming event on the morning of May 1.  This is delayed 
information for knowledge, not action. 

All of the reports about the meeting at Grīziņkalns linked it to the march of people 
from denationalised buildings from City Hall Square to Grīziņkalns, which was 
organised by one Vladimirs Gramoļins.  Delfi noted that in his application for the 
march, Gramoļins had said that 500 people were expected to take part and that 
megaphones and musical instruments would be used.  TVnet reported on this under 
the headline There Will be Two Meetings in Rīga”, comparing the march to a meeting 
and writing four sentences about the march and just one about the LSP meeting.  
Perhaps that is because the march was an unusual event, and Gramoļins made use of 
an original way of attracting attention – he dedicated the event to “the memory of 
victims of the genocide faced people who live in denationalised buildings.”  
Gramoļins was presented as an “active” person in the TVnet report:  “…organised by 
Vladimirs Gramoļins”, “…Gramoļins planned” and “Gramoļins told the LETA news 
agency that…” (TVnet, 1 May).  The report was rather sensationalistic in tone. 

The headlines of report about the meeting usually mentioned the number of 
participants, thus indirectly emphasising the small number of people who participated 
and thus denigrating the importance of the event.  The same can be said about the 
statement that most of the participants were pensioners who brought along children.  
Photographs were posted – the Russian version of Delfi published a picture of many 
little red flags, while the Russian version of TVnet posted a photograph without any 
explanation.  It showed five participants in the march of people from denationalised 
buildings standing at the monument to victims of the 1905 revolution, thus creating a 
false impression of where the meeting took place and how many people took part in it.  
This fact was noted by the only person to leave a comment after the article.  Writing 
with the nickname “Treikals”, the individual wrote: “Shame on you for presenting the 
idea that the event did not succeed.  There were at least five times more people at the 
event, and the meeting occurred just as it has done every year.  Why did you find it 
necessary to put up a photograph of five people at a different monument and who 
knows at what time?” (TVnet, 1 May). 
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TVnet presented another article called “Labour Day Marked With Meetings, Protests, 
in Latvia, World”.  It was based on a LETA news agency report, but supplemented 
with some independent observations which made this the most extensive report of any 
that were found on the Internet.  As did articles about the planned meetings on 
competing portals, TVnet devoted particular attention to Gramoļins’ march.  It offered 
details and language which created a comical impression about the event:  “At the 
memorial to victims of 1905, the marchers were joined by an approximately similar 
number of individuals, and now there were 10 people.  There was approximately the 
same number of police officers, who accompanied the march. (..)  Further on, the 
protesters blew a horn, sang Songs in Russian, and held up a poster which, in 
Russian, read: ‘Pay compensation or it will be 1905!’  Off they went to (..) 
Grīziņkalns” (TVnet, 1 May).  Readers left many comments about the unusual nature 
of the event, and many made fun of it. 

TVnet, like other portals, offered a brief description of those who gathered for the 
May 1 meeting, also reporting on what LSP representatives said.  The phrase “they 
mostly spoke in Russian” reduced the importance of the event and presented the 
issues which were addressed by the speakers as ones that are not of interest to 
everyone in Latvia.  Portals presented some of the more radical statements from the 
speeches: “Party representatives told participants at the meeting that ‘for more than 
10 years now, Latvia has been occupied, because people are kept from getting an 
education, developing themselves and working’” (TVnet, 1 May).   

Portals also emphasised criticisms that were made at the meeting about Latvia’s 
having joined the European Union.  This selection of quotes allowed Latvian readers 
to develop a sceptical or even denying view of the May 1 meetings and their 
participants. 

Information about the May 1 meeting at Grīziņkalns attracted much reader debate 
even before it had occurred.  In parallel, there was also a discussion about reasons for 
celebrating May 9.  Criteria which readers used included the meaning of the historical 
events and the way in which they affect a specific segment of society (“victory over 
Fascism”, as opposed to “the beginning of the occupation”).  Some commentators 
bitterly complained about what they saw as an unfair attitude by the Rīga City 
Council, which created limitations against the right of members of the World War II 
German military unit known as the Latvian Legion to gather on March 16, while 
allowing people to gather on Soviet Victory Day on May 9. 

Some of the comments left by readers were based on evaluations of ethnic groups 
which in some cases were on the border of offensive statements about Russians.  
Some readers sought to find those things that society has in common.  Culture was 
proposed as one source of unity, but this led to a debate about which kind of culture it 
would be, with some commentators asking how much people know about Latvian 
culture: “Russian culture can unify us.  Do you have any idea of Ahmatov, Yesenyin, 
Cvetayev?.” Another example: “Of course, it can, just like any culture.  But it would 
be better if in Latvia it was Latvian culture which did the job – Rainis, Blaumanis, the 
Kaudzīte brothers.  Do you have any idea of them?” (Delfi, 19 April). These kinds of 
discussions were not limited to Latvians, either.  Some Russian speakers who 
commented on the concert that was presented on May 4 said that they did not really 
understand what Latvian culture might be. 

The relay race.  Internet portals did not devote much attention to the relay race.  
There were articles on Delfi and the Russian version of TVnet.  The Latvian version 
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of TVnet mentioned the relay race briefly in an article about May 1 events in Rīga and 
the world.  Only the Russian version of TVnet informed readers about anticipated 
limitations on traffic during the race and the route for the race itself.  Information on 
the portals was limited to noting the fact of the race, the number of participants and 
the winners: “The annual May 1 relay race that is devoted to Labour Day in Rīga 
brought together more than 1,600 participants, said Jānis Karavaičiks, a specialist at 
the Rīga City Council’s Department of Education, Youth Affairs and Sports” (Delfi, 1 
May).  Another report recalled the aim of the relay race – a healthy way of life – and 
the traditional nature of the event:  “The traditional May 1 relay race will occur from 
11:00 AM until 3:00 PM in Rīga. (Rus.TVnet, 1 May). There was no further 
information about the relay race, and anyone who was interested in it had to look for 
information elsewhere. 

Delfi published its report under the column of national news, and the content showed 
the efforts of local government officials to stress their role in the May 1 holiday: 
“Karavaičiks said that the May 1 relay race was perhaps the only event in Rīga which 
created a sense of the holiday” (Delfi, 1 May). Such claims indicate the desire of the 
local government to re-evaluate its role in organising holiday events, because the 
meeting which was organised by the LSP, of course, was occurring in parallel to the 
race. 

Reader comments about the relay race complained about the limitations on traffic 
along Brīvības Boulevard and the surrounding streets, but there were not too many 
comments of this nature: “Because of that marathon, I had to drive all the way to 
Tallinas Street to cross Brīvības Street.  Whoever felt that the marathon created a 
sense of celebration should seek treatment”, wrote someone under the nickname 
“winnie” (Delfi, 1 May). 

All in all, the amount and nature of news published on Internet portals showed that the 
portals do not consider May 1 to be an important holiday for the people of Latvia and 
that celebration of same is important just for a few segments in the population – 
Russian speaking pensioners, the supporters of the LSP, and those who hold nostalgia 
in their hearts for the way in which May 1 was celebrated in the Soviet Union.  All of 
this was seen in the language in the reports and the visual presentation of the 
information.  It was also seen in the debate among readers as to whether May 1 is to 
be seen as a holiday in the first place. 

 
6.2. The date when the Republic of Latvia proclaimed its independence 

 
6.2.1. Newspapers 

The May 4 holiday attracted far more attention in the newspapers than did the May 1 
holiday, but in this case, too, the holiday was not the most important event during the 
relevant period of time.  Newspapers instead focused on the military memorial in 
Tallinn, the way in which Latvia was expressing support for Estonia, the news that the 
remains of some Soviet soldiers were being reburied in the Latvian town of Ropaži, 
the petition signatures that were being collected in pursuit of a referendum on national 
security laws, the Eurovision Song Contest, and many other events.  Only Latvijas 
Avīze devoted a significant part of its front page to the May 4 celebrations. 

The way in which the May 4 holiday was presented in the Latvian and the Russian 
press was very much different.  The Latvian language press presented far more 
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information about the holiday both before and after May 4.  It printed schedules of 
planned holiday events.  The Russian language newspapers, for the most part, only 
printed news briefs about events that had already taken place.  In Telegraf and Vesti 
Segodniya, the only mention of May 4 involved a report on what Saeima Speaker 
Indulis Emsis had said in his speech.  Coverage of May 4 was overall dominated by 
official, planned and prepared processes.  Only in a few cases was there any 
discussion of local residents who took part in those processes. 

Chas, for its part, printed a front page photograph of young people in folk costumes 
dancing folk dances at the Freedom Monument.  The caption listed the main elements 
of the holiday.46  The events were described with much alienation, as if they had 
taken part in some other country.  The participation of local residents was not 
mentioned at all (“… the state celebrated…”), thus leaving the impression that the 
holiday was not meant for the newspaper’s readers: “Yesterday was a holiday in 
Latvia.  The state celebrated the 17th anniversary since the signing [sic.] of the 
declaration of independence.  The capital city was decorated with flags, banners and 
pennants in the colours of the flag” (Chas, 5 May). 

May 4 was also mentioned in the weekly review of events in Chas, which was printed 
on the commentary page.  One paragraph drew parallels between the 17th year after 
the proclamation of the declaration of independence and the 17th year after the 
establishment of the Republic of Latvia in 1918.  Journalist Leonīds Fedosejevs 
insisted that the level of welfare in 1935 was better than was the case in 2007, even 
though back then people had to overcome the losses of World War I.  In 1990, he 
wrote, Latvia was one of the wealthiest Soviet republics, but now, 17 years on, it had 
more dissatisfied and impoverished residents than had been the case during the first 
period of independence.  Thus the author expressed criticisms of events since the 
restoration of Latvia’s independence, focusing particularly on the country’s economic 
and social policies.  The Latvian language press, by contrast, was dominated by 
uplifting descriptions of the decisive vote that was taken on May 4 and the great 
emotions which that day involved. 

Generally speaking, newspapers reported on holiday events only in Rīga, with no 
information about events elsewhere in Latvia, this even though the Latvian language 
papers did create the impression that it was a holiday for the entire nation.  For 
instance, NRA headlined its May 3 story “The People of Latvia Celebrate the 
Restoration of Independence”, but it reported only on what was planned for the 
capital city.  After the fact, Latvijas Avīze devoted one page to a gardening festival 
that had been held in Jelgava.  The paper wrote: “(..) others made use of the state 
holiday to purchase plants which they needed” (Latvijas Avīze, 5 May). Many 
newspapers discussed the period of time since May 4, 1990, evaluating changes and 
achievements during that period.  Latvijas Avīze, for instance, headlined one of its 
articles on May 5 thus:  “The 6,205 Days of Renewed Independence.” 

The holiday in Rīga.  Among the newspapers which were surveyed, Diena and 
Latvijas Avīze published the most information about the holiday.  They reported on 
the laying of flower at the Freedom Monument, the concert on the 11 November 
Shoreline road, the exhibition of photographs and videos, etc.  Generally speaking, 
                                                 
46   Chas also printed false information about the meaning of May 4, making reference to “(..) the 
ceremonial meeting at the Saeima in honour of the date when the Constitutional Convention was 
convened and the independence declaration of Latvia was proclaimed”.  The anniversary of the 
Constitutional Convention, of course, was on May 1. 
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these newspapers wrote about the holiday in uplifting tones, stressing the historical 
importance of the events of May 4.  Latvijas Avīze recalled the events of 1990 and 
printed a list of those members of the Supreme Council of the SSR who are still in 
Parliament today, showing how they voted on the declaration of independence in 
1990. 

In their reportage, both newspapers created the impression of a large national holiday 
in which all kinds of people took part – young people, families with children, as well 
as older people.  Text to suggest that there was mass participation in the holiday 
included the phrase “people (..) flowed to the holiday concert” (Diena, 5 May) and 
“organisers called on everyone to take part” (Latvijas Avīze, 4 May). 

Organisers of the holiday, in talking about their plans, stated several times, both 
directly and indirectly, that May 4 is a holiday for ethnic Latvians, not all of the 
people of Latvia:  “The Latvian today is observant and spoiled. (..)  We want to 
involve the Latvian in the preparation of this event, which has as its concept ‘The 
River of Destiny’.  Your river of destiny and mine.  Latvia’s river of destiny.”  
(Latvijas Avīze, 5 May) 

The address of the speaker of Parliament.  The May 4 event which received the 
greatest press attention was the address delivered by Saeima Speaker Indulis Emsis 
during the special session of Parliament that had been convened.  It was described in 
all of the newspapers which were analysed in this research project.  Each one, 
however, presented the speech differently in terms of the page on which the report 
was presented, the length of the article, the photographs that were used, and the 
content of the speech in terms of which of Emsis’ theses were and were not 
considered by the reporter.  There were also stylistic differences – most newspapers 
laconically reported on specific statements made by the speaker, while Diena and 
Vesti Segodniya offered sarcastic, mocking and harsh comments about Emsis’ 
address.  Only Diena devoted two separate materials to Emsis – a very brief report on 
the speech on Page 3, and a commentary on Page 2. 

Most of the articles about Emsis’ speech were printed on the third page of 
newspapers, where news about Latvia is reported.  Black-and-white or colour 
photographs of Emsis addressing Parliament were printed, and they were of various 
sizes.  The exception was NRA, which printed a photograph of members of the 
Cabinet of Ministers in the Saeima.  Prime Minister Aigars Kalvītis and Defence 
Minister Atis Slakteris, both from the People’s Party, were at the centre of the picture, 
in which everyone was shown smiling and applauding. 

The way in which Emsis’ speech was presented showed the political positions of each 
newspaper quite well.  Diena published a scathing commentary by Aivars Ozoliņš on 
Page 2, the headline being “Catastrophic Emsis”.  The author harshly criticised 
several things which Emsis said, drawing parallels between the speaker’s statements 
and the link which his Latvian Alliance of the Green Party and Farmers Union had 
with Ventspils Mayor Aivars Lembergs, who was under arrest and who was charged 
with illegal dealings with several politicians: “(...) It appeared that Emsis was 
speaking about his party’s ‘candidate for prime minister’, who is now behind bars, 
his press and his ‘scholarship recipients’.” (Diena, 5 May). 

NRA, for its part, reported at length on Emsis’ statements about the influence which 
various groups had on the Saeima and the need to pass laws which regulate the ability 
of non-governmental organisations and the media to influence Parliament.  Those 
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aspects in the reportage represented a thematic continuation of a series of critical 
articles which the paper has been printing about NGOs in Latvia which were financed 
by the Soros Foundation. 

There were also differences in this regard between Latvian and Russian language 
newspapers.  In all of the Latvian newspapers, the articles which were about Emsis’ 
address mentioned the members of the Supreme Council of the Latvian SSR who 
voted for Latvia’s independence in 1990.  This subject was treated most extensively in 
Latvijas Avīze: Emsis devoted special words in his address to members of the 
People’s Front faction in the Supreme Council:  ‘I particularly commend all of those 
members of the People’s Front faction of the Latvian Supreme Council who, on that 
day, were granted the privilege of fulfilling the stated will of the people and of 
opening up their path toward freedom,’ said Emsis” (Latvijas Avīze, 5 May).  None of 
the surveyed Russian language newspapers mentioned the members of the Supreme 
Council. 

The Russian press was more focused on what Emsis had to say about Latvia’s 
relationship with Russia.  The article in Chas mostly dealt with Emsis’ belief that 
there was no political crisis in Latvia, while Vesti Segodniya sarcastically focused on 
the subject of the ecology in Emsis’ speech.  The headline on the report was “We Will 
All Die: Saeima Speaker Warns of Upcoming Destruction of Humanity” (Vesti 
Segodniya, 7 May). 

Celebrating the holiday.  In reporting on May 4 holiday events, several newspapers 
focused on the meaning of the holiday, the way it was being celebrated and would be 
celebrated in future, and the way in which durable forms of celebration could be 
identified.  NRA published extensive interviews with Helmī Stalte and Dainis Īvāns, 
both of them members of the Rīga City Council’s Committee on Culture, Art and 
Religious Affairs.  Both pointed to ethnic aspects of the holiday – language and the 
unique nature of Latvian culture.  Īvāns called on people to emphasise ethnic aspects 
of the holiday, as well as to focus on the distance between those who are in power and 
the people at large: “The fourth of May represented a victory for non-violence.  I think 
that the essence of the fourth of May is concern for language and uniqueness, concern 
for how close those who are in power are to the people.  There is no point to a concert 
at the opera for members of the senior elite and their wives.  During the period of the 
national renaissance we sang in the streets.  We were all together.  I would like to 
preserve that.” (NRA, 3 May). 

 
6.2.2. Teen magazines 
The holidays of May 1 and May 4 received virtually no notice at all in teen 
magazines, and that can be attributed to the overall subject matter in such 
publications.  They are dominated by topics such as fashion, style, relationships, 
music, movies and celebrities.  There is far less about issues that are of social or 
political importance. 

The magazine Puff, in a column called “My Spring Calendar”, noted that May 1 is a 
state holiday.  For May 4, it only mentioned a performance by a Georgian singer: 
“May 1.  Springtime.  Today is an official holiday.  Latvia marks this date on the 
calendar as a state holiday, because it was on this date that the Constitutional 
Convention of the Republic of Latvia was convened for the first time.  Elsewhere in 
the world, this date is celebrated as a labour holiday.  You can choose which holiday 
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to celebrate today, but remember that in any event you must raise the flag (if you live 
in a private home).” (Puff, No. 17/18) 

The magazine Sīrups had an article about the band re:public, noting that its drummer 
had been replaced.  The magazine wrote about the band’s upcoming concerts: “On 
May 4, you will have a chance to see them on the big stage on the shoreline!” (Sīrups, 
No. 16). 

 
6.2.3. Television 
Nearly all television news broadcasts offered information about the ceremonial 
session of the Saeima, the concert and fireworks on the 11 November Shoreline road, 
and the ceremony at which flowers were laid at the base of the Freedom Monument. 

Scenes from the cinematic archives were used more often in reports about May 4 than 
had been the case on May 1.  Producers from all of the channels showed such 
materials, mostly focusing on the session of the Supreme Council on May 4, 1990, 
and the crowd which had gathered outside Parliament to await the results.  The scenes 
were used to illustrate historical and contemporary events, but also for the purpose of 
comparison, with archival materials intermingling with events of the day – the special 
session of the Saeima or the concert on the shoreline, for instance. 

It does have to be said that TV studios were not decorated for the May 4 holiday, 
there were no flags or heralds, as is often the case during broadcasts on other 
holidays.   There are Christmas trees at Christmas, crowns of oak leaves and flowers 
on the Summer Solstice, etc.  The sole exception was the LTV 1 broadcast “Good 
Morning, Latvia!”, which had a little Latvian flag on the table in front of the hosts.  
The most often used holiday symbols in recorded stories were flags, masses of 
celebrants, and the building of Parliament. 

The LTV 1 news broadcast “Panorama” started with the recollection of how 
independence was won: “17 years ago, May 4 was a day of a harsh conflict of 
viewpoints.  Latvia’s destiny was determined by 138 members of the Supreme 
Council.” (LTV, 4 May) 

Next there was a recorded report of a visit with Emerita Buķele, who was one of those 
deputies.  Her tale created a more lively impression of the vote on May 4.  The 
impression of a biographic presentation was enhanced by the fact that the former MP 
was at home, sitting alongside a lit fireplace.  Archival materials were also used. 

Only the TV 5 broadcast “Without Censorship”, which is produced in Russian, was 
fully devoted to the vote of May 4, 1990, and its meaning.  Two members of the 
Supreme Council were interviewed, although in content they were pretty much a 
presentation of subjective views.  An analytical report was shown on the news at 
LNT, which compared the addresses delivered on May 4 by the speaker of Parliament 
in 2000, 2006 and 2007. 

Events with the participation of government officials.  LTV 1 showed the special 
session of Parliament in a live broadcast.  The station showed MPs gathering along 
with former MPs and foreign guests.  Speaker Indulis Emsis delivered his holiday 
address, after which MPs had a group photo taken and then had some Champagne.  
From there they proceeded to the Freedom Monument for the laying of flowers. 

On the morning show of LTV 1, which was shown before the Saeima meeting, 
producers showed a series of images from the Supreme Council vote of May 4, 1990, 
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without any comment.  News programmes in the evening presented Indulis Emsis’ 
speech on LTV, LNT and TV5.  LTV 7 quoted him as saying that “there is no 
political crisis in this country”.  The station, which presents news in Russian, offered 
analysis of the historical importance of May 4, 1990, and of the events which 
occurred on May 4, 2007. 

The LTV news programme was mostly critical about the speech: “He began his 
ceremonial address by thanking members of the Supreme Council, spent several 
minutes on economic issues, harshly criticised NGOs and the media, but praised the 
work of Parliament.” (“Panorama”, LTV 1, 4 May) 

 The content of the LNT news report was more favourable: “‘There is no political 
crisis in this country,’ said Saeima Speaker Indulis Emsis.  He expressed the belief 
that there is ‘natural and commendable emotion among the people’, but added that 
there are also attempts to create a government crisis and to take over power while 
ignoring the consequences.” (“News”, LNT, 4 May) 

Further along in the news report the audience saw Emsis praising the work of the 
governing coalition and expressing the hope that the “ambition and relentlessness” of 
the Saeima would receive the highest reward – “the appreciation of the people”. 

It does have to be said that on LTV 7, the presentation of the Saeima session 
suggested that MPs had gathered together for an unusual evening of memories during 
which MPs remembered events in Latvia over the last 17 years, recalled those 
colleagues who had died, wished good health to those barricade participants and MPs 
who were still alive, and gathered around glasses of Champagne to admit that not 
everything has been as successful as they had hoped:  “That which is gone, cannot be 
recovered” (“News: Today”, LTV 7, 4 May).  Reporters interviewed several deputies 
who took part in the 1990 vote.  Anatolijs Gorbunovs, Ivars Godmanis and Andris 
Bērziņš were all asked about their vote and about the development of the country 
since that time.  Former MP Leons Bojārs was shown saying that there must be work 
to enhance people’s welfare and to reduce inflation, as well as that the government 
must speak to the people without any intermediation.  The report ended with an 
ambiguous statement by the reporter – would MPs listen to the advice that their 
predecessors gave?  We would see once they returned to the performance of their 
duties, said the reporter (“News: Today”, LTV 7, 04 May). 

On the “Without Censorship” show on TV 5, there were interviews with MPs and 
suggestions that the vote was taken under true threats.  Godmanis was shown laughing 
and saying that “back then” there was no NATO, no European Union which could 
come to Latvia’s aid:  “There was nothing for us.  I guess we were lucky”.  The TV 5 
analytical show actually struck a balance between analysis and information, because it 
also presented a factual report on holiday events.  It has to be said that the broadcast 
did not really present the subject which the host had announced: “What happened 17 
years ago?  What has happened in the subsequent 17 years?  That is what we will be 
discussing. “(“Without Censorship”, TV 5, 4 May) 

In the event, the programme mostly focused on the May 4 vote, and it did not review 
the changes which have occurred during the subsequent 17 months.  The host, using 
provocative questions, tried to learn about the motivation of Supreme Council 
members Viktors Kalnbērzs, who voted in favour of the declaration of independence, 
and Sergejs Zaļetajevs, who abstained, seeking also to learn about how their 
viewpoints developed in later years and what they thought about co-operation in the 

© Baltic Institute of Social Sciences, 2008 134



We.Celebrations.The State                                                                                         2007/2008 

present day.  During the broadcast, a crawl at the bottom of the screen read “May 4, 
1990 – treason or liberation?” 

Both “Panorama” on LTV 1 and the review of political events on LNT ended with 
information about events at the Freedom Monument – the laying of flowers and the 
orchestra performance.  These and other news programmes made note of 
“unfavourable” weather conditions during outdoor events, but reporters also noted 
that this did not keep people from taking part in those events.  Some stories sought to 
create patriotic associations: “After the hymn was sung and the orchestra 
performance was beginning, the skies cleared.” (“Panorama”, LTV 1, 4 May) 

Events on the 11 November Shoreline road.  News broadcasts showed recorded 
reports and live broadcasts from the concert on the shoreline.  Journalists described 
the situation, talked about the weather, discussed audience numbers, and focused on 
the artists who were performing and the various nuances of the process. 

The programme for the May 4 concert was traditional, starting with children’s 
ensembles and ending with fireworks.  The whole event was focused on ethnic 
Latvians, as had been indicated by one of the organisers of the event.  The opinions of 
news producers at LTV were clear when LTV project director Baiba Saleniece 
announced on the morning programme: “This will be very interesting for the 
audience, and they will get many positive emotions” and that “today is a day when we 
should be happy.” (“Good Morning, Latvia!”, LTV 1, 4 May). 

For LNT and other television channels, the most important events on the 11 
November Shoreline road were the photo exhibition and the fireworks.  LNT’s news 
programme emphasised the history of the renewed state, as recorded in photographs: 
“These photographs show not just nationally important moments.  Children who 
have been born in free Latvia have already grown up.  Foundations have been laid 
for new homes, and trees have been planted.” (“News”, LNT, 4 May) 

LTV 7 sought to inform viewers about the specifics of Latvia culture, reporting on the 
upcoming 2008 Song and Dance Festival, the choir concerts that could be heard in 
2007, and the concluding concert that evening on the banks of the Daugava, where 10 
choirs would sing the Latvian folk song “Pūt, vējiņi” and others which were sung with 
much emotion in years past.  LTV 7 reported that finally, at 10:30 PM: “There will be 
the culmination of the evening – fireworks, with the promise that they will be 
accompanied by music.  They say it will be very beautiful.” (“News: Today”, LTV 7, 
04 May).  The fireworks were mentioned in all news broadcasts. 

When LTV 1 started to show its live broadcast of the concert, the audience was 
invited to celebrate the holiday at home or on the shoreline: “Stay with us if you’re 
watching television, but anyone who wants to come to the shoreline – you’re very 
welcome.  The weather is fantastic, the atmosphere is wonderful, so let’s celebrate 
together!”(LTV, 4 May) 

The host of the broadcast went on to announce happily that “today, on this state 
holiday, Latvia can finally be truly proud of its hockey players” – Latvia at that 
moment was leading Ukraine in the World Ice Hockey Championship by a score of 
4:0.  This achievement in sports was presented as confirmation of national identity 
and as accomplishments for the entire nation. 

Celebrations in Latvia’s regions.  Only the “Good Morning, Latvia!” broadcast on 
LTV offered a look at how the holiday would be celebrated outside of Rīga.  The 
information was collected from regional television producers.  A report from 
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Valmiera Television was ceremonial and serious – flags were raised outside people’s 
homes, and the reporter particularly focused on farms which had installed proper 
flagpoles.  The reporter showed a home which first raised a homemade flag in 1989:  
“This family celebrates all state holidays”.  The lady of the house was quoted: “This 
is our freedom.  I remember how it used to be.”  A guest at the farm talked about how 
the state holiday is celebrated in the town of Valka. (“Good Morning, Latvia!”, LTV 
1, 4 May) 

Latgale Regional Television contributed a report on the vote in the Supreme Council 
on May 4, 1990.  Valentīna Zeile, one of the members of the Supreme Council, was a 
guest in the studio.  She thanked the people who elected her and spoke about the May 
4 vote.  Zeile said that as far as she was concerned, those members of the Council 
who refused to vote were not supporters of the declaration.  Then Latgale Regional 
Television showed a report from the village of Cibla, where the local elementary 
school celebrates May 4 at a bonfire.  The principal of the school, Marija Kārkla, was 
also a member of the Supreme Council, and she was shown on television talking 
about the development of patriotism: “If we have that idea in ourselves, then our 
children will have it, too”.  Students were interviewed, and there were sound bites 
such as “I am glad that I live in Latvia” and “Independence is important for Latvia, 
like any other country, and it is also important to me”.  At the conclusion of the 
broadcast, the children waved their hands and intoned, “God, save Latvia” (“Good 
Morning, Latvia, LTV 1, 4 May). 

The Dzintare television channel in Liepāja reported on more local events, among 
them the dismantling of the Soviet-era radar station at Skrunda on May 4, 1995.  One 
story interviewed residents of the town of Skrunda about their lives in independent 
Latvia.  People had positive things to say about the country’s independence, although 
they felt that social conditions could be better.  Some talked about the problem with 
the former military installation, which had been abandoned, but one interviewee also 
said that “Skrunda is flourishing”.  At the conclusion of the broadcast, the journalist 
had this to say: “Various events are being held in the towns of Kurzeme in honour of 
the declaration of the state’s independence, but some residents will simply spend the 
holiday with their families.” (“Good Morning, Latvia!”, LTV 1, 4 May) 

 
6.2.4. Internet portals 
Insofar as the date when Latvia proclaimed its declaration of independence was 
concerned, Internet portals focused mostly on the concert on the 11 November 
Shoreline road.  They published the message sent by President Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga 
and the speech made by Saeima Speaker Indulis Emsis.  As was the case with May 1, 
the portals also published information for local residents offered by various 
institutions, particularly the Rīga City Council. 

The information that was offered by portals on May 4 largely localised the holiday in 
Rīga.  Nowhere was there anything to suggest that the holiday would be celebrated 
anywhere outside the capital city.  This created the impression that May 4 was a 
holiday only for Rīga and that anyone else would have to learn about what happened 
there via the mass media. 

Articles about the date when Latvia’s independence proclamation was passed received 
less attention from readers than had information published about the May 1 holiday, 
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which suggested that the activity of readers is based at least in part on the ability to 
interpret news in different ways. 

Several readers did leave behind comments to suggest that there was no reason for the 
May 4 holiday, and this was stated on the basis of political and socioeconomic 
arguments.  The Russian versions of the Delfi and TVnet portals were more likely 
than others to show how Latvians and Russian speakers have a differing interpretation 
of history.  Some readers said that May 4 could not be a holiday for people who have 
not been granted citizenship.  Some mentioned May 9, claiming that to be a “true 
holiday”.  Overall commentators criticised the state and Latvia’s society, and 
suggested that nothing is likely to change. 

Announcements from institutions.  All of the institutional announcements were very 
similar.  The Rīga City Council called on local residents to do their duty:  “The 
national flag must be raised on May 4, the executive director of the city of Rīga 
reminds us” (Apollo, 3 May, Delfi, 3 May, rus.TVnet, 3 May).  There were a few 
positive comments.  One Jānis wrote on Delfi on May 3 that “I will raise the flag and 
be proud of that”.  Most readers, however, made sceptical statements.  There were 
some who griped about the law which orders people to raise the flag on state holidays 
and dates of remembrance, suggesting that this is something of a human rights 
violation:  “I am against forced raising of the flag.  It is a human rights violation.  
That is also certainly in violation of the Constitution” (delxx, on Apollo, 3 May).  
People also spoke of other problems – flags becoming tatty, people forgetting the 
relevant dates, and a lack of desire to honour the state and the policies which it 
pursues. 

The Russian version of Delfi informed residents of what the Rīga City Council was 
planning to do in terms of holiday decorations:  “It has been decided to use 
informational posters and large banners, which will be placed on the façades of 
Rīga’s most important buildings”.  The same information was not published by 
Latvian portals.  Comments left by readers tended to be ironic, not only about the 
“importance” of May 4 as a holiday, but also about the attempt by institutions to 
create patriotism among the population.  Someone with the nickname “taisha”:  
“Patriotism is not taught with posters, but with things that are done.  How am I 
supposed to feel as sense of the holiday when there is this level of inflation, when 
there is discrimination on the basis of the ethnic principle?” (rus.Delfi, 25 April) 

Events on the 11 November Shoreline road.  All of the reviewed portals had 
information about the concert, the photo exhibition and the fireworks on the 11 
November Shoreline road.  Some published such information on more than one 
occasion.  The information was presented in a dry and formal manner, with simple 
republication of LETA news agency reports and no attempt to collect an original 
information. 

Delfi focused on the photo exhibition, writing that it would be “the grandest event of 
its kind ever to be staged” and adding that the concept of a river of destiny “is a 
symbol that is important for Latvians and has often been used in national literature”.  
The portal linked the symbol to the 204 months which had passed since the 
declaration of independence had been approved.  This suggested that Delfi, as well as 
other portals, saw the exhibition as something that should help to forge a common 
identity, and that was seen in the words that were used:  “we”, “the lives we have in 
common”, “anyone who feels himself to be a component of this country”, “reflects 
the flow of days for every resident of Latvia” (Delfi, 19 April, Apollo, 25 April). 
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Less than a week before the exhibition, people in Latvia were asked to submit 
photographs which would “(..) reflect the flow of the days of Latvia and every 
resident of Latvia over the last 17 years through thousands of photographs (..) which 
will shape a unique tale of destiny” (Apollo, 25 April).  The planned grandness of this 
event, when put together with individual activities, suggested that the exhibition 
would be both unprecedented and of a unifying nature.  Because portals later did not 
publish information about how many people had sent in how many photographs, it is 
hard to know the scope at which the idea was pursued. 

TVnet was the only portal which looked at the technical aspects of the concert, 
providing information about how the stage was set up and how preparations for the 
concert were being made.  The Russian versions of Delfi and TVnet published only 
brief descriptions of planned public holiday events.  In the case of rus.Delfi, for 
instance, the portal wrote that the photo exhibition would be open to anyone who 
showed up with a photograph.  The Russian version of TVnet, for its part, offered a 
brief review of the upcoming concert programme, without any attempt to encourage 
uplifting emotions or any sense of a common identity:  “Appearing on the 11 
November Shoreline road will be brass bands, children’s and folklore vocalists, as 
well as pop groups.  After 10:30 in the evening, choirs will perform, and there will be 
grand fireworks with special musical accompaniment” (rus.TVnet, 4 May) 

Reader comments on rus.Delfi pointed out that the central event of May 4 – the 
evening concert – was held exclusively in Latvian and only with Latvian performers.  
Commentators asked who prepared the concert programme.  Although “the aim of 
organisers was to ‘produce a holiday programme of interest to all generations’,” 
apparently organisers did not give thought to cultural differences in the audience.  
Thus the concert turned into something of a commemorative event, one that was of 
greater importance to ethnic Latvians.  This showed that the restoration of Latvia’s 
independence was seen as a purely Latvian affair, one in which non-Latvians did not 
take part at all.  The focus on exclusively Latvian elements also was seen in the 
symbols that were used – the concept of the “river of destiny”, the fact that the pop 
group “Pērkons” performed songs that had been popular during the struggle for 
independence, the presence of post-folklore ensembles on stage, and the song “Sun. 
Thunder. Daugava” that was performed by the choirs. 

Russian commentators smirked at the “cultural event” and the fact that it was meant 
for a Latvian audience.  One HypnoZe asked on rus.Delfi (26 April):  “Where else are 
people supposed to get this ‘culture’?  Tra-la-la doesn’t count”.  A commentator with 
the nickname Ya responded:  “A cultural programme suggests that there is a culture 
in the first place” (Delfi, 26 April). 

Some commentators were displeased with Latvian Television and the way in which it 
broadcast the holiday events.  Even during the broadcast itself, some commentators 
were already griping about what was being shown:  “If they show the whole event, 
then each of us can choose those things that satisfy our taste and our ear.  Here it 
appeared that we were supposed to adapt to choices made by LTV, but I am 
convinced that younger generations would have been happy to watch the 
performances of different kinds of groups” (Gita, Apollo, 4 May).  Also:  “There are 
things which never change:  Our LTV, even in the 21st century, has not learned to 
broadcast holiday fireworks properly for the people of Latvia” (pieTV, Delfi, 5 May). 

There were criticisms about the director of the event, the intended effects, and 
particularly the fireworks.  This time complaints were made by people who had been 
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present for the events.  They agreed that it was very nice to present the fireworks 
along with choirs, but only if one happened to be standing near the singers.  Those 
who were further away could not understand why there were pauses in the fireworks, 
because they did not realise that this was because of the musical accompaniment.  
One Dreebe was sarcastic about this:  “In the darkness, people threw fish into the air 
and lighted them with a projector.  It was pretty” (Delfi, 19 April).  There were also 
traditional complaints about the money spent on the fireworks:  “The money should 
not be shot into the air.  Illusions, after all, can be created just by nice speeches!” 
(daicisk, Apollo, 5 May).  Some compared the fireworks to those that were presented 
on November 18 in the previous year, stating that the latter fireworks were better. 

“Each year it is the same thing – ‘super’ musicians, a choir, some kind of fireworks.  
Where are our actors, our opera performers, the pride of our nation, events for 
children?  It makes me crazy when people say that ‘the holiday succeeded’, because 
people got drunk, mothers could not step aside from their children just because 
otherwise the kids would have been trampled, beer could be bought on the shoreline 
without any problems, but juice was available only at a 150% mark-up.  It is sad but 
true that we have no culture, and we have no imagination” (erMan, TVnet, 3 May).    
This general comment about the ability of local residents to celebrate in what the 
commentator saw as homogeneous cultural events showed the gap between what local 
residents want and what producers of the holiday events present.  The programme of 
concerts and other events may have been well intended, but it cannot be enjoyed fully 
if the surroundings are not pleasant, because various inconveniences can limit the 
desire of people to come out and take part in the events. 

Greetings and speeches by government officials.  Indulis Emsis’ speech drew a 
series of criticisms, although there was also a bit of praise.  The greetings sent by 
President Vīķe-Freiberga attracted more attention among readers, and here the 
comments were less hostile.  There were some commentators who accused Vīķe-
Freiberga of splitting up Latvians by suspending the approval of amendments to 
national security laws and launching a referendum process in relation to that issue. 

This also brought up a discussion of whether the president should dissolve Parliament 
or stop splitting up the people.  Some commentators focused on the fact that the 
president was on a working visit to the United States on May 4:  “It is really too bad 
that (..) VVF did not even find it possible to be with her people on the (..) holiday, 
choosing instead to travel (..) to the USA. (..)  That really says a lot about émigré 
Latvians – my motherland is where the situation is best for me.  We used to say that 
about Russians, now we have to say the same about other Latvians” (vīlusies latviete, 
Apollo, 4 May). 

Commenting on the president’s greetings, a reader who was writing in Russian 
offered ironic thoughts about the importance of the holiday for Latvians themselves:  
“Do Latvians even celebrate this holiday?  Or is it only TB/LNNK and the 
nationalists who will be running around today?” (XoXoJ, rus.delfi, 4 May).  Another 
commentator watched the laying down of flowers at the Freedom Monument, 
smirking at the small number of participants (“50 or 60 ‘rejoicing’ old ladies and 
Legionnaires from the SS”) and asking: “Why is there such an obvious lack of joy in 
these people when it comes to their independence?” (rop, rus.Delfi, 4 May).  Other 
commentators defended the importance of the May 4 holiday, calling on people to 
remember their traditions and their history:  “May 4 is and will be a holiday for the 
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people of Latvia.  Let’s remember how proud we were to carry Latvian flags and sing 
songs” (aina lux, Delfi, 4 May). 

Recalling May 4, 1990, Russian speakers argued that they lost their citizenship at that 
time and that this was unfair:  “What a great day.  Did the ‘fools’ of the Soviet Union 
really vote to ensure that on the basis of ethnicity they would be turned into non-
citizens in just one night?” (Празднуйте, сцуко, rus.Delfi, 4 May).  This sense of 
injustice has become even more severe over the course of the subsequent 17 years:  “I 
was born in Latvia, I voted for Latvia’s independence.  I had my motherland stolen 
from me, and now I am an alien in Latvia with the obligation to pay taxes to this 
state” (каравай, rus.TVnet, 4 May).  These emotions show that integration policies in 
Latvia have not been successful, and they also point to the importance of the civil 
society.  Disappointment in what was happening could also be found on the Latvian 
version of Delfi:  “I have not cried that hard since May 4 back then, only then those 
were tears of joy, while now they are tears of sorrow and pain about what is left over 
from our May 4 Republic.  I feel violated and betrayed” (Zaļš, Delfi, 4 May). 

Russian speakers offered sarcastic comments which showed that they neither know 
about nor understand Latvia’s most important state holidays:  “I somehow get mixed 
up in ‘Latvia’s independences’ – May 4, November 18, some other date.  There isn’t 
any holiday here.  The weather is lousy.  I should have gone to work” (Задов, 
rus.Delfi, 4 May).  Presumably the level of understanding was not enhanced by the 
terminology which Russian language portals used to describe the holiday – terms 
which in essence meant one and the same.  Both May 4 and November 18 were 
described as “independence day” and “the date when independence was 
proclaimed”.  May 4 was also described as “the date when the independence 
declaration of the Republic of Latvia was proclaimed”. 

 
6.3. Lāčplēša Day 

 
6.3.1. Newspapers 
Lāčplēša Day is an important state holiday, and it was mentioned in all of the 
surveyed newspapers.  Most of the articles presented official events in Rīga, focusing 
in particular on the armed forces and on government officials.  Local residents were 
largely depicted in a passive role, as observers of officially organised events.  Reports 
on the holiday itself were dominated by large photographs of the central events, along 
with brief descriptions.  In advance of the holiday, most newspapers published 
information about the events that would be taking place in Rīga.  The Russian 
language newspapers Telegraf and Chas, for their part, printed no information about 
the holiday. 

Several newspapers published articles about military issues in Latvia – reports on the 
supplies which Latvian soldiers have, interviews with representatives of the Army, the 
National Guard and the National Defence Academy, etc.  Pride in the National Armed 
Forces was a clear leitmotiv.  Some articles reviewed the historical events which 
occurred in 1919.  During this period, far more than during other times of the year, 
papers wrote about patriotism and the need to develop it among young people. 

The central Lāčplēša Day event, as far as the newspapers were concerned, was the 
ceremonial changing of the guard and the parade of units from the Rīga garrison at the 
Freedom Monument.  President Valdis Zatlers delivered an address during this 
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process.  Large photographs of the event were printed on the front page of nearly 
every newspaper, the exception being Latvijas Avīze, which instead chose a 
photograph showing a young boy placing a candle on a brick wall on the 11 
November Shoreline road.  Vesti Segodniya had a considerably larger photograph 
featuring a girl who had been crowned “Miss Vesti Segodniya”.  All of the other 
newspapers showed soldiers on parade or during the changing of the guard.  There 
were also many photographs of President Zatlers and his audience.  Articles in all of 
the newspapers focused on the president’s speech and the things which he said.  
Quoted most often were Zatlers’ statements about the historical events of 1919, his 
pleasure at positive changes in the National Armed Forces, and the patriotism which 
leads young Latvians to join the military. 

All of the newspapers except NRA reported on the size of the audience at the event.  
All in all, Diena and NRA presented the events of Lāčplēša Day in a very similar way.  
Latvian language newspapers stressed unity and patriotism, insisting that people from 
very different social and age groups were taking part:  “(..)  One could see elderly 
people, as well as families with children and young people.  One could hear both 
Latvian and Russian being spoken”, and “This is a holiday which consolidates people 
and brings them closer together” (Diena, 12 November). 

The Latvian language press idealised and exaggerated unity and patriotism among the 
people on Lāčplēša Day, trying to create the impression that absolutely everyone was 
proud of the National Armed Forces:  “National excitement on Lāčplēša Day: Proud 
of the Soldiers”, as well as “Children were truly interested in the handsome soldiers, 
and they asked constant questions about soldiers and the Latvian Army” (NRA, 12 
November).  The Russian language newspapers, however, insisted that there was an 
ethnolinguistic gap in society:  “The events of 1919, which everyone is supposed to 
remember on November 11, do not pose any questions even in our split society” 
(Telegraf, 12 November).  Writing about a parade staged by the National Guard in 
Daugavpils, another author contrasted groups in society and the state:  “Who said that 
we would march under the flags of the Latvian Army even in the case of war?  We 
took an oath in one country, and few of us has any plan to go to the other side.  I am 
not even speaking of non-citizens – how can anyone defend a country which does not 
consider you to be a human being, one which has taken away many of your rights. (..) 
I had to laugh at the little soldier who seriously thinks that I will march under the 
flags of the Latvian Army and go to war against my brothers in Russia and Belarus” 
(Vesti Segodniya, 12 November). 

Only the Latvian language newspapers mentioned commemorative events held at the 
monument to Col Oskars Kalpaks and at the Sudrabkalniņš hill, where some of the 
freedom battles after World War I were staged.  It must be noted that articles about 
the Lāčplēša Day celebration made hardly any mention at all of the non-Latvians who 
live in Latvia. 

Newspapers mostly reported on holiday events in Rīga.  Latvijas Avīze had 
information about the unveiling of a monument to the military unit of Kalpaks in the 
Nīkrāce Parish, while Vesti Segodniya reported on the aforementioned National Guard 
parade in Daugavpils.  Information before the holiday about events that would be 
occurring in other parts of Latvia was published only by NRA and Latvijas Avīze, and 
then only in the context of when and where the film “Guards of Rīga” would be 
shown. 
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Russian language newspapers stressed the gap between government officials and local 
residents.  The latter group were presented as active subjects of the process even to a 
lesser extent than was the case in Latvian language newspapers:  “(..) The country’s 
top officials and their suite laid flowers at the base of the Freedom Monument and 
honoured the memory of fallen soldiers with a moment of silence at the Cemetery of 
the Brethren.  But what were the people of Latvia doing during this time?  According 
to official information, 2,000 people gathered at the Freedom Monument.  The others 
were feverishly wondering about what kind of holiday this could be” (Telegraf, 12 
November). 

The Russian language newspapers, generally speaking, presented the holiday and its 
various events with far less pathos than was the case in the Latvian language 
newspapers.  They also emphasised a study that had been conducted by the TNS 
Latvia agency to find that many people in Latvia do not celebrate Lāčplēša Day and 
remain unaware of the essence of the holiday and the historical events which relate to 
it.  Telegraf:  “(..) Either something is wrong with this holiday, or something is wrong 
with the people”.  The paper’s report on the Lāčplēša Day celebrations was headlined 
thus:  “Patriotism Dips Below Inflation: When Inflation Reaches the Level of 13.2%, 
Patriotism Declines to 11%” (Telegraf, 12 November). 

Telegraf also claimed that the liberation battles in Rīga in 1919 were the first time 
when all of the residents of the capital city stood together irrespective of age and 
nationality.  Only Chas printed precise numbers about the size of the opposing forces.  
Vesti Segodniya chose to publish a biographical report on Bermont-Avalov, offering a 
different interpretation of what happened in 1919:  “This was against the background 
of hysterical rejoicing about the ‘heroic defence of Rīga’ in 1919 – something which 
was ensured almost exclusively by a British-French naval squadron” (Vesti 
Segodniya, 12 November). 

All of the reviewed newspapers mentioned the recently released film “Guards of 
Rīga”.  Diena and NRA offered more extensive information, along with interviews 
with the film’s producers and stars.  These articles focused on the theme of patriotism, 
analysing the level of patriotism among Latvians at the time of the holiday.  The 
Russian newspaper Chas printed a critical review of the film. 

Articles about Lāčplēša Day also mentioned preparations for the 90th anniversary of 
the establishment of the Republic of Latvia in 1918.  The Internet version of Diena 
launched a column called “Let’s Count Up Latvia’s Years in Photographs”, the aim 
being to present photographs dating back to 1918 and then to subsequent years from 
the collection of the National Museum of History.  Latvijas Avīze launched a series of 
articles about Latvian history under the title “90 Years for Latvia: 1918-2008”. 

Newspapers did not analyse the celebration of the holiday or the way in which events 
were organised.  The exception was an article in Vesti Segodniya which suggested that 
instead of a Home Guard parade in Daugavpils, Lāčplēša Day could offer a 
presentation of Latvian culture:  “Instead of weapons in Union Square, why couldn’t 
there be a national celebration with artists from the local theatre, with 
representatives of the Latvian Association?  People could become involved in the 
cultural life of the ‘small but proud’ country, given that very few people have been 
involved in it so far” (Vesti Segodniya, 12 November). 
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6.3.2. Television 
Events related to the celebration of November 11 were presented largely on LNT and 
LTV 1.  The military parade was shown on LTV 1, while LNT offered a live 
broadcast of the concert on the 11 November Shoreline road.  LTV 1 devoted several 
broadcasts to soldiers and the military.  There was a documentary called “The 
Chaplain’s Service”.  A broadcast called “Along the Length of a Street” featured the 
Latvian Army and the World War I military officer Jorģis Zemitāns.  A feature film 
called “The Story of a Latvian Rifleman” was also presented.  The television station 
also presented symbols of unification – torches, candles, the Army and the Freedom 
Monument, whose statue is known affectionately, though not by everyone, as Milda. 

The television station’s programming largely interwove subjective adventures and 
depictions of historical fact.  On central news programmes, it presented information 
about the Rīga garrison’s parade at the Freedom Monument, the laying of flowers at 
the Cemetery of the Brethren and at Sudrabkalniņš hill, the premiere of the film 
“Guards of Rīga”, the wall of candles on the 11 November Shoreline road, and the 
presentation of the Order of Three Stars and the Order of Viesturs at the Rīga Castle. 

A Russian language broadcast, “City”, which was shown on TV5 on Lāčplēša Day 
opened by the anchorwoman:  “This day, which has been devoted to the national and 
Latvian symbol of Latvia – Lāčplēsis – is now over”.  This obviously was an attempt 
to misinform the audience about the content of the Lāčplēša Day holiday.  Nothing 
more was said about the holiday on the remainder of the show, although the 
anchorwoman did remind everyone that public transportation services during the 
course of the day had been free of charge.  At exactly the same time, LTV 1 was 
presenting the programme “Today: Latvia and the World”, and its anchorwoman not 
only presented the events of the day, but also explained the historical meaning of the 
holiday. 

“A new and major Latvian feature film, ‘Guards of Rīga’, was premiered in Latvia 
today” – that statement was made both on LTV 1’s “Panorama” and on LNT’s news 
programme.  Such a major feature film is very uncommon in Latvia, and that is why 
“Guards of Rīga” had much resonance in the media.  The film offers what was billed 
as a depiction of the events of November 11, 1919, in Rīga, and so it is thematically 
linked to Lāčplēša Day.  In the Russian language broadcast “7 New Things” on TV 5, 
the premiere of the film was listed as the sixth most important event of the week.  The 
reporter talked about the substantial budget of the film and the content of the movie.  
Producer Andrejs Ēķis was interviewed, and he described the film as being “about 
love, friendship and Latvia” (TV 5, 11 November). 

Events involving government officials.  LTV1 presented a live broadcast of the 
parade staged by the Rīga garrison at the Freedom Monument in honour of Lāčplēša 
Day and the 88th anniversary of the establishment of the Latvian Army.  The 
broadcast was hosted by Aigars Rozenbergs, whose guest was Juris Ciganovs, deputy 
director of the Latvian War Museum.  Ciganovs explained the meaning of Lāčplēša 
Day:  “Lāčplēša Day is a symbolic day, recalling the day when the forces of Pavel 
Bermont-Avalov were kicked out of Rīga, and Rīga was liberated from the enemy” 
(LTV 1, 11 November).  While watching the parade, the commentators remarked on 
new uniforms for the soldiers, as well as on the fact that this was the first military 
parade to be received by President Valdis Zatlers as commander in chief of the 
National Armed Forces. 
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On a news programme later, LTV 1 spoke about the great response of people to the 
events:  “Hundreds of Rīga residents and tourists watched with great interest.  Many 
families came with very young viewers” (“Today: Latvia and the World”, LTV 1, 11 
November).  The report on “Panorama” stated that the parade brought together “more 
people than in other years”.  The reporter suggested several possible reasons for this – 
that people wanted to see the new president in the flesh, that they were interested in 
the new military uniforms, or that they simply wanted to take part in a public event. 

“Today: Latvia and the World” also showed a scene in which President Zatlers was 
merrily addressing some of the people who had come to watch the parade:  “Today is 
the day for the soldiers!  It was worth it to buy them some boots, wasn’t it?” (LTV 1, 
11 November).  This suggested that LTV 1 wanted to show the president in informal 
situations.  That can have several different kinds of consequences, however.  On the 
one hand, communication with people who had come to watch the parade represents 
dialogue which can bring the new president closer to the people.  On the other hand, 
his reputation might also have suffered, because the dialogue was quite stiff and 
artificial. 

The Russian language broadcast “7 New Things” on TV 5 talked about the status of 
the Latvian army from a historical perspective.  The host showed scenes from the 
everyday lives of soldiers and claimed that Latvia’s is the weakest army in the 
European Union – even weaker than the army of Malta.  He listed some of the Army’s 
technologies and equipment.  A report on the programme showed an interview with 
Captain Ilmārs Lišinskis of the Latvian Navy, who said that the National Armed 
Forces are facing the problem of aging, because new soldiers are not arriving in 
sufficient numbers.  He also spoke to the great importance of the Armed Forces:  
“The Army is the guarantee of our independence”.  Speaking about military training 
and co-operation with Russia, the programme proclaimed, there had been invitations 
to take part in training, but co-operation had so far occurred only among trainers (“7 
New Things”, TV 5, 11 November). 

On “Panorama”, LTV 1 showed a report about the torchlight parade from the 
Cemetery of the Brethren to the Freedom Monument.  Another report was about the 
commemorative event at Sudrabkalniņš, and the reporter mentioned that this was the 
place where the Latvian force fighting against Bermont-Avalov suffered their greatest 
losses.  The report showed that quite a few young people were present.  The journalist 
asked several of them why they had come to the event.  A girl called Ludmila 
answered:  “Our teacher said that the president would be here, and so we came here, 
because we really wanted to see him” (“Panorama”, LTV 1, 11 November).  Asked 
by a journalist what exactly happened on November 11, Jeļena and Kristīne spoke of 
“some kind of liberation” and that “Rīga was liberated.  Perhaps from the Fascists”  
All in all, “Panorama” emphasised several times that November 11 was a day of 
commemoration for all soldiers, not just those who liberated Rīga in 1919. 

There were also television reports about the fact that the actress Vija Artmane was 
given the Order of Three Stars.  She was a major star not only in the Latvian theatre, 
but also in the Soviet cinema.  On “Panorama”, the fact was mentioned in the context 
of the ceremony at which the state’s highest honours were given to a number of 
people:  “Ten people received orders for particular accomplishments on behalf of the 
Fatherland.  among them was the actress Vija Artmane.  Many people received the 
Order of Viesturs, which is presented for particular military accomplishments” 
(“Panorama”, LTV 1, 11 November).  By contrast, “7 New Things” on TV 5 
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presented Artmane’s award as the most important event of the whole week:  “When 
Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga was president, the actress did not manage to receive the 
prestigious prize.  Some claim that her major, albeit Soviet career was not 
appreciated at the Rīga castle as being worthy of the award.  But everything changes, 
and now Latvia has a new president with his own views” (“7 New Things”, TV 5, 11 
November). 

The lighting of candles and the concert on the 11 November Shoreline road.  
LTV 1 showed three live broadcasts from the 11 November Shoreline road under the 
overall title “Wall of Candles”.  In one of the broadcasts, a journalist interviewed 
National Armed Forces General Juris Vectirāns, who talked about several generations 
of ancestors who had gone to war.  He stressed the importance of Lāčplēša Day for all 
of the people of Latvia, arguing that it is a day which “sends the message of victory” 
(“Wall of Candles”, 5:55 PM LTV 1, 11 November).  During the next live broadcast, 
Jānis Atis Krūmiņš from the men’s musical group “Vilki” told the journalist about 
November 11.  Keywords in his statement included “the people”, “heroes” and 
“national celebration”:  “(..) It is a great achievement that we can celebrated 
Lāčplēša Day on November 11 on the 11 November Shoreline road without any cars.  
People can calmly think about our nation’s heroes, honour them, and celebrate this 
national holiday. (..)  We must be cognisant of the fact that this is a day of victory for 
our nation” (“Wall of Candles”, 8:25 PM, LTV 1, 11 November). 

The last broadcast from the shoreline featured an interview with several young people 
from Latvia’s Young Guard who had come to the evening concert.  They expressed 
interest in the holiday.  The young people said that they were taking part in an 
educational forum organised and run by the Latvian Defence Ministry.  It, they said, 
allows participants to learn about the national defence system, enhance patriotism, 
civic understanding and comradeship.  The interviewees said that they had taken part 
in every Lāčplēša Day event all day long.  One young lady emotionally called on 
people to donate money toward the restoration of the Cemetery of the Brethren:  
“There is nothing dearer to me than Latvia.  Latvia is the only reason I exist and wish 
to live”.  After proclaiming that, she recited a patriotic poem (“Wall of Candles”, 9:30 
PM, LTV 1, 11 November). 

The holiday concert was broadcast live on LNT after its news programme, and the 
concert was meant specifically for the television audience.  Popular musicians 
performed, but there were also interviews with war veterans.   The concert’s MC, the 
actress Katrīne Pasternaka, was attractive and interesting in talking about various 
events related to November 1.  A slide show presented archival materials about 
Latvian soldiers. 

 
6.3.3. Internet portals 
Portals published information about various events – mostly the Rīga garrison parade 
at the Freedom Monument and the lighting of candles on the banks of the river.  
Portals also offered information which institutions wished to disseminate. 

In contrast to the way in which state holidays were presented in May, this time readers 
of TVnet and Delfi had a chance to learn about how Lāčplēša Day was celebrated not 
only in the capital city, but also is Cēsis, Gulbene, Liepāja and Bauska.  Russian 
language portals focused only on Rīga. 
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It has to be said that no portal offered complete information about the events that were 
organised in Lāčplēša Day.  Much of the information overlapped, although each portal 
had information about the holiday which it alone presented.  Apollo, for instance, 
wrote about the publication of a compendium of patriotic Latvian songs, while TVnet 
chose to focus on the Young Guard and its activities. 

Articles about Lāčplēša Day attracted different levels of interest among readers.  
Readers of the Latvian and the Russian version of Delfi left comments about every 
article about the day, while the Russian version of TVnet did not receive a single 
comment about such publications.  As was the case on May 4, comments this time, 
too, criticised the economic and political situation in Latvia.  Some commentators 
presented the attitudes of Latvians and Russian speakers vis-à-vis Lāčplēša Day as a 
state holiday.  Latvians evaluated the events that had been organised, the things which 
various government officials said, and the historical things that had been learned.  On 
the Russian version of Delfi, in contrast, most commentators were sarcastic about 
Lāčplēsis and the effort to offer the “correct” interpretation of specific events in 
history.  Others explained why they do not celebrate Lāčplēša Day, and all of this 
indicated that for many Russian speakers, Lāčplēša Day is no holiday. 

Announcements from institutions.  Apollo, Delfi and the Russian version of TVnet 
all published a reminder that flags must be raised no Lāčplēša Day.  Delfi also 
informed readers of the punishment for not doing so.  It made reference to the law 
“On the national flag of Latvia” and explained why the flag must be raised.  It has to 
be said that the information came from the Rīga City Council, and unless Delfi had 
not stated otherwise, readers outside the capital city might have concluded that the 
rules apply only to people in Rīga:  “A public relations representative of the capital 
city’s Council, Uģis Vidauskis, said that the national flag must be raised outside all 
buildings on Lāčplēša Day, November 11” (rus.TVnet, 9 November). 

The request by the City Council that people remember to raise their flags brought out 
the same reader criticisms as had been the case when the same was requested in 
advance of May 4.  Readers compared living conditions in 2007 to living conditions 
in the Soviet Union.  They wrote about inflation and uncertainty about the future, 
arguing that there is no reason to demand that people raise the flag:  “(..) Under 
current circumstances, that would be mockery of the flag”, wrote a person under the 
nickname Gribētos (Apollo, 11 November).  Another example, by someone 
identifying himself or herself as !!!, is this:  “Our own brethren are in control, but the 
fruit of so-called ‘Western democracy’ has caused economic dysentery.  What’s 
better?  When raising the flag, this question should not arise, but the People’s Party 
won’t allow us to forget anything” (Delfi, 11 November).  It has to be said that reader 
comments not only expressed dissatisfaction with the economic and political situation 
in Latvia, but also made it clear that there was a lack of information about the rules 
which govern the raising of the national flag.  One reader asked why the City 
Council’s request was published only on the morning of Lāčplēša Day.  Others 
indicated that they did not know at what time the flag should be raised and then taken 
down again, or whether it did or did not require the added black ribbon on dates of 
commemoration.  One rrr asked the question:  “Is 11 November a holiday or a date of 
commemoration” (Apollo, 11 November) 

Both Apollo and TVnet informed readers about a special set of thematic melodies 
which would be performed on Lāčplēša Day on the bells of City Hall.  The articles 
listed the melodies that would be played, adding that on November 18, there would be 
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others:  “The programme includes such well known melodies as ‘When I Go Off to 
War”, “Two Doves Rose Into the Sky” (..).  Beginning on the date when the Republic 
of Latvia was proclaimed, the programme will be supplemented with arrangements of 
other songs of a patriotic nature” (TVnet, 11 November).  Among Russian language 
portals, only the Russian version of Delfi mentioned the fact that the bells at City Hall 
would be playing melodies arranged specifically for Lāčplēša Day.  The portal did not 
offer any detailed description of the songs, however. 

Russian language portals devoted comparatively more attention to the aforementioned 
TNS Latvia study which wound that many people in Latvia don’t know why Lāčplēša 
Diena is celebrated.  Delfi also published that report.  It has to be noted that in 
addition to presenting the conclusions of the study about knowledge and, particularly, 
the absence of traditions for the holiday, only rus.TVnet offered a brief historical 
review of why Lāčplēša Day is celebrated in Latvia. 

It may be that the results of the survey were what led Delfi to publish a statement 
from Education Minister Baiba Rivža on the need to educate young people about 
important historical events:  “I call on people (..) to explain to young people 
important events from Latvia’s history and to explain their meaning.  Only if we 
understand the essence of events and our past can we better evaluate what we have 
now and strengthen our faith in the future” (Delfi, 10 November).  Once gets the 
impression, however, that the minister’s hope that the history and importance of 
Lāčplēša Day would be explained to young people was aimed only at Latvians, 
because Russian language portals apparently did not consider the minister’s statement 
to be worthy of mention. 

The TNS Latvia study itself attracted a great deal of comment on both the Latvian and 
the Russian versions of Delfi.  In the Russian version, readers offered various 
interpretations of who Lāčplēsis was and what holiday was being celebrated on 
November 11.  One commentator  mocked Lāčplēsis as a zoophile and claimed that 
November 11 is a celebration for zoophiles: “In civilised countries zoophilia is a 
crime, but your country celebrates a zoophile?” (мы, rus.Delfi, 9 November).  The 
commentators were presenting an “us against them” discourse, indicating that at least 
for readers of the Russian version of Delfi, Lāčplēša Day is an alien holiday.  The gap 
was only enhanced by opponents who left comments in Latvian – they called such 
readers “idiots” and “heirs of the occupants”. 

At the same time, readers on the Latvian version of Delfi linked the results of the 
report to insufficient teaching of Latvian history in schools, as well as to an overall 
lack of information in Latvian society:  “As long as Latvians keep debating whether it 
is useful to teach Latvian history as a separate subject, the situation will continue” 
(Aldis, Delfi, 9 November).  “It is necessary to write, explain and remind people in 
advance” wrote zuzu (Delfi, 9 November).  Minister Rivža’s call for more education 
and information about history led to a discussion about how history is taught in 
Latvian schools today, as well as about how historical events can be interpreted in 
different ways.  Readers suggested that examples of such events include the transfer 
of the Abrene District to Russia and, in the future, Latvia’s accession to the European 
Union, as well. 

Events involving government officials.  The portals offered a greater or lesser 
amount of information about those Lāčplēša Day events which involved the 
participation of government officials.  The ceremony at which wreaths were laid at the 
Cemetery of the Brethren was described laconically, with portals just listing the 
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officials who took part.  TVnet noted that the ceremony was in commemoration of the 
liberation battles of 1919, while the Russian version of Delfi offered this historical 
interpretation:  “Lāčplēša Day is in honour of November 11, 1919, when the new 
Latvian Army managed to avert an attack by Bermont’s forces against Rīga” 
(rus.Delfi, 11 November).  This statement was at the very end of the relevant article, 
which creates concern as to whether the events that were described would be of 
interest to readers who were not already aware of the historical events upon which 
they were based. 

The most extensive information about the garrison parade was offered by the Apollo 
portal, which wrote about how the parade proceeded and listed the government 
officials who were there.  It also offered a brief recap of what President Zatlers had 
said in his address.  A similar report about the event was also given by rus.Delfi, 
although the only thing which it quoted from the president’s speech was his pleasure 
about changes in the National Armed Forces.  The portal declined to publish the full 
report from the LETA news agency, which included such quotes from the president’s 
speech as “I serve in the Latvian army because I am a patriot of Latvia” and 
“Independence is something for which we must fight throughout eternity” (Apollo, 11 
November).  Neither did the Russian language portal mention the president’s request 
that people commemorate those who fought in Latvia’s freedom battles and each 
soldier individually. 

Interestingly, a review of the commemorative event that was held at the monument to 
Col Oskars Kalpaks was published only on TVnet, with other portals just mentioning 
that event among all the others which took place on Lāčplēša Day.  Because 
information about the event had been prepared by the LETA news agency, it was 
equally available to all portals.  None, however, accepted a report which summarised 
the addresses given by Defence Minister Atis Slakteris and National Armed Forces 
Commander Juris Maklakovs.  These were speeches in which there were keywords 
such as “soldier”, “motherland” and “independence”. 

Discussions among readers of the Latvian and Russian language portals differed when 
it came to the garrison parade.  Apollo readers discussed the new military uniforms 
and the participation of Latvia’s armed forces in peacekeeping missions in Iraq and 
Afghanistan.  The debate was about whether the uniforms were appropriate for a 
parade and the extent to which the participation of soldiers in peacekeeping missions 
is a matter of voluntary choice. 

On the rus.Delfi portal, by contrast, the discussion ranged from sarcasm about the 
“national hero Lāčplēsis” and the Latvian Army of the present day to an interpretation 
of the destiny of Latvian soldiers against the background of historical events.  One 
reader smirked at Latvia’s “toy army” which is intended only to calm the hearts of 
“independent and sovereign” Latvians.  Other commentators quoted history books to 
argue that the Latvian military was of little importance in the 1919 battles and the 
preservation of national independence.  Also mentioned was the World War II 
military unit known as the Latvian Legion and its controversial activities during the 
war.  The “chain of conclusions” in this discussion was this:  November 11 is Latvian 
“Army Day”, the Legionnaires were part of the Latvian Army, and so there is no 
reason to celebrate any victories:  “Some against the red occupants, others against the 
German murderers.  Latvians shouldn’t celebrate any victories, because they’ve all 
been ambiguous, illogical and slightly comical” (Забавно, rus.Delfi, 11 November). 
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The presentation of the Order of Three Stars and the Viesturs Order was presented 
only on Delfi, albeit just with a list of who got the awards and why, with a review of 
what the president said.  Russian speaking portals did not mention the kinds of awards 
that would be presented when writing about Lāčplēša Day events:  “A ceremony to 
present national awards will be held in the Heraldry Hall of the Rīga Castle” 
(rus.Delfi, 11 November). 

Readers were fairly critical about the presentation of the two orders.  Some thought 
that too many people have been given the state’s highest award, and so it has lost 
some of its meaning:  “There are approximately 10 times too many recipients of the 
order, and that (..) devalues the order and its meaning” (Randy, Delfi, 11 
November).  One commentator suggested that soon it would only be minorities which 
have not received any order.  There was some criticism of former President Vaira 
Vīķe-Freiberga, the argument being that the “right” people did not receive the Order 
of Three Stars:  “I had hoped that representatives of the national partisans would 
receive the thanks of the people in the form of the order before they die.  Now we no 
longer have Vaira to block that happening” (ērce, Delfi, 11 November).  Another 
example:  “If Freiberga were still president, then (..) the order would be awarded to 
Ždanoka, Pliners, Kogans, Rafaļskis, Zurofs and others who (..) have done nothing on 
Latvia’s behalf” (vērotājs, Delfi, 11 November). 

The lighting of candles and the concert on the 11 November Shoreline road.  The 
Apollo, Delfi, TVnet and rus.Delfi portals all published an identical report from the 
LETA news agency about events on the shoreline, and this was different from the 
subjective approach which they took to other November 11 events.  Readers could 
learn about the event and the historical background of Lāčplēša Day.  The Russian 
version of Delfi did not edit the material:  “A stage was set up on the shoreline, and 
patriotic songs were sung in honour of the freedom fighters” (rus.Delfi, 12 
November).  One can only guess why this report appeared on rus.Delfi three hours 
later than on the Latvian language portals and was presented in the past tense. 

Reader comments were no different in response to events on the shoreline on rus.Delfi 
than they were to any other part of Lāčplēša Day.  More sarcasm about Lāčplēsis, 
more attempts to explain views about history.  This is a quote which fairly well 
typifies the attitude of rus.Delfi commentators vis-à-vis Lāčplēša Day and the holiday 
events related to it:  “Oh, gosh – Latvians are just busy with nonsense” (ww, 
rus.Delfi, 12 November).  On Latvian language portals, readers expressed their views 
about putting candles on the wall of the Rīga Castle in memory of soldiers.  Most 
commentators said that they enjoy this tradition:  “I’ve been there for several years 
now, and it’s always beautiful and memorable” (Shady, Apollo, 11 November).  The 
concert, which was different from concerts in years past, created more in the way of 
negative emotions.  Readers were not happy that the concert was subordinate to the 
requirements of television programming:  “The commercialism of LMT shocked and 
very much embittered me.  Usually such events are without spotlights, cameras and 
advertising breaks. (..)  I very much hope that this was the only time when 11 
November is turned into a profit-making event.  Why did they have to organise this 
craziness on the shoreline in specific?” (Liene, TVnet, 12 November). 

One reader pointed to the fact that members of the public and of the political elite 
celebrate holidays differently, thus exacerbating the gap which has been created by 
Latvia’s political and economic situation:  “I started to think about how this holiday is 
celebrated.  The people are with wolves and werewolves on the shoreline, while the 
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‘servants of the people’ have their caviar and their crabs in lobster sauce (..) in their 
warm and cosy boudoirs” (Imanta, Delfi, 11 November). 

In summarising the way in which Lāčplēša Day was presented on Latvia’s Internet 
portals, it has to be said that there are substantial differences between the Latvian and 
the Russian language ones.  Despite the fact that all portals made equal use of 
information from the LETA news agency, the fact is that rus.Delfi and rus.TVnet 
presented that information in a far more laconic way and, in some cases, didn’t 
present it at all.  This offered the suggestion that patriotism, Latvia’s independence 
and the understanding of historical events related to Lāčplēša Day have nothing to do 
with Russian speaking readers.  They might be more interest in information which 
suggests that the level of understanding and importance in terms of Lāčplēša Day is 
diminishing in the public. 

 
6.4. The date when the Republic of Latvia was proclaimed 

 
6.4.1. Newspapers 
The amount of information about the November 18 holiday differed radically from 
newspaper to newspaper.  Latvijas Avīze had the largest number of articles about the 
holiday, while Telegraf published just a few.  Most of the reportage involved large 
photographs with additional text.  Most of the reports began on the front page and 
continued on other pages.  The exceptions were found in NRA and Diena, which 
described the central holiday events in their Latvian news columns.  The front pages 
of the two newspapers included just small reports about specific aspects of November 
18 – Diena wrote about a service that was organised by the New Generation 
congregation of Aleksejs Ļedjajevs at the Dome Church, while NRA led with a 
photograph of President Zatlers and his wife.  The caption:  “Zatlers’ holiday 
reception: Dark clothes, stiff smiles” (NRA, 20 November).  Most photographs 
showed the military parade and the president.  As was the case with other state 
holidays, the presentation of November 18 was also dominated by various official 
events and government officials, with little attention devoted to what ordinary 
residents did or thought about the process.  Few people were seen in the photographs, 
and those who were shown were passive observers, often standing behind police 
barriers. 

As was the case with the other holidays that have been reviewed here, newspapers 
mostly presented events in Rīga after November 18.  In advance of the holiday, only a 
few newspapers (Diena and Latvijas Avīze) presented information about planned 
holiday events elsewhere in Latvia. Such information was usually presented in brief, 
neutrally and without any pathos.  The exception was NRA, which called on people to 
join in the torchlight parade which the “Everything for Latvia!” party was to organise 
from the monument to pre-war Latvian President Kārlis Ulmanis to the Freedom 
Monument.  Latvijas Avīze also invited people to do so. 

The press wrote only about a few central events in Rīga – the military parade, 
President Zatlers’ speech and the holiday fireworks.  These are traditional events, and 
it seems that their presentation in the newspapers this year was not different from that 
which was seen in other years.  The traditional nature of the holiday was particularly 
noted in Telegraf: “The holiday – in accordance with the accustomed schedule.  Such 
a serious holiday – the date when the Republic of Latvia was proclaimed – will be 
marked in accordance with the known regime this Sunday – worship service, parade, 
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speech, concert.  In the evening, the people of Rīga will, in accordance with tradition, 
be gladdened by fireworks” (Telegraf, 16 November) 

The Latvian press mostly presented the November 18 holiday in a positive light, while 
the Russian language newspapers focused far more on negative phenomena in the 
holiday proceedings.  Vesti Segodniya, for example, tried to link the fact that 13 
people had perished in fires over the weekend to the state holiday:  “While local 
residents celebrated the holiday, fire-fighters battled the flames and counted up the 
dead” (Vesti Segodniya, 20 November).  The same newspaper also devoted a brief 
article to garbage in the city after the November 18 celebration: “The postscript to the 
holiday – piles of trash in front of the Occupation Museum, trash cans stuffed to the 
rim, crumbs of sandwiches scattered in a 10 metre radius around them – that is just a 
small image that could be seen yesterday at City Hall Square” (Vesti Segodniya, 20 
November).  Only Vesti Segodniya and Chas published a telegram sent to President 
Zatlers by Russian President Vladimir Putin on the occasion of the holiday. 

The Latvian language press brought up the subject of patriotism – how oppressed or 
powerful it is in Latvia, how it can be inculcated into young people.  Several authors 
focused on patriotism among Latvians, not among all of the residents of Latvia.  
Newspapers printed several patriotic portraits of ordinary individuals.  
Representatives of the “Everything for Latvia!” party were presented as experts on 
promoting patriotism on several occasions in NRA and Latvijas Avīze. 

There were also articles in the Latvian newspapers which focused on links to 
historical events in 1918.  Diena reported on the photographer who took the only 
known picture of the event at the Latvian National Theatre where the new state was 
proclaimed.  Historical links among generations were emphasised in an article about 
the Latvian national flag – a flag which was sewn during the first period of 
independence, hidden carefully away during Soviet years, and brought out again 
during the period of the National Renaissance.  Latvijas Avīze offered its readers 
several reviews of historical events,. 

Newspapers offered a bit of analysis of traditions in celebrating November 18 as a 
state holiday.  Latvijas Avīze asked various experts for their views, and it also reported 
on how state holidays are celebrated in other countries. 

Newspapers often referred to the November 18 holiday as Latvia’s birthday:  “Many 
happy returns to the state on its birthday!” (Diena, 17 November), as well as “(..) at 
least those of us who love Latvia still have an opportunity to shape a state of which 
we can be proud.  The start would at least be a sincere wish for growth, peace and 
harmony on November 18, Latvia’s birthday” (Chas, 16 November). 

The president’s address.  Information about the president’s speech was published in 
all of the reviewed newspapers.  Most informed readers about content, while Latvijas 
Avīze published an abridged version of the text of the speech.  The address was 
presented as a very important event on the date when the Latvian state was 
proclaimed:  “It was not the speech of a little boy.  One of the central events during 
the November 18 celebration is now the president’s speech at the Freedom 
Monument” (Telegraf, 20 November).  Several articles emphasised the fact that this 
was Zatlers’ first November 18 address:  “The president for the first time, a day off 
for the first time” (NRA, 20 November).  Diena was quite reserved about the speech, 
publishing the views of several political scientists about it.  The experts said positive 
things, but the accompanying article was sceptical anyway:  “[Political scientist Valts 
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Kalniņš] believes that the president successfully formulated several problems that are 
important in society right now.  True, ‘speeches as such do not allow us to make any 
judgments.  In the next few months Zatlers will have to take several important 
decisions, and then we will see what kind of a person he really is,’ said political 
scientist Ivars Ījabs” (Diena, 20 November).  Zatlers’ speech was also examined on 
the paper’s commentary page:  “(..)  Will the president himself refuse to live in the 
official residence if bureaucrats consider to insist that the budget for renovations 
must be secret?  The words have been spoken.  Let us await action” (Diena, 20 
November).  Telegraf also tried to use the speech to divine what Zatlers might do as 
president:  “(..) From the next phrases one got the sense that Zatlers is not preparing 
to sit around as if the cat got his tongue: ‘We must deal with corruption, which 
reduces the strength and future of our country’.” (Telegraf, 20 November) 

Newspapers most often quoted Zatlers’ theses about morals in the society and the lack 
of trust in the state, as well as what he had to say about the sense of belonging to 
Latvia which prevails in Latvia:  “The moral environment in which we are living right 
now is sick.  Instead of mutual respect and understanding we have haughty 
intolerance toward other views. (..) My fellow citizens do not believe one another.  
The worst thing is that they are beginning to distrust their country. (..)  Where does 
Latvia belong?  I have found an answer to that question.  Latvia belongs in the heart, 
in the sense of belonging to our country, our free and independent Latvia. (..) Each of 
us must seek this in ourselves, in our hearts” (Latvijas Avīze, 20 November).  Only 
the Russian language newspapers mentioned the fact that the president was speaking 
to all of Latvia’s residents:  “At the conclusion of his address, the president called on 
everyone – both politicians and members of the public – to prepare for change.  What 
is more, this statement was addressed not only to representatives of the titular 
nation” (Telegraf, 20 November). 

The military parade on the 11 November Shoreline road.  The military parade was 
presented largely through photographs which often showed soldiers in their new 
uniforms, a helicopter with a Latvian flag, and border guards on their quadricycles.  
Little about the parade was mentioned in the texts of stories about holiday events.  
The most frequent mentions were of the fact that 700 soldiers took part and that some 
units had new uniforms.  Latvijas Avīze offered a particularly detailed review of the 
equipment which participants in the parade were carrying.  The newspaper Vesti 
Segodniya reported that more people watched the parade than had watched the laying 
of flowers at the Freedom Monument.  NRA also reported on the central events of the 
holiday from the perspective of the public, offering a slightly ironic look at Latvia’s 
negligible Air Force:  “Some 5,000 people came to watch the parade, and they took 
pictures of the marching soldiers with cameras or mobile telephone cameras (..)  Last 
in the parade where the helicopters of the Air Force (one of them towing an enormous 
red-white-red flag) and an airplane for light transport.  The appearance of these 
aircraft created much delight and amazement.  Children waved their hands and their 
flags, while adults said things such as ‘Who would have imagined that we have as 
many as four helicopters?’” (NRA, 20 November).  Among all the newspapers 
reviewed in this project, only Telegraf and Diena did not mention the parade at all in 
their reportage about events on November 18. 

Holiday fireworks in Rīga.  There was only brief information about the holiday 
fireworks in the newspapers.  Telegraf and Diena didn’t mention it at all.  Most 
frequently newspapers reported on how many people were there, and several 
newspapers reported on poor visibility during the fireworks, as well as the fact that 
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people had already become accustomed to fireworks as part of the holiday:  
“Approximately 45,000 people gathered at the 11 November Shoreline on the evening 
of the state holiday to watch the fireworks, but this time the fireworks disappeared 
behind smoke and fog.  Of course, the holiday fireworks have long since not been 
anything special” (NRA, 20 November).  

“Yes, there were fireworks late in the evening.  People came from all around Rīga to 
watch.  Afterward many went to the saloons of Old Rīga or lay down in gateways” 
(Vesti Segodniya, 20 November). 

Vesti Segodniya was the only newspaper to devote a separate article to the fireworks.  
The headline:  “Inflation Ate a Minute of the Fireworks” (Vesti Segodniya, 20 
November).  The paper reported that despite the large number of people who were 
there, only five people were detained.  It also noted that the fireworks were very brief 
and hard to see:  “On what may be the most important holiday in Latvia, the fireworks 
boomed for only four minutes. (..) Those residents and guests of Rīga who missed just 
a few minutes simply lost the chance to see the many colours of fire” (Vesti 
Segodniya, 20 November). 

 
6.4.2. Teen magazines  
 
The holidays of November 11 and November 18 were all but ignored in teen 
magazines.  Popcorn offered a brief look at the production of the film “Guards of 
Rīga”, reporting that the film “is about Latvian history – events during Latvia’s 
independence battles in 1918 [sic.]” (Popcorn, No. 46).  The magazine Sīrups 
published an ad for the film in two issues. 

Sīrups also reported that Kārlis Būmeisters, a popular singer, would take part in a new 
film by Jānis Vingris, “The Last Lāčplēsis”.  Būmeisters would be performing the role 
of Antiņš. 

The magazine 4Teen has a column called “Hot Subject”, and it published an article 
called “The 1990s in Latvia, or How We Regained Independence and Got Our Mobile 
Phones”.  This article reviewed the most important events in Latvia’s socio-political 
life in the 1990s, viewing these through the eyes of a single family’s experiences and 
emotions.  The review started with the vote on the declaration of independence by the 
Soviet Latvian Supreme Council in 1990, continued with the barricades of January 
1991, monetary reforms, deficits in shops, and ended with the arrival of new 
technologies in everyday life. 

 
6.4.3. Television 
On the 89th anniversary of the proclamation of the Republic of Latvia, television 
stations offered live broadcasts from various events in Rīga all day long, from 10:00 
AM to 10:00 PM.  There was also special programming dedicated to the event.  The 
theme of the holiday was the basis for nearly everything which LTV 1 showed during 
the course of the day.  The content of broadcasts was such that Latvia was presented 
from various perspectives – religious (an ecumenical worship service), political (the 
address of the speaker of Parliament), and historical (the documentary film “Goodbye, 
20th Century!”).  Commercial television stations presented holiday events in the 
evening, after 7:00 PM.  It has to be noted that neither PBK  TV nor TV 3 had any 
stories in their news broadcasts about the state holiday. 
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The main holiday events to be discussed on television news programmes were the 
sermon which the archbishop of the Latvian Evangelical Lutheran Church, Jānis 
Vanags, delivered at the ecumenical worship service, the address before Parliament of 
Speaker Gundars Daudze, the military parade, the speech delivered by President 
Zatlers at the Freedom Monument, and the fireworks. 

The LTV 1 news programme “Panorama” had one story about the town of Valka:  
“90 years ago it was in Valka that the proclamation of Latvia’s independence was 
drawn up” (“Panorama”, LTV 1, 18 November).  This indicated that the holiday was 
special for the people of Valka, but it was the only report on the news programme 
which applied not just to the people of Rīga, but to people elsewhere in Latvia, as 
well. 

LTV had several short videos to set apart its blocs of advertising, and these were also 
produced in honour of November 18 – the toe shoes of a ballerina in the colours of the 
Latvian flag, for instance.  The Latvian flag could be seen at the top left of the screen 
all day long on LTV programming.  LNT also decorated its studio for the holiday.  
The anchors had pins of the Latvian flag attached to their lapels, and there were 
images of large flags on several screens.  The symbols of the holiday to be shown 
most often on television were the flag, the Army and the masses of people. 

On news broadcasts, television stations also reported on subjects which had nothing to 
do with the holiday or were only somewhat related to it.  Both LNT and LTV 1 
reported quite extensively on Latvia’s brewing economic and government crisis.  The 
subject of inflation was considered on Russian language news broadcasts on TV 5 and 
LTV 7.   

The “LNT Top 10” programme on LNT presented data from the GFK research 
company about the attitude of Latvia’s residents toward their country.  58% called 
themselves patriots, while nearly one-quarter said that they were ashamed of Latvia. 

Next the programme showed a report about Latvia’s image in the world, featuring 
various techniques that had been used in shaping Latvia’s image:  “We have tried to 
accent one and the same – song festivals, the singing nation, sunsets and architecture, 
beer and girls in folk costume” (“LNT Top 10”, LNT, 18 November).  Experts who 
were asked to comment included Simon Anholt, who is a public relations and brand 
strategy consultant and had been brought in to help Latvia to develop its image, and 
former Foreign Minister Artis Pabriks.  The experts said that the video stories and 
campaigns had not achieved the desired result of positive ideas, which means that in 
future the process must be based not only on images which create favourable and 
identifiable associations, but also on proper content in the promotional efforts. 

The TV 5 broadcast “City” did not report in detail on state holiday events, but the 
anchor did note the fact of the holiday, the major events therein, and the traditions of 
local residents in response to those events in her intro:  “Today we are 
commemorating the date when the Republic of Latvia was proclaimed.  There was a 
concert and some parades in the city.  by the way, two-thirds of the people of Latvia 
observe state holidays” (“City”, TV 5, 18 November). 

The TV 5 informational broadcast “7 New Things”, for its part, led with a report on 
the arrest of a suspected criminal who sought to seduce young girls and boys via 
mobile phone calls.  Only the third report on the broadcast had anything to do with the 
state holiday.  It was supposedly about Latvian independence, but the greatest focus 
was on Russia’s level of influence in the Baltic States:   “On independence day in this 

© Baltic Institute of Social Sciences, 2008 154



We.Celebrations.The State                                                                                         2007/2008 

country we wish to talk about independence.  17 years have passed, but foreign 
experts, journalists and local politicians are not shy in talking about the hand of 
Moscow even after so many years.  For instance, the influential US newspaper ‘The 
New York Times’ has published an article which claims that Moscow’s influence in 
the Baltic States is growing and growing, not just in politics, but also in business and 
the mass media” (“7 New Things”, TV 5, 18 November).  The journalist concluded 
the report by saying that yes, there is some influence, but not outside of the 
requirements of the law and of existing diplomatic norms. 

Events with the participation of government officials.  LTV 1 broadcast the 
November 18 ecumenical worship service live.  During the worship service, attendees 
were addressed by Bishop Viesturs Reķis of the Latvian Church of the Seventh Day 
Adventists, Bishop Jānis Ozolinkēvičs of the Latvian  Church of the Whitsun, Gita 
Medne, superintendent of the Latvian Unified Methodist Church, Archbishop Jānis 
Vanags of the Latvian Evangelical Lutheran Church, Metropolitan Aleksandrs of the 
Latvian Orthodox Church, Bishop Pēteris Sproģis from the Latvian Baptist Church, 
and Cardinal Jānis Pujāts from the Roman Catholic Church. 

On its news broadcasts, “Today in Latvia and the World” and “Panorama”, LTV 1 
focused on the sermon delivered by Archbishop Jānis Vanags.  “Unusually harsh 
words were delivered to statesmen by Archbishop Jānis Vanags at the ecumenical 
service in Dome Cathedral” (“Panorama”, LTV 1, 18 November).  The report also 
presented a sound bite from the sermon in which the archbishop talked about émigré 
guest workers and the pointless spending of Latvia’s wealthy people on entertainment.  
The archbishop also complained of the sense of all-permissiveness among Latvia’s 
politicians:  “The word ‘minister’ could be translated from the Latin as ‘servant’, and 
the words ‘prime minister’ could be translated as ‘first servant’ or ‘servant of 
servants’” (“Panorama”, LTV 1, 18 November).  No other television news broadcast 
in Latvia mentioned the ecumenical service. 

LTV 1 also offered a live broadcast from the meeting of the Saeima at which Speaker 
Gundars Daudze spoke.  During the presentation, cameras showed the audience in the 
hall while the speech was being delivered.  On “Panorama”, the report about the 
meeting said that the speaker had addressed a subject which should not really be 
discussed on a holiday.  A sound bite in the report showed Daudze criticising the 
political activities of local residents and saying that the demand to dissolve the 
Saeima was irresponsible:  “Dissolve, liquidate, replace, kick out – that would be just 
the beginning of the solution.  What is offered instead?  Which solutions would be the 
right ones?  After such destruction, how could anyone ensure stability, ongoing 
development and political predictability, all of which are of key importance in 
domestic and foreign affairs?  It is easy to create a destructive mood in society” 
(“Panorama”, LTV 1, 18 November). 

“LNT Top 10” presented several reports on issues that were of importance to Latvia – 
the country’s image in the world, the potential for an economic crisis, as well as the 
celebration of November 18 in Rīga.  The reports were based on experience in recent 
years, helping viewers to get a sense of the existing political and socioeconomic 
situation in Latvia.  The reported stated that “unlike in other years, this year not many 
people watched the laying of flowers at the Freedom Monument” (“LNT Top 10”, 
LNT, 18 November). 

LTV 1 also went live for the military parade on the 11 November Shoreline road.  
According to the TNS Latvia research agency, 225,000 people, or 41% of those who 

© Baltic Institute of Social Sciences, 2008 155



We.Celebrations.The State                                                                                         2007/2008 

were watching TV during the time when LTV 1 was showing the parade watched that 
live broadcast.47  Journalist Aigars Rozenbergs and the commander of the National 
Armed Forces headquarters, Imants Ancāns, offered commentary during the 
broadcast, with the latter man mostly discussing improvements in the Army.  Cameras 
focused on the parade for the most part, but there were also some shots of the 
audience.  LNT focused on the many people who were there:  “Some 3,000 people 
came to watch the holiday parade, including many families with children” (“LNT 
Top 10”, LNT, 18 November).  In a report, an LNT journalist noted that there was not 
enough attention paid to the Latvian president’s flag on the tower of the Rīga Castle:  
“There was also a curious situation. (..)  When the military parade began, the 
president’s flag atop the presidential castle was lowered to half mast.  By the end of 
the parade, however, it was in its right place – at the top of the mast.  Apparently we 
were witness to someone not doing his or her work, because the flag must be raised 
whenever the president is in Latvia” (“LNT Top 10”, LNT, 18 November). 

Before its report on the parade, “LNT Top 10” showed an analytical and informative 
report about the Latvian army.  “Soldiers must be able to react to all kinds of 
threats,” said the reporter.  “They can go to war or protect the peace.  Our soldiers 
go beyond our country’s borders, but there, too, they are protecting their own land.  If 
only in terms of learning skills under conditions of actual threats” (“LNT Top 10”, 
LNT, 18 November).  While the journalist was talking, the audience saw scenes from 
Iraq and Afghanistan.  There were interviews with Didzis Šarkovskis, a specialist in 
neutralising live ammunition, as well as Captain Ruslans Peičulis and Lieutenant First 
Class Pēteris Suveizda from the ship “Imanta”.  Scenes of various types of equipment 
and technologies were shown.  The things which the interviewees said related to the 
capabilities and technological achievements of the Latvian Armed Forces. 

The president’s address.  LTV 1 journalist Ansis Bogustovs hosted the live 
broadcast in advance of President Valdis Zatlers’ speech, congratulating his audience 
on the anniversary of the date when the state was proclaimed and creating a 
convincingly positive and ceremonial mood for viewers.  Bogustovs said that 
November 18 is a holiday for all of the people of Latvia, no matter what their 
nationality.  He noted that the people who were gathered in the square in front of the 
Freedom Monument were not just speaking Latvian.  The journalist guessed that 
between 5,000 and 6,000 people were on hand for the president’s address.  
Interestingly, LNT reported in advance of the president’s address that “several 
hundred people” were gathered at the monument (“News”, LNT, 18 November).  The 
presentation of the address on LNT, according to TNS Latvia,48 was watched by 
232,000 viewers, or a bit less than 25% of those who were watching television at that 
time.49

On LNT, as the president’s speech was forthcoming, the hosts of the programme 
noted that this would be Valdis Zatlers’ first November 18 speech as president.  They 
also indicated that people are always interested in that event:  “For Valdis Zatlers, 
this will be his first speech on November 18. As has been the case in those years when 
the address to the people was delivered by Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga, there has been a 

                                                 
47  See http://www.tns.lv/?lang=lv&fullarticle=true&category=showuid&id=2738.  [Last viewed 21 
February 2008.]. 
48 Ibid. 
49   The presentation of the address on LTV 1 did not make the top 20 of the reporting period, and so it 
is not known how many people watched that broadcast.  
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great deal of interest in it.  The square before the Freedom Monument is full of 
people” (“News”, LNT, 18 November).  The hosts also talked about the history of the 
November 18 event, recalling the Latvian People’s Council and the events of World 
War I.  After the president had delivered his address, the hosts of the programme were 
shown once again, and they appeared to be quite sceptical:  “The president talked 
about everything, but he didn’t really say anything.  We were expecting not just a 
notation of facts, (..) but also ideas about how to resolve this crisis. (..)  People need 
hope, an idealistic view is necessary during a holiday” (“News”, LNT, 18 
November). 

The fireworks.  On the TV 5 news broadcast, after the president’s speech, the anchor 
announced that people still had time to go to the fireworks:  “If you leave now, you 
can still make it to the shoreline in time for the fireworks” (“City”, TV 5, 18 
November) 

On its news report, LNT reported that the dominant colours in the fireworks would be 
red and white in honour of the Latvian flag, as well as blue and yellow in honour of 
the European Union:  “These colours were chosen this summer by the people of 
Latvia, who gathered together for an evaluation of sorts” (“News”, LNT, 18 
November).  The station showed the fireworks and the audience, who were happily 
applauding the event.  According to TNS Latvia, 267,000 people, or 27% of those 
who were watching TV at that time, watched the LNT presentation of the fireworks.50

LTV 1 told its viewers that the musical accompaniment to the fireworks could be 
heard on Radio Latvia 1.  It also pointed to a change in the visual background – 
special lights on the Railroad Bridge in Rīga. 

 
6.4.4. Internet portals 
The focus of attention on Internet portals was the laying of flowers at the Freedom 
Monument and the military parade on the 11 November Shoreline road.  Portals also 
reported on addressed made or greetings distributed by President Valdis Zatlers, 
Prime Minister Aigars Kalvītis and Saeima Speaker Gundars Daudze.  As was the 
case on other holidays, the portals also carried information which the relevant 
institutions wished to distribute among local residents. 

Latvian language portals reprinted articles from Latvijas Avīze, Diena and several 
regional newspapers.  These focused on the meaning of such concepts as “state” and 
“patriotism”.  They also described various events organised in the context of the state 
holiday which can be seen as scandalous – one organised by the “New Generation” 
religious congregation at the Rīga Dome Cathedral, as well as an unlimited open bar 
event at the Essential nightclub.  It can be assumed that these articles were printed on 
the portals because other than that there was little news to report during the three-day 
holiday weekend. 

As was the case during the May holidays, portals this time also focused only on 
holiday events in the capital city.  The most extensive review of how holiday events 
were planned and how they occurred was provided on the Delfi portal.  Others 
selected information on the basis of unclear principles, thus not satisfying their 
readers in terms of the provision of information. 

                                                 
50   Ibid.  Here, again, the LTV broadcast was not in the top 20 shows of the reporting period. 
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Reader response was most active to news about the military parade, the fireworks and 
President Zatlers’ speech.  Readers mostly evaluated holiday events and the things 
that government officials had said, and less on various things that were going on in 
Latvia.  When reporting on May 4 and November 11, portals had offered a more or 
less extensive look at the historical underpinnings for each holiday, but only Delfi and 
TVnet did the same on November 18.  That may be because unlike on May 4 and 
November 11, there are few attempts to reinterpret history.  It is also true that on 
November 18, there is little or no argument as to whether the holiday should be 
celebrated in the first place.  One reader on the TVnet portal asked whether the 
Russian language portals were censoring news, because there was no information at 
all about the birth of the Republic of Latvia and “its rebirth after 50 years of 
occupation”. 

Announcements from institutions.  The importance of the date when the Republic 
of Latvia was proclaimed could be seen by virtue of the fact that many different 
institutions issued official announcements.  These included the Presidential Chancery, 
the Foreign Ministry, the Rīga City Council, the National Armed Forces, the police, 
the Catastrophic Medicine Centre, the TNS Latvia agency, and the organisers of 
various holiday events. 

Portals published the Rīga City Council reminder about raising the national flag on 
the holiday, along with information about decorations in the city, traffic limitations 
that could be expected, and the fact that public transportation services would be free 
of charge on November 18.  This was information that could have been of interest to 
the people of Rīga and their guests, but it was not equally available on all portals.  
Apollo and Delfi wrote about the flag, Delfi, TVnet and rus.TVnet wrote about traffic 
limitations, and only rus.Delfi wrote about the free public transportation services.  
The report about traffic limitations appeared twice on Delfi, the second time with the 
prediction that there would be “substantial” limitations.  The rus.Delfi portal focused 
more on the economic aspects of the holiday.  This is seen in two headlines:  “Rīga 
Spends LVL 60,000 on Decorations for November 18” and “Public Transportation 
Services on November 18 – Free of Charge”. 

The reminder about the flag once again raised as much criticism as it had done on 
May 4 and November 1.  “One gets the impression that they’re trying to tell us that 
we’re somewhat stupid if we don’t remember to raise the flag,” wrote one arnis.  
“After all, 17 years have passed” (Delfi, 16 November).  Others were critical about 
what they saw as a lack of imagination among those who decorated the city:  “The 
posters at the Kalnciema Bridge appear from the distance to be the former posters, 
just carelessly torn down – there appear to be just white strips of paper” (Krustmāte, 
delfi, 15 November).  Another example:  “Could they really not think up anything 
other than raising the flags?” (Madam Broshika, Delfi, 15 November).  There was 
also a focus on the amount of money that was spent on decorations in the capital city 
– the sum of LVL 60,000 was described by one commentator as “equal to three 
months of a government minister’s income”, suggesting that the small sum showed 
that the Rīga City Council doesn’t much care about the date when the Republic of 
Latvia was proclaimed.  A reader on rus.Delfi said that the city’s budget surely had 
more money for the decorations, but members of the City Council stole some of it:  
“Probably there were 300,000 lats, but our politicians decided to present themselves 
with gifts on the holiday” (babs, rus.Delfi, 15 November).  A reader who apparently 
was not a resident of Rīga said on Delfi that the decorations appeared to be a waste of 
money and an attempt to prepare for a day of mourning, not a state holiday:  “I was in 
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Rīga yesterday, but the only decorations that I saw were flags at the Saeima and 
posters showing flags.  It’s too bad that every state holiday appears to be yet another 
date of mourning and a waste of money” (vesa, Delfi, 15 November). 

Both Apollo and TVnet, when reporting on holiday events at Rīga’s various cultural 
centres, mentioned that the City Council’s Cultural Department had invited people to 
receive invitations to the events at the Rīga Hall of Congresses.  TVnet published this 
information well in advance – on Tuesday, November 13, while Apollo only did so on 
the date of the events, November 18 itself.  apparently the information arrived at 
Apollo with a delay, because the Cultural Department, which is located at the Hall of 
Congresses, does not work on weekends.  Observations showed that invitations to the 
most popular events were no longer available as early as November 15.  Portals did 
not mention the fact that invitations could also be received from the cultural centres 
themselves.  Perhaps the Cultural Department did not disseminate such information. 

Announcements from the police were presented by the portals before and after 
November 18.  Both rus.Delfi and rus.TVnet told readers that the police would be 
working intensively so as to ensure the security of participants in the holiday events.  
After the holiday, portals published information from the police about how many 
people were thought to have attended the fireworks, as well as about violations that 
had been committed.  Interestingly, rus.TVnet informed its readers about the number 
of administrative protocols that had been handed out for failure to raise the national 
flag, even though in advance of the holiday it had not reminded readers that the flag 
had to be raised. 

The information which portals provided in advance about public events in advance of 
the holiday was brief and concentrated in single reports in most cases.  Delfi was the 
exception.  For an entire week, its reader could study the extensive holiday 
programme, with information about the various concerts and exhibitions provided by 
their organisers.  Delfi also reported several times that all of the holiday events would 
be free of charge. 

In advance of the holiday, portals published information from the National Armed 
Forces about the military parade.  The Catastrophic Medicine Centre called on people 
to avoid drinking too much.  These two bits of information were published both on 
Latvian and on Russian portals.  On November 18 itself, portals published the results 
of a TNS Latvia survey about the attitude of local residents vis-à-vis November 18.  
Unlike the reportage about the similar survey that had been conducted with respect to 
November 11, this time there were no sensationalist headlines.  Despite this fact, Delfi 
readers griped about the Ministry of Education because it had not yet taken a decision 
to teach Latvian history as a separate subject in the country’s schools.  Others 
criticised the cynicism of those who are in power in Latvia, saying that they have no 
interest in the level of knowledge among those who will be policymakers in the 
future.  One reader on rus.Delfi wrote that he believe that the date when the Republic 
of Latvia was proclaimed is celebrated by even fewer people than the survey 
suggested:  “I think that this holiday is celebrated by no more than 10% of residents, 
and half of them do it out of a sense of obligation – military personnel, civil servants 
and the like.  Ask about New Year’s – that’ll be 95-99%” (Herp, rus.Delfi, 16 
November). 

After the holiday, the Latvian language portals published information from the 
Foreign Ministry about celebrations of November 18 in other countries.  Russian 
language portals printed information from the Presidential Chancery about greetings 
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that had been received from foreign diplomats, as well as about the chancery’s 
decision not to pay holiday bonuses to its employees.  The articles listed some 10 
greeters in all, but the headlines focused on Russian President Vladimir Putin, 
Belarusian President Alexander Lukashenka, and US President George Bush. 

One TVnet reader responded to the Foreign Ministry information about where the 
holiday had been celebrated abroad by writing about his impressions at an event that 
was organised in London:  “The 18/11 celebration was a tragedy.  I have never (..) 
seen anything harder to understand.  Those who delivered speeches never once 
smiled, and the music at the concert was funereal.  If the birthday of the Republic of 
Latvia has to be celebrated in such a depressive atmosphere, there it would be better 
not to celebrate at all. (..)  So thoughtless, so stiff.  I thought that we were still in the 
bonds of slavery” (Bonno, TVnet, 19 November).  Interestingly, other readers also 
compared to various state holiday events to sorrow, funerals or an eternal sense of 
offence.  The laying of flowers at the Freedom Monument was described by one 
reader as “reminiscent of a funeral” (saule, Delfi, 18 November).  Another reader 
expressed the hope that in future years holiday events would not be as depressive:  “If 
I were not an optimist, this day would have driven me into depression.  All of the good 
and bad speeches (..), the bittersweet concert.  I hope that next year I will have a 
feeling of pride in my heart when I celebrate this day” (suits, TVnet, 18 November). 

Events in which government officials participated.  Portals reported on the 
ecumenical worship service at the Dome Cathedral and the meeting of the Saeima, but 
they devoted more attention to the laying of flowers at the Freedom Monument and 
the military parade on the 11 November Shoreline road. 

The Delfi, TVnet, rus.Delfi and rus.TVnet portals described the flower ceremony at 
the Freedom Monument in laconic terms, just listing the government officials how 
took part.  The two versions of TVnet reported that “there weren’t many people there 
to watch” (18 November).  Readers who commented upon this information pointed to 
the police barriers that had been set up around the Freedom Monument. Some felt that 
this represented a pushing away of the people, a boundary which the people were not 
allowed to cross:  “They lay their flowers behind the fence, and the people are kept 
away” (a, Delfi, 18 November).  Another example:  “That fence is a sign from above 
to show that there is a security wall between those who are in power and the rest of 
us, and no one is allowed to scale that wall” (Juris, Delfi, 18 November). 

In writing about the NBS military parade, portals cited the number of soldiers who 
took part, the diversity of military equipment and vehicles that were on display, the 
number of people who were in the audience, and the way in which they took part in 
the event.  Latvian language portals described joy:  “Children waved their hands and 
their national flags, while adults actively snapped photographs” (Delfi, 18 
November, TVnet, 18 November).  The Russian version of Delfi, for its part, focused 
on details that were not directly related to the parade, thus pointing to what it 
considered to be problems:  “Helicopters crossed the sky across the capital city, as 
did a transport airplane.  Until the beginning of the parade, they circled quite low 
above the residential neighbourhoods of Pārdaugava”. 

The LETA news agency prepared a report on what President Zatlers said at the 
parade, and both Latvian and Russian portals published that report in an identical 
version.  The agency also prepared an article about the emotions of local residents on 
the date when their independent state was proclaimed, and that was headlined 
“Holiday Participants Proud of Country on Anniversary of LR Proclamation”, and 
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that was only published on the Latvian versions of Delfi and TVnet.  Other articles 
did not include anything of the prepared materials, and in this sense the portals acted 
differently this time than on other occasions. 

Commenting on articles about the parade, readers wrote about how it was organised 
and how it proceeded.  There were comments about the NBS and the socioeconomic 
situation in Latvia.  Some readers thought that there were too few participants in the 
parade.  One reader on rus.Delfi was sarcastic:  “Our army is so ‘big’ that the police 
have to be asked to take part” (NL, rus.Delfi, 14 November). 

On Latvian portals, readers focused on the fact that Col Bezzubovs, commander of the 
Rīga Garrison, misspoke when stating the date of the proclamation:  “It was comical 
(..) how Bezzubovs (..) mixed up the numbers” (inese, Apollo, 18 November).  Not 
everyone was critical however.  One Delfi reader noted that “to err is human”, 
particularly if one is directing a parade for the first time.  The reader added that the 
parade is an important NBS event, “a point of reference for the people”, and so it 
relates to responsibility and nervous tension.  The readers of Russian portals, for their 
part, mocked the “military strength” of the Latvian Army:  “It’s laughable – there 
was enough Army strength only for 30 minutes” (рижанин, rus.Delfi, 18 November), 
and „Latvia demonstrated military strength?  Russia will die of envy!” (амурена, 
rus.Delfi, 18 November). 

Several readers pointed to shortcomings at the parade.  One Delfi reader said that he 
could not hear the NBS orchestra playing, adding that perhaps he was just not at the 
right location.  On rus.Delfi, one reader talked about the associations which the reader 
felt were related to the stage on which government officials were and the fact that this 
was an area of limited access:  “The stage was very interesting, I associated it with 
standing by a casket.  There was a very visible difference between the people and 
those who are above them.  Zatlers greeted someone.  I think that the child will 
remain with just one association – a fence” (марсианен, rus.Delfi, 18 November). 

There were also comments devoted to the NBS.  Some readers complained that 
money was being wasted on the military, because more money is needed to increase 
pensions and salaries, or to deal with the serious problem of economic migration.  
There were some who claimed with sarcasm that the military equipment was not 
really new and that the presence of Latvian soldiers in peacekeeping missions in Iraq 
and Afghanistan wasn’t really voluntary.  On Latvian language portals, people 
congratulated each other on the holiday and praised the soldiers who marched in the 
parade, as well as the president for having done a good job:  “Happy holiday to 
everyone!  Thanks to Mr Zatlers for his nice words!  I watched and was happy about 
how nicely our president led the parade. (..)  Thanks to our soldiers who are battling 
in far-off Iraq and Afghanistan.  May their holiday be a light one!” (Eleonora, TVnet, 
18 November). 

Commenting on the article about how people felt on November 18, one Delfi reader 
mocked the way in which the LETA news agency selected people to be interviewed:  
“Holiday participants are proud of their country?  Which ones?  Pensioner Olga who 
is not a citizen of Latvia? (..) Three 9th-grade schoolgirls who were ordered to attend 
the parade by their history teacher?  Māris, who has lived and worked in England for 
the last five years?” (nu ja, Delfi, 18 November).  Some readers pointed out that 
people in the service sector and the field of medicine had to work on November 18, 
thus questioning whether they felt uplifted and happy, too. 
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The fireworks.  Commenting on various articles related to November 18, readers did 
not ignore the fireworks on the 11 November shoreline.  As was the case on May 4, 
there were mostly critical words this time, too.  Readers complained at the streetlights 
on the 11 November Shoreline road were not shut off.  Others griped that there was 
not enough time to rush to the shoreline after President Zatlers completed his speech 
at the Freedom Monument:  “The fireworks were planned irresponsibly.  After the 
president’s speech at the Freedom Monument, the mob rushed to the shoreline.  There 
was little time, the fireworks were already underway, but the mob was pushing 
forward.  At the corner of the Technical University there was such pushing and 
shoving that I’m amazed that no one got hurt. (..) If the fireworks had been at 9:00 
PM, nothing of the sort would have happened, everyone would have calmly walked to 
the shoreline” (zz, Apollo, 19 November). 

All in all, readers displayed both pride and dislike about what had happened.  One 
Apollo reader who watched the fireworks on television simply said that “what I saw 
shocked me” (iva, Apollo, 19 November).  Some of those who were at the riverside 
were apparently affected by the weather and the side of the Daugava on which they 
were standing.  Someone on the Old Rīga side of the river described the fireworks as 
“pitiful”.  Someone on the opposite side of the Daugava wrote that “the fireworks 
were beautiful.  I watched on the Pārdaugava side, and there was no smoke!  A 
beautiful and perfectly planned example of fireworks!” (:, TVnet, 19 November). 

The greetings and addresses of government officials.  From the greeting which 
Prime Minister Aigars Kalvītis sent to the people of Latvia, portals emphasised this 
idea:  “We must be unified to achieve our goal – a truly democratic and wealthy 
country”.  The TVnet portal indicated that the prime minister had called on people to 
be unified, but the rus.delfi portal said that he had called for a strengthening of 
democracy.  Readers who commented were ironic:  “He knows what he’s saying, 
because his own achievements in splitting up society cannot be overestimated!” 
(Buba, TVnet, 18 November).  A reader on portal took a sarcastic look at events and 
said that “after 15 years, society is unified once again” (.., Apollo, 18 November).  A 
reader on rus.Delfi smirked that only dams can be strengthened against floors, but 
democracy cannot. 

The address of Saeima Speaker Gundars Daudze during the parliamentary session 
received differing reviews.  TVnet and rus.Delfi reported extensively on the speech, 
while each pointed to specific nuances.  The Russian version of Delfi accented the 
speaker’s request that there be dialogue in society, while TVnet focused on his 
statement that during a holiday, people should forget about their disagreements.  It 
does have to be added, though, that this idea of forgetting about disagreements was 
mentioned in the TVnet headline, but not the story itself.  An identical headline was 
published on Apollo, but it did not follow the example of other portals in terms of 
reporting on the criticisms which Daudze made against social and political events in 
the country, instead limiting the reportage to this sentence:  “May we all celebrate 
Latvia’s birthday, this lightest and most beautiful state holiday, with honour” 
(Apollo, 18 November).  It has to be said that the speaker’s address mostly drew 
criticism.  On the Latvian portals, one reader suggested that he spend more time 
thinking about “what to say to the people” (Debitors, TVnet, 18 November).  On 
Russian language portals, some readers noted that the Saeima speaker had not said 
how to achieve the dialogue of which he had spoken.  One rus.Delfi reader linked the 
concept of dialogue to the issue of citizenship, and his statement was quite 
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categorical:  “I call you to engage in dialogue, but I do not give you citizenship.  
Dialogue with my mouth stuffed shut” (негроид, rus.Delfi, 18 November). 

All of the portals reported on President Zatlers’ holiday address and what political 
scientists thought about it.  It has to be noted that rus.TVnet published evaluations of 
the speech, but forgot about the address itself, instead publishing greetings which 
President Zatlers had sent to Latvians abroad.  All in all the president’s speech 
received both praise and criticism on the Latvian and Russian language portals.  Some 
readers were thankful that he did not engage in pathos and that his speech went into 
specifics:  “The president has refused pathos, and his speech had more concrete 
content” (от дайн, rus.Delfi, 19 November). 

Readers also questioned the fact that Latvia’s top official read his speech from pages 
of paper.  Some thought that this was wrong, because then the text did not address 
people personally.  Others disagreed:  “Reading from sheets of paper is no sign of 
weakness.  It is better to read the text precisely than to get confused, mess up the text 
or fail to say the most important things” (nasca, Apollo, 19 November).  Readers also 
considered the text of the president’s speech, with some saying that it should be jolly 
and in line with holiday spirit, while others agreed that the president should talk about 
what is really happening in the country and the problems which prevail. 

There was no shortage of comparisons to the work done and speeches delivered by the 
former president, Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga.  On Latvian portals, some readers 
complained that she had devoted too much attention to the interests of foreign 
countries:  “The advantage of Zatlers was seen in his speech. (..) There was no visible 
bowing and scraping in the direction of foreign countries” (man patika, TVnet, 19 
November).  Readers on Russian language portals felt that the previous president had 
focused on national issues and hoped that President Zatlers would not follow suit:  
“Zatlers looks far better than Vaira, at the end of the day.  He is not quite yet a 
nationalist zombie.  I have insecure hopes that there might be some point to him” 
(Pavlov, rus.Delfi, 19 November). 

Generally speaking the content of Internet portals on the date when the Republic of 
Latvia was proclaimed was more in line with a reflection of a holiday than was the 
case on May 1, May 4 ,or November 11.  Portals offered a preview of holiday events 
and wrote about some of the vents which took place, without much selectivity in the 
choice of news to present or any avoidance of certain details and not others.  It must 
be concluded that November 18 conjures up a certain sense of piety, because there 
were not the fundamental differences in reporting that had been seen during the 
previous three holidays.  Similarly, readers kept their comments mostly focused on 
the successes and failures of specific holiday events. 
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7.  Strategies for organising state holidays and evaluation of same 
 
The aim of public events on state holidays is to create a sense of community and to 
accent the importance of the state.  The importance of these goals is demonstrated by 
the materials that have been analysed in this report – the attitudes of local residents 
and the way in which state holidays and related events are presented in the mass 
media.  In evaluating the strategies which apply to the organising of state holidays, 
interviewed experts defined three missions: 

- To evaluate the successes and failures in the way in which public celebrations of 
state holidays have been organised and the way in which the celebrations have 
occurred, focusing on the level of planning and implementation; the researchers 
analysed the understanding of organisers of the holidays – employees of the 
relevant state and local government institutions, asking them about the goals of 
the holidays and the strategies of organising holidays that are being brought to 
bear at this time; 

- To gain a broader understanding of the extent to which various groups in society 
have an interest in taking part in the celebration of state holidays, with experts 
interviewing representatives of non-governmental organisations; 

- To specify the most successful practices in celebrating holidays, with experts in 
the area of organising public events offering new solutions as to how these 
practices could be developed further. 

The information that has been obtained and the other activities that have been pursued 
by the researchers make it possible now to offer practical recommendations on how 
the success of state holidays can be ensured in future. 

 
7.1. What organisers think about the goals of celebrating state holidays 

 
In analysing the traditions of public celebrations of state holidays, researchers first 
considered the way in which organisers understand the essence of specific state 
holidays and the goals in celebrating same.  Holiday decorations and public events on 
state holidays are planned by employees of state and local government institutions, 
along with organisers of public events who are paid for their assistance. 

Information from interviews with experts shows that there are no firm concepts about 
state holiday celebrations and participants therein at the level of state or local 
governance, and that is even true in large cities.  This means that the holiday events, 
the amount of time that is given to organise them, and the resources and artistic 
solutions which are brought to bear – all of these reflect the personal sense of 
organisers vis-à-vis the point of the holiday, the extent to which these people feel the 
importance of the holiday and the relevant emotions, and the investment which they 
then make in creating the appropriate atmosphere for the holiday. 

Things which organisers of state holidays told the researchers show that they do not 
feel that it is necessary to come up with written conceptual guidelines on the way in 
which state holidays are celebrated.  This, respondents said, is because the rituals of 
state holiday celebrations have been in place for years.  They consider these traditions 
to be the conceptual basis for holiday events, the evidence of how state holidays are to 
be celebrated.  Here is an excerpt from an interview which shows this line of thought: 
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- Q:  Please tell me, is there any unified concept, any basic principles on the basis 
of which these holidays are organised? 

- A:  No. 
- Q:  Improvisation? 
- A:  Not really improvisation, because these are long-lasting traditions.  If you 

look at how these things have been done over the course of the years (..), there 
have been many different attempts, and each time … (..) These attempts were 
very different. (..)  In many cases the traditions emerged from situations which 
appear to be very acceptable and organic. (..)  I think that these are mostly 
unwritten traditions.  We have a traditional of oral history, and this makes it 
clear what happens in our country or what never happens here".” (Organizer of 
state holidays) 

Holiday organisers mention concepts related to culture or urban decorations which 
have been designed in Rīga and a few other larger towns and cities.  Experts say that 
these conceptual frameworks make room for guidelines vis-à-vis the artistic solutions 
which are applied to state holidays.  For instance, the design concept in Rīga states the 
schedule, locations and procedures whereby the city is decorated for any state holiday 
or commemorative day, as well as for other events.  Other conceptual documents 
speak to the days on which events of celebration or commemoration are held in the 
relevant town or city. 

- We have an overall concept for the city. (..)  We also have something like a 
cultural concept, and there, too (..), well, we have one, but it’s not all that 
extensive. (..) We try to observe this concept on Lāčplēša Day, November 18, 
May 4, all of these holidays.  Plus there are the days of commemorating the 
barricades (..) the dates when we commemorate Communist terror on March 25 
and June 14.  I can basically say that we always mark all of these dates.  The 
accents are there, and events are planned each year. (Organiser of state 
holidays) 

When researchers and surveyed experts talked about state holiday celebrations and 
principles for organising them, they all devoted the most attention to November 18.  
The things which experts said in describing and supporting celebratory practices 
during public state holidays indicated that they hold November 18 to be the most 
important Latvian state holiday.  This was seen when organisers discussed the fact 
that celebrations of Lāčplēša Day are subordinated to the holiday that is one week 
later.  They also suggested that the May 4 holiday is comparatively unimportant. 

- I think that November 11 and 18 are more deeply [rooted] in us and other people.  
That is a month when we have state holidays, and we have always concentrated 
upon the fact that this is a mandatory thing.  The month of May -- well, we know, 
more or less, that there is a holiday, but (..) it somehow seems to me that there is 
still not the understanding on this date that this is a very important event for us.  
Perhaps I'm not alone in believing this, but (..) I also think that at the level of the 
state, too, it has not really taken root to any great extent. (..)  Perhaps the thing is 
that in May, the lovely springtime is coming to an end, there is greater activity in 
other areas, or something like that.  Perhaps at the national level we need 
greater emphasis. (..)  Fine, we have May 4, we think about that.  We don’t' 
always thing about the fact that if everything is to be properly arranged, we have 
a concert, we invite someone to make a speech.  But the fact is that we have 
never really done too much planning for this event. (Organiser of state holidays) 
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The importance of November 18 is also seen in the forms of expression which experts 
use.  Organisers in Latvia’s regions more often choose more emotional and personal 
descriptions for November 18 – “the country’s birthday”, for instance.  That remains 
true when they try to explain why they have or have not included a specific event in 
the schedule of public celebrations.  Representatives of state institutions and 
organisers of holidays in Rīga usually make use of more diverse definitions of the 
purpose of November 18, ones that are respectful, more formal and more distanced in 
emotional terms – “observing statehood”, “celebrations dedicated to the state”, and “a 
period of time when we consciously think about our country.” 

- The idea is this:  It is Latvia’s birthday.  To a greater or lesser extent, people 
associate the concept of a birthday with cake and candles.  I eat the cake myself, 
I bring the candles along when I go to the (..) square. (..)  Those who are 
organising the event are there, too.  They put up a border of torches or candles in 
the square, or they light them. (Organiser of state holidays) 

- This is a day on which we show how we respect ourselves.  If we respect 
ourselves, others will respect us, too – us and our country. (Organiser of state 
holidays) 

- If we do not remember our past and our history, if we do not commemorate these 
each year, then we will not have a future, either. (Organiser of state holidays) 

This last quote reflects the desire of organisers of November 18 and Lāčplēša Day 
celebrations in some Latvian local government territories to cast a look back at events 
of the past.  Especially in those local government territories in which something 
related to the proclamation of the Republic of Latvia took place, ceremonial events 
are usually organised in the proximity of the relevant locations (squares, buildings, 
etc.).  This approach is focused on emphasising the sense of community among 
members of society on this holiday, making use of the importance of their 
surroundings for his purpose.  I other places, cultural events at which Latvian artists 
perform are used to produce this sense of community.  Some organisers make indirect 
reference to historical events.  One example is to choose a leitmotif for November 18 
celebrations that is based on the ideas and values of a specific period in time. 

- That is where representatives of Latgale held their congress in 1917. (..)  That 
was a very important event for Latgale and Latvia, because the decision was 
taken to withdraw from the Vitebsk Province of which Latgale was part.  Even 
then, as we can see in old photographs, there were many red-white-red flags.  
The decision was taken, and delegates shouted ‘United for Latvia’.  In other 
words, we are part of Latvia, too. (Expert on the organisation of public holidays) 

- On the state holiday, I want to demonstrate something that is interesting in 
Latvia – a group or (..) collective at the national level, so that people feel this 
sense of community throughout Latvia. (Organiser of state holidays) 

- We recalled the ideals from the period of the National Renaissance, we tried to 
look at what the situation is today.  There is the desire to return to the ideals of 
the Renaissance, because that was the period of time when we regained our 
independence.  Without that, there would be no reason to celebrate the birthday. 
(Expert on the organisation of public holidays) 

This last quote points to the need to remember the ideals of the National Renaissance 
as a source of inspiration for the present day.  It does have to be said, however, that 
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Russian speakers are sometimes distinctly negative, particularly toward May 4, and 
that is because of differing interpretations of history. 

- When it comes to May 4, (..) the sad fact is that this holiday is seen by Russians 
as part of the fact that our society, during those days 17 years ago, was split into 
two.  For me and Russians, this is a contradictious holiday, I must be honest.  
That is why I personally am not interested in traditions, and that is because I sort 
of fee offended. (Organiser of state holidays) 

According to the experts, November 11 is the second most important date on the 
calendar of state holidays.  If the understanding of November 18 is unified, in this 
case there are three different groups of concepts that are attached to Lāčplēša Day.  
The first is supported by some NGO representatives and organisers of state holidays – 
the idea that November 11 is nothing more than a date to remember Latvian soldiers 
from World War I, the liberation battles of 1919, and, to a certain extent, World War 
II.  This interpretation of Lāčplēša Day speaks to the sense of community among 
those residents of Latvia who feel emotionally linked to these historical events. 

- [Lāčplēša Day] is a holiday for us which is wrapped up in sorrow, and this is a 
commemoration for us.  That is good – we have to commemorate these victims, 
but we also have to attempt to rise above this.  These men did not fall so that 
their grandchildren might live like orphans.  That is why we need to break down 
this tradition.  We are gradually trying to return to the idea that we should see 
November 11, for instance, as a day of victory in which we bow our heads before 
the soldiers who fell.  We light this flame of memory, but at the same time we 
allow our hearts to rejoice and celebrate the holiday, because thanks to those 
men, we can live today.  An independent country was established, and the things 
that are happening today are a continuation of that country. (NGO 
representative) 

The second set of views is upheld by institutions of government, which insist that 
November 11 is a date to remember all of Latvia’s soldiers, both past and present.  
This approach speaks to links between the past and the present, reducing the emphasis 
on ambiguously evaluated events of the past.  It accents the rights, obligations and 
social solidarity of the people of Latvia today. 

- This holiday is most important to those people who have or have had soldiers in 
their family. (..)  This is true today.  You see that we have soldiers in Iraq, in 
Kosovo, and so on.  It is important on this holiday to think about them, too.  In 
fact, it is far more important to think about them than just about those soldiers 
who are in Latvia, because it is of fundamental important for those soldiers that 
we devote enough attention to them. (Organiser of state holidays) 

- These holidays [November 11 and 18] must not compete amongst themselves, the 
idea behind each is very different.  When it comes to Lāčplēša Day, of course, we 
have lots of hard work to do to ensure that people understand that this is not the 
day when Lāčplēsis was born or died, this has nothing to do with Lāčplēsis as 
such.  This is a very different thing. (..)  We are honouring Latvia’s soldiers and 
their heroism.  On November 18, by contrast, we must not only think about this 
country as a political entity, but also about what kinds of citizens we are, what 
our obligations vis-à-vis this country are. (Organiser of state holidays) 

The third set of views comes from a number of surveyed experts – organisers of state 
holidays, experts in the organisation of public events, and some NGO representatives.  
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These people believe that November 11 is a day of commemoration which is 
subordinate in conceptual terms to November 18. 

- November 11 is deeply linked to November 18.  In fact, it is subordinate to 
November 18. (NGO representative) 

Data from the expert interviews show that specific traditions surround both November 
18 and Lāčplēša Day.  Organisers of holidays have tried to make use of the proximity 
of the two days to organise more extensive celebrations and to strengthen ties between 
nation and state. 

- Over the lats few years it has been our tradition to speak not of November 18, but 
of the month of November as a patriotic month, because traditions related to 
November 11, which essentially launched this cycle of national events (..) 
essentially set the tone. (..)  Basically it is an extensive programme of events (..), 
and basically that creates the necessary feelings.  All of this time is essentially 
time in which we are talking about the state and about statehood, (..) when we 
celebrate that statehood. (Organiser of state holidays) 

Because traditions related to November 18 and November 11 involve ceremonies 
which local residents recognise, both holidays could be seen as ones which help to 
produce common values.  In order to determine whether these functions are 
successful, we can look not only at the attitudes expressed by local residents in 
Chapter 4, but also at what organisers have to say in Chapters 7.3 and 7.4 about the 
level of interest in society in terms of taking part in the organisation and celebration 
of state holidays.  It has to be added, too, that there is a notable level of public 
demand on November 18, too, for attributes of the holiday which help to reduce 
tensions and are, in other words, entertaining.  Organisers of such holidays explain 
that this is evident because of the number of people who attend the different events, 
and of the complaints that are received about the excessive seriousness or ceremonial 
nature of holiday celebrations. 

Elements of entertainment in decorations and holiday events at this time are used in 
preparing for the May 4 holiday, which suggests that these efforts should, to a certain 
extent, help to reduce tensions.  Experts recognise May 4 as a state holiday, but the 
things which they say show that there are fewer holiday events on May 4, and 
decorations are more humble than is the case on November 18.  Some local 
governments do nothing special to observe May 4.  Others have a concert as the most 
important event.  In both cases organisers of state holidays use the strategy of 
justification, making the excuse that May 4 is in the springtime when people start to 
think about their gardens, and so there is not all that much attendance at holiday 
events. 

- It was so cold on May 4 that there were few people.  The musicians and the few 
people who came to watch were just freezing.  It’s a day off, after all, people 
want to be at home to a certain extent.  We have a concert in the afternoon, and 
we have to put one together at the cultural building, because the situation with 
the weather is not all that certain. (Organiser of state holidays) 

- [Answering a question about traditions on May 1 and May 4]  These holidays are 
not particularly emphasised here.  The day when we joined the European Union, 
we had a lovely flag-raising ceremony with parachutists and the whole nine 
yards, but other than that we don’t celebrate this holiday in any special way.  All 
of our efforts go toward our city festival, which is a grand event. (..)  These days 
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are seen not as a state holiday but as a day off for people. (Organiser of state 
holidays) 

This last quote points to two trends that were observed I the study.  First of all, 
representatives of local governments tend to contrast activities among residents and 
the efforts that are devoted to organising state holidays, particularly on May 1 and 
May 4, to the level of effort and activity which applies to city festivals (we will go 
into greater detail about this further in the report).  Experts also believe that the 
conceptual sense of the May 4 and November 18 holiday is more or less the same, and 
so multiple holidays are not necessary. 

- I don’t really believe that May 4 has much of a future as a popular holiday, 
because this is a variation.  We have countless events when independence is 
obtained.  These [independences] cannot be in too great a number. (Expert on 
the organisation of  public events) 

Some organisers of local government celebrations try to find ways of differentiating 
between May 4 and November 8.  As noted, entertainment is more often relied upon 
on May 4 than on November 18.  Sometimes there are special programmes for 
families with children. 

- We have worked very, very hard to change the mood on this [November 18] 
holiday, which is often very ceremonious, with something of a commemoration to 
it.  We understand very well that the time of year has much to do with this, (..) 
because it is the dark period of the year. (..)  And that is exactly the emotion 
which we have tried to change and overcome by pointing people toward the light, 
toward something which is not all that nostalgic or ceremonious.  But we have 
come to understand that it is quite tough to change the mood of these holidays in 
November, so several years ago we initiated the tradition of celebrating the 
holiday of statehood a second time (..) on May 4, when it is spring, when nature 
is awakening, when it is light outside.  We sing differently, we do different things, 
but in terms of the holiday programme and its content, this holiday of statehood 
is completely different. (..)  Right now we celebrated holidays of statehood twice 
– on May 4 and November 18.  Each has a slightly different tone, but in both 
cases our thoughts are mostly about the state. (Organiser of state holidays) 

Asked about traditions on May 1, experts first of all speak about Labour Day, 
sometimes even using the Soviet-era concept of “Solidarity Day for Working People” 
and referring to Social Democratic traditions.  Some experts refer to “Europe Day”, 
recalling Latvia’s accession to the European Union on May 1, 2004.  Most experts use 
one or both of these explanations of May 1, but respondents were a bit bemused in 
trying to understand why May 1 is even seen as a state holiday.  Only a few experts 
noted that this was the date when the Constitutional Convention of the Republic of 
Latvia was convened.  At the same time, however, experts were prepared to explain 
why May 1 should be celebrated.  When Latvia’s independence was restored, they 
said, the Constitution was reinstated.  No new Constitution was written.  Thus, May 1 
honours the system of statehood in Latvia – a democratic republic.  Other experts said 
that it is enough to have May 1 as a day off from work, while the emphasis on 
Latvia’s system of state and the restoration of same could instead be the job for May 4 
celebrations. 

- Let the speaker of Parliament make an address on May 1.  Our people, our 
holiday!  A day of democracy. (..) Yes, the Constitutional Convention (..), the 
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democratic cornerstone of the state.  That was the specific manifestation. (..)  
This date could be used to help people to understand that the foundations of our 
democracy were laid at that time. (NGO representative). 

- [May 4] must remain as a holiday. (..) This is a holiday which allows people to 
understand that the Constitution was reinstated.  It could be seen as related to 
the ritual of citizenship. (..)  Is also think, however, that this must be merged with 
the mischievousness of the springtime. (..)  It is unexpectedly nice that the 
reinstitution of the Constitution is being celebrated. (..)  Because it is not enough 
simply to make heroes out of the MPs who voted for the restoration of 
independence.  They also reinstated the Constitution. (..)  They restored Latvia as 
an independent and democratic republic.  They did not restore just 
independence, they restored the three words with which this country began.” 
(Expert on the organisation of public holidays) 

In both cases – suggesting that May 1 be emphasised as the date of the Constitutional 
Convention and wanting to see May 4 as the date when the Constitution was 
reinstated – experts suggest that democratic values be used as the issue which brings 
people together during the holiday.  These are links, they say, which strengthen the 
national community.  Experts also say that a clear sense of the opportunities that are 
afforded by a democratic system of state might promote the emergence of the sense of 
civic community and reduce the importance of negative interpretations.  This would 
be possible is positive experiences were emphasised at May 4 holiday events – the 
benefits and achievements which have been enjoyed by the Latvian people. 

Experts also believe that it is not necessary to increase the number of holidays in 
Latvia and that it is important to hold on to the traditions of November 18 and 
Lāčplēša Day.  Some experts believe that holidays in May should be celebrated in an 
unpretentious way, as is the case now.  Others say that the holidays could be 
celebrated only once every five years or so.  Things which experts said suggest that 
people are getting tired of holidays and the need to organise relevant events.  This is 
produced as an excuse for reserved attitudes vis-à-vis all state holidays except 
November 18. 

- If the number of holidays is excessive for artificial reasons, then that is not a 
good thing.  November 18 – maybe one birthday is quite enough, because time 
goes by so terribly quickly.  Easter, then the Summer Solstice, our city festival 
right after that, the Feast of St Michael, the Feast of St Martin, these things 
which various people do or don’t celebrate – and then comes November 18, after 
which Christmas is right there!  It all happens so suddenly that perhaps we don’t 
need all that many holidays, to say nothing of the days of sorrowful 
commemoration which we also have. (Organiser of state holidays) 

- [May 4] has to be observed, but let that be the function of the Saeima and of 
certain organisations. Other than that there is no point in encumbering people 
with yet another holiday.  How many holidays can you stand?  Eventually they 
all get mixed up into one porridge. (NGO representative) 

Other experts, however, said that that there can never e too many holidays and that the 
ones in May must be assigned a meaning which is different than that of November 18, 
that the necessary rituals of celebration must be identified.  The authors of this study, 
after analysing what the experts have said, would suggest that the period between 
May 1 and May 4 could be declared Constitutions Week, and the celebrations and 
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rituals would then be closely linked to Parliament.  The only official address would be 
delivered by the speaker, and its content would honour the Constitution and the 
democratic system of state.  Experts also suggest that there could be certain links 
between the two state holidays, with events occurring between May and November.  
This would make it possible to organise outdoor events during the more appropriate 
season of the summer, and a cycle of celebrations related to the concept of statehood 
could be established. 

Those who organise state holidays will have to develop a unified understanding of the 
goals and importance of these celebrations if there are t be different understandings of 
May 4 and May 1 in Latvia and if the relevant traditions are to be strengthened.  As 
noted elsewhere in this report, there is no long-term conceptual approach to the goals 
and content of state holiday celebrations, and organisers of such holidays don’t feel 
much need for any such approach.  Experts insist that holiday traditions are stale and 
that all that is needed is practical co-operation among organisers in dealing with each 
year’s plans.  Organisers of state holidays believe that a conceptual agreement among 
organisers would only really be needed on major anniversaries.  That is when new 
holiday ideas should be developed.  That is what is happening in an inter-institutional 
working group at this time which is preparing for the 90th anniversary of Latvia’s 
proclamation as an independent state in 2008. 

Experts in the organisation of public events who criticise the way in which state 
holidays are planned and organised insist that a unified and long-term concept is 
needed in this area.  A conceptual document should formulate the purpose of each 
state holiday.  There must be appropriate leitmotifs for each holiday, integrating the 
strategy of state holidays into Latvia’s overall set of cultural events.  The state should 
commission new artworks focused on nationally important themes.  There must also 
be timely planning for important anniversaries.  For instance, strategic planning 
should already begin for Latvia’s centennial in 2018. 

- They essentially need to define the goal.  What is the state, after all? (..)  The 
motherland and fatherland are one thing, but the state is something else. (..)  We 
really need principles as to what we’re honouring here.  What are we honouring 
in these state holidays?  Essentially we are using history to honour the people of 
the present day. (Expert on the organisation of public events) 

- We need to think about the Republic of Latvia on major holidays right up to the 
centennial.  There more information there is, the quicker you need to get down to 
planning.  Leading opera singers plan their schedule for years in advance.  We 
may decide that we want [the conductor] Mariss Jansons to appear at the 
centennial, but we may find that he is already busy. (..)  At best we think four 
years [in advance].  That is not enough for the state to develop.  Here I am 
talking about strategic planning.” (Expert on the organisation of public events) 

If a concept on the overall celebration of state holidays were to be prepared, that 
would make it possible to develop more diverse holiday traditions whilst also, at the 
same time, helping organisers of holidays to deal more easily with the problems that 
are going to be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter of this report. 
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7.2. Practices in organising public events for state holidays  

 
Our aim in this chapter is to consider the practical manifestation of goals in the 
celebration of state holidays.  Here we are considering co-operation among 
organisers, the agenda in organising state holidays, and the results of these processes 
in terms of decorations and holiday events. 

 
7.2.1. Institutions that are involved in organising holidays and their capacity 
The institutions which organise holidays in Rīga and those which do the same in other 
parts of Latvia are different, but generally speaking the agenda for organising 
holidays and the difficulties which these institutions encounter in doing this work are 
similar.  When state holidays are organised in Rīga, the representational interests of 
one local government overlap with those of the Republic of Latvia.  That is why 
holiday events are organised not just by the Rīga City Council, but also by the 
Presidential Chancery, the Saeima, the Defence Ministry, and other institutions. 

- Celebrations in the capital city, to a very great extent, are celebrations for the 
entire country.  I cannot really define one single organisation which is 
responsible for everything, because the truth is that this is a collaborative effort 
among various organisations. (Organiser of state holidays) 

Elsewhere in Latvia, state holidays are organised by the executive institution of the 
relevant local government or the subordinate institution of that local government 
which is responsible for cultural events.  Some local governments assign the task to 
employees who have an education that is related to culture.  Others pay professional 
directors or producers to put together a plan of holiday events.  All in all, however, 
the same local government institutions which make sure that established holiday 
traditions are preserved are the ones which organise state holiday celebrations each 
and every year. 

- The Cultural Board does not have a staff position of a director.  we can put 
together our own programme and then find people who put together the work 
and do it, or we ask a professional director to put together his or her concept.  
The specialist comes in with a scenario, and we discuss it. (Organiser of state 
holidays) 

As noted, organisers who talk about the way in which state holidays are celebrated in 
their city (in the case of Rīga, this also applies to representatives of the relevant 
institutions) say that there is no need for any substantial changes in the process at this 
time.  Traditions include events that are organised each year, the place where they are 
organised, the proceedings as such, and the participants.  In reaction to issues in 
society that are important, salaried experts in the organisation of public events tend to 
propose new ideas for the content (replacing fireworks with bonfires and candles, for 
instance), but experts who were interviewed said that all in all, plans for these various 
events do not change to any substantial degree.  Organisers say that it is important to 
preserve traditions, because this has a positive influence on the holiday emotions of 
local residents.  At the same time, of course, this serves as an excuse for not changing 
the holiday programme and/or content of same. 
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One respondent talked about the need for traditions:   

- It is absolutely essential.  I think that this helps people to calm down, it creates 
foundations and stability in the country.  This must be something which we can 
count upon.” (Expert on the organisation of public events) 

Another was asked why it is important to uphold traditions:  “Because that is patriotic 
education to a certain extent, it offers people a sense of community.” (Organiser of 
state holidays) 

- The fact that we go to the shores of the Daugava on November 11 with our 
candles, that we float the candles in the Daugava – I think that’s a lovely 
tradition, and I doubt whether we could ever come up with anything better.  Of 
course, someone may try to establish and do something new, but just think about 
the appearance of the castle wall when it is covered with candles.  Children have 
become accustomed to the fact that we always do this. (Expert on the 
organisation of public events) 

Problems which organisers of holiday events encounter are complex, and they 
emanate from one another.  Organisers complain of insufficient financing, human 
resources and artistic solutions, as well as of inappropriate infrastructure.  Experts on 
the organisation of public events, for their part, argue that holiday celebrations are not 
planned in a timely way, that is one factor which serious hinders creativity. 

- These holidays and dates of commemoration should at least be planned and 
considered in a timely way – that’s the biggest problem. (Expert on the 
organisation of public events) 

- There is no director of mass events or holidays [in this city]. (..)  When they bring 
me in … Well, if I knew that I that I will have to organise May 4 next year, 
because ideas can perhaps be put together over the course of an entire year. (..) I 
need time to come up with these things.  That is one thing that has not been 
resolved.  I also don’t see any desire [among local government officials] to deal 
with this problem.  A team is needed.  The director puts together the process, 
however.  He is the one who has to work all year long, not just episodically. 
(Expert on the organisation of public events) 

Experts say that the lack of financing and the delay in providing financing for various 
ceremonial events – these are serious problems in organising state holidays.  The lack 
of financing is mentioned more often in explaining the insufficient amount of 
decorations in a city.  Far less often is it cited as an obstacle against holiday events as 
such and their content.  Experts say that local governments spend too little on all 
kinds of cultural events.  Looking at the financing for holidays in Rīga, experts 
compare the city to Vilnius – the annual budget for holiday decorations in Rīga is 
equal to the sum of money which the capital city of Lithuania spends on Christmas 
alone.  Given that holidays in Rīga represent the whole country, experts believe that 
national budget finances should also be available for the city’s decorations.  
Representatives of other local governments who also say that the budget for 
decorations is insufficient point to what they consider to be successful processes in 
neighbouring towns.  Many of Latvia’s cities, even comparatively large ones, have 
little money for decorations, and the same decorations are often used year after year 
so as to save money. 
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- Often the approach is this:  ‘You will have the same amount of financing as you 
had last year’.  That, of course, really means that there will be less financing, 
because prices have risen. (Organiser of state holidays) 

- It is very difficult to force anyone to take part, particularly if these decorations 
and this cleaning up requires a certain amount of financing.  If we ask someone 
to do something, then we probably also have to offer the necessary financing.  
We do ask people to participate, however, we do think about how to involve 
larger numbers of local residents. (Organiser of state holidays) 

Interviews with experts show that the finances which are granted to state holiday 
celebrations depend not just on objective considerations such as city budget income, 
but also on the thinking of organisers about how important the holiday is.  If 
organisers find that local residents are more likely to attend city, not state holiday 
events, then they may well decide to spend more money on the more frequently 
visited city events. 

- There is always a lack of money, that is just a principle.  You can always wish for 
more. (..) In our case the situation is that [the holiday] is very close to Christmas.  
[The relevant officials] are much happier thinking about Christmas, and the 
event in November is more or less forgotten.   But I cannot say that there is any 
real lack of desire to celebrate. (Organiser of state holidays) 

Things said by experts suggest that some organisers of state holidays have simply 
accepted a lack of financing as the norm.  This leads to certain levels of self-censoring 
– in thinking about decorations and holiday events, the choice is largely based on 
financing. 

- We know how much money there is, and we know approximately what we can 
accomplish with that amount of money. (Organiser of state holidays) 

Asked about those employees who are involved in the planning and organisation of 
holiday events, respondents say things to show that there is a lack of human resources.  
This is seen particularly vividly in the fact that often ideas about how to diversify 
holiday events are created by the family members of those local government 
employees who are involved in organising the holiday.  Organisers also point to a lack 
of human resources when they explain why they have not properly decorated the city 
or organised events of the type which they consider to be necessary. 

- I am completely alone.  I am responsible for the entire city. (..)  The main thing 
for me is to deal with all of the work, to do it in a timely way and in accordance 
with the law.  I have to take certain economic factors into account, and I have to 
do this classical work. (Organiser of state holidays) 

Linked to the problem of human resources and finances is a third issue which experts 
discussed – an absence of artistic activity and creativity.  Because new ideas are 
supposedly the competence of artists, organisers of state holidays accuse salaried 
professionals of passiveness and insistence on traditional solutions.  Experts on the 
organisation of holiday events, for their part, point to two problems which hinder 
creativity.  They believe first of all that organisers of holiday events and local council 
members are more likely to offer financing for “understandable” and traditional 
artistic solutions.  As mentioned, moreover, experts on the organisation of public 
events say that it takes more time to come up with truly new ideas than is usually 
available in the organising of state holidays. 

© Baltic Institute of Social Sciences, 2008 174



We.Celebrations.The State                                                                                         2007/2008 

- The truth is (..) to a certain extent this has been affected by the Soviet era, when 
there was a different approach to statehood, there were greater campaigns aimed 
at presenting the [Communist] party’s symbols to people.  Something of that is 
left over now.  When we talked to artists about this, we came to understand that 
the problem is that we have not created any new symbols of statehood.  Our 
symbols of statehood are the flag and the seal.  What else?  There isn’t anything, 
really, and that can be seen in the ideas which artists create.  Perhaps they offer 
colours, perhaps panoramas that are painted in the colours of the flag.  These 
are just variations on the flag and nothing more.  Artists are stuck in this theme, 
and they cannot escape it, they cannot go any further.  It’s just a process of 
creativity, and I really hope that sooner or later something will appear.  There’s 
also a bit of Latvian nostalgia here. (..)  Even if we try to move away from the 
theme of the ‘flag and its colours’, the immediate suggestion is that we look at 
historical photographs.  That, again, is a look backward, not forward. (Organiser 
of state holidays) 

- I think that there are certain problems with creative potential, because the same 
directors are listed among the organisers of holiday events from year to year.  
I’d like to see a new influx of creative strengths, people who are more 
courageous and attractive in terms of their conceptual view of the holiday.  It is 
not written in stone that a state holiday concert has to be sorrowful and tragic, as 
was the case in Soviet era.  That tradition has not yet disappeared.  A range of 
ceremonial but uplifting emotions can be created with other resources of 
expression. (Expert on the organisation of  public events) 

Experts on the organisation of public events also said that if new ideas and traditions 
are to emerge in terms of holiday decorations and celebrations, there will have to be 
ongoing support from the state.  The government will have to commission new 
artworks.  Experts point out that cultural events help to activate interest in state 
holidays, as was the case in 2007, when the film “Guards of Rīga” was released. 

- The state needs to commission new works in all areas of the arts. (..)  In that 
case, there can be new dialogue with the public, you can address your audience.  
You don’t like the flag?  What do you like instead?  Let’s assume that an artist 
can do anything, but what does the audience need? (..)  Let’s come to a clear 
sense about what is what.  The issue is that the artist does not feel the 
subconscious ideas among people as to what they would like to see.” (Expert on 
the organisation of public events) 

Organisers of holidays also encounter various technical problems – shortages of 
appropriate facilities and necessary infrastructure.  Sometimes the weather is bad, and 
all of this means that events do not always occur as had been planned. 

The lack of appropriate facilities for ceremonial events is also mentioned by 
organisers as something that must be taken into account when organising state holiday 
celebrations.  Events usually take place at the cultural buildings of local governments, 
in central squares or parks, in theatres or in other facilities that are of symbolic or 
historical importance for the relevant tow.  When evaluating whether facilities are 
appropriate, organisers consider the location, the number of people who can be 
accommodated, and the sanitary and technical condition of the facilities.  Local 
government representatives say quite often that their town lacks a modern concert hall 
or that existing cultural institutions are being renovated, and so they will be available 
for holiday events only after awhile.  Some experts also point to the likelihood that 
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November 18 will not be a date on which the weather is nice, and that means that 
events have to be organised indoors, in facilities in which there is not room for 
everyone who would want to attend.  The urban environment is more appropriate for 
the celebration of state holidays. 

Often the infrastructure of the town itself is a problem when it comes to holiday 
events.  Local governments may not have the equipment and cables that are needed to 
light up certain objects during a holiday.  The power system may not be sufficient for 
this, and that means that organisers have to reject the use of modern technologies. 

- There is no sure source of electricity at the place where we want to organise the 
event. (..)  Sometimes we have to spend more money on technical issues just 
because the infrastructure at this location is not appropriate. (Organiser of state 
holidays) 

The climate is another problem when it comes to decorating cities for holidays, 
particularly on November 18.  Rain, wind, snow and cold all dictate the materials that 
can be used and the places where decorations can be set up.  Organisers of state 
holidays say that once the decorations are up, they must be inspected each and every 
day, and when something is damaged, it must be replaced. 

- We cannot have particularly large decorations – the wind will tear them all 
down.  We have many artists who end up in tears in the morning, because they 
had such a brilliant idea, but overnight the wind ripped up everything that they 
did.  We need firm decorations which will stay in place.  And that is more 
difficult with larger than with smaller objects. (Organiser of state holidays) 

- We hung up flag banners, and just three days later half of them were ripped.  We 
were constantly going out to replace those banners.  There was one day when we 
couldn’t even allow our people to do that, because the wind was too strong for 
them to climb up to the banners. Of course, residents were disgusted about the 
fact that the banners were ripped and were just hanging there. (Organiser of state 
holidays) 

Organisers also say that apart from all other problems, bad weather keeps people from 
attending holiday events.  Public participation in state holidays is reviewed in greater 
detail in Chapter 7.3, but here we must mention the experience of other experts who 
says that an interesting programme and the ability of performers to move the public 
can help to encourage attendance no matter what the weather is like. 

- That’s November for you – sometimes there’s rain, sometimes there’s snow.  At 
best it is snow.  If it’s rainy and windy, people don’t even want to go outside.  
That sometimes happens.  And there’s fog.  All of that means that sometimes 
there are technical problems.  The fireworks can’t be seen because the fog is so 
thick that you can see some things, but not others. (Organiser of state holidays) 

- There was one year when the sky and the earth were flowing together, and there 
was a snowstorm. (..) In spite of the snowstorm, the artist was up there on the 
stage doing what he could.  I think that we had even forgotten the whole 
phonogram for the event.  It was one degree below zero, and we all had to sing 
along. (..)  I think that often enough Latvians feel that if they have to stand up 
against something such as the weather, then they become light and mighty.  In 
such a situation (..) it is not even important what nationality you are.  all of the 
children, all of those who were there, including the artists this time (..) – the 
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snow is hitting you in the face, and yet you are singing ‘God, bless Latvia!’ at the 
top of your lungs. (Organiser of state holidays) 

Experts on the organisation of public events and representatives of non-governmental 
organisations believe that formalities also sometimes hinder the organisation of state 
holidays – ones that have to be handled if, for instance, a street is to be closed for an 
event.  Some local governments refuse to organise major state holiday events for that 
particular reason. 

 
7.2.2. Decorations in urban environments and evaluation of same 
When it comes to state holiday decorations, the ones for May 4 are put up before May 
1, and the ones that are meant for the November celebrations are set up to serve the 
needs of both November 11 and November 18.  Experts think that decorations serve 
several functions on state holidays.  First of all, they provide information and a 
reminder that the holiday is coming up.  People sometimes don’t know about the 
holiday or forget that it is approaching.  Second, decorations create an uplifting sense 
of celebration.  Third, experts believe that decorations, as a set of symbols, should 
create pride among local residents in their country. 

- They create a sense of the holiday, they address the people as much as possible.  
When people are stuck in their everyday problems, they can look, raise their eyes 
and see this decoration, then saying that oh, yes – a holiday is here! (NGO 
representative) 

- Here’s an example from last week. (..)  Sadly enough, even Latvians, even people 
who have good Latvian language skills were asking why the flags were raised.  I 
thought OK, if they don’t know that, then at least the flags encourage them to try 
to find out what’s happening.  Maybe someone tells them, maybe they take a look 
at the calendar. (Organiser of state holidays) 

- The point is to instil pride in the country – I live in Latvia! (Organiser of state 
holidays) 

The ideas of experts and local residents are more or less the same when it comes to 
the purpose of state holiday decorations – informing people about the holiday and 
creating a sense of the holiday.  Organisers think that the artistic solutions used on 
May 4 and November 18 differ, but local residents believe that the existing 
decorations do not ensure recognition of the specific decoration.  Given the desires of 
local residents and the conclusions stated in Chapter 7.1, we would suggest that there 
be greater “individuality” in the decorations which are used for state holidays. 

All in all, organisers of state holidays at this time are making use of a fairly narrow 
spectrum of artistic solutions.  This is because of the personal views of organisers – 
that the tradition of a classical and reticent presentation must be preserved.  It is also 
true that experts believe that local residents will be unhappy with a less traditional 
solution in the holiday decorations, some will not understand it.  At the same time, 
however, some experts think that modern lighting technologies must be brought to 
bear, and new approaches need to be sought out in terms of making use of traditional 
symbols.  That would develop holiday decorations as a specific branch of the fine arts, 
one that can synthesise various elements of the urban environment in an original way, 
thus also enhancing interest in the holiday among young people. 
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- [The decorations] must be firm enough, and they must focus on symbols of 
statehood, official symbols without any unnecessary frivolity or attractiveness.  I 
think that is the case. (..)  It is a period of darkness, it is a time when we think of 
spiritual things.  There is fire, there is the idea of candles in the streets. (..)  
Light, hope, something like that.  I think that all comes together very nicely.  
There’s also the red in our flag, something of the flag, something of our heraldry.  
I don’t believe we need anything more.  That’s enough.  Of course, there are also 
flowers – that’s always the case. (Expert on the organisation of public events) 

- I think that [the decorations] must be classical, taking into account various 
perceptions among the people.  The state presents itself with its symbols, and 
they absolutely must be there.  There must also be innovation. (..)  Right now we 
are beginning to work with students from the National Academy of Art. (..)  We 
have high expectations about them and other artists. (..)  There can be something 
fresh, a different view.  That’s very important.  The classical decorations mustn’t 
become conservative. (..)  It’s better when there’s something fresh, something 
that is worthy of discussion as to whether it should be accepted or not accepted.  
An outdoor object, new kinds of decorations are artworks in a sense, and not 
everyone will like that. (..) Of course, the public must be encouraged to become 
accustomed to new things. (Organiser of state holidays) 

- As soon as there is any departure from traditional clichés, people find it hard to 
comprehend that. (Expert on the organisation of public events) 

Decorations for May 4 and May 18 most often involve the Latvian flag and the 
colours of the flag on other types of decorations – larger or smaller posters, placards 
with information about holiday events, etc.  Large posters are typical in Rīga, while 
smaller posters and placards are found both in the capital city and in other towns and 
cities.  Flags are raised at administrative buildings and hung from lampposts, large 
posters are placed by public buildings such as cultural buildings, museums and 
theatres, and small posters and placards are installed on advertising stands.  In Rīga, 
they are also hung on bridges.  Placards are also put up at cultural institutions. 

- I think that if the point is to use the national flag in all possible ways which are 
within the guidelines of ethics [..], if the red-white-red colour dominates that day, 
then I think that it is the right symbol to characterise the [state] holiday. 
(Organiser of state holidays) 

Rīga uses the flag and its motifs differently on May 4 and November 18.  That’s 
because the former holiday is less ceremonious than the latter, and organisers permit 
the greater use of new and unaccustomed artistic solutions in May.  The ceremonial 
nature of November 18 is created by the cold and dark time of year and by more 
deeply rooted holiday traditions.  Experts call these “classical” or conservative 
decorations (national flags without any artistic interpretation at all).  May 4, by 
contrast, is in the springtime, when less traditional and happier decorations become 
possible.  Public events can be jollier.  It has to be added that except in Rīga, the flag 
is just about the only decoration that is used for urban decorations during the May 4 
holiday. 

- Artistic resources [in May] are more democratic.  The rhythm is swifter, the 
choice of colours is more extensive.  Here we don’t just use the symbols of state 
holidays, there’s also the fact that we prepare not just one poster, but maybe two 
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or even three.  We had two posters this year, and we used them alternately, thus 
creating a different and more dynamic rhythm. (Organiser of state holidays) 

Like local residents, some experts also believe that the national flag does not promote 
the recognisability of a specific holiday, because it is raised on all holidays and 
commemorative days.  Experts also think that when the flag is the central element in 
the decorations, that hinders the development of other types of decorations. 

- In Latvia, you don’t know anymore when to raise the flag, when not to raise the 
flag, when to attach the black ribbon.  It’s becoming a system of terrorism. (..)  In 
this sense we have no concept, especially in terms of the constant raising of the 
flag.  People no longer know why they’re doing that.  They’re afraid of being 
punished.  Some just raise the flag and leave it there for the next 24 hours.  
People think that makes them patriotic.  It doesn’t, not at all. (NGO 
representative) 

Other decorations used during holidays are special lights and fire in the sense of 
candles, torches and fireplaces.  Also used are compositions of flowers, stands on 
which posters depicting certain historical events are placed, screens where reports or 
old archival footage are shown, etc.  It has to be said that these are things which are 
more common in urban decorations in November than in May. 

In discussing other elements in decorations, experts speak to lights and fire as a 
positive means for enhancing emotions and creating the sense of the holiday.  Fire is 
very visible when it is dark outside, and it helps people to forget the typically cold, 
dark and gray nature of the month of November.  Experts think that light should be 
used not just to light up public buildings, but also for other purposes.  Local residents 
can light candles in their windows or help in arranging compositions of light.  This 
brings them into the process of shaping their urban environment.  Organisers also say 
that they’ve been calling on people to take part for several  years now by lighting a 
fire or placing candles in special locations – in city squares and parks (at the Freedom 
Monument and by the Rīga Castle on the banks of the Daugava in Rīga’s case).  
Several towns and cities in Latvia have specific traditions in the use of fire for holiday 
decoration purposes. 

- When it comes to November 18, which is this dark and gloomy time of year, I 
choose light as an accent, and I would use it as much as possible for holiday 
decorations.  Buildings or monuments could be lighted with colour. (Expert on 
the organisation of public events) 

- There were 3,000 lighted candles in the canal, and it was wonderful.  Everyone 
was saying ooh and ah when I was walking by.  It’s not much, you would think, 
but it was at the right place at the right time. (Organiser of state holidays) 

- At 5:00 PM everyone (..) starts to place candles along the main street and in 
windows.  The whole square is just fantastic.  It is a unique thing when it’s dark 
outside. (Organiser of state holidays) 

The experience of the town of Liepāja is interesting when it comes to holiday 
decorations.  People from local governments close to the city also made reference to 
that.  Liepāja’s experience could be transferred to other cities and even Rīga – 
decorating each neighbourhood apart from the city centre: 

- In the very centre [of town], there was a butterfly of flowers.  Approximately 
1,000 red-white-red artificial butterflies are attached to the frame, each with a 
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greeting from schoolchildren.  Almost all of the local schools were invited to take 
part. (..) Not all children took part, but there were representatives of all of the 
schools.  That created a large object in the city centre.  This year, in place of the 
butterfly, there was an unusual picture puzzle in the shape of the Latvian map, 
and schoolchildren were asked to put the puzzle together.  That was a unique 
geography lesson. (Organiser of state holidays) 

In evaluating holiday decorations, experts note that these are usually in city centres, 
and that hinders the ability of those who live outside the centre in developing a true 
sense of the holiday.  Experts made various suggestions about where decorations are 
needed.  First and foremost, this applies to the main thoroughfares of the towns – 
Brīvības Street in Rīga, for instance, should be decorated all along its length.  The 
same is true of Maskavas Street.  There’s also the need to decorate those places that 
are the nucleus of each neighbourhood in town.  There could be screens which show 
the history of the city’s development, along with honorary citizens and other 
materials, as is the case in the city centre.  Visual decorations can be supplemented 
with music to create the sense of celebration.  There can be a unified concept in this, 
and local businesses can be brought in to help with the process.  that is particularly 
true with retail and dining enterprises, where music is played every day as it is.  
Public participation in decorating the city can be ensured by passing out little state 
flags and the flags of the relevant towns and cities which can be held in one’s hand or 
attached to one’s car. 

 
7.2.3. Characterisations of holiday events 
Even though each city and town will have individual solutions in terms of state 
holiday traditions, there are quite a few rituals which all of them have in common.  In 
November, events are usually organised during the week that is between Lāčplēša 
Day and the anniversary of the proclamation of the Republic of Latvia.  There are 
usually concerts, and local government ensembles often take part. 

The main event on November 11 throughout Latvia is the placing of candles in public 
locations, as well as torchlight parades to local cemeteries where soldiers who fell 
during the country’s freedom battles are buried. 

- People come with their own torches, they join the march.  The length of the 
parade was nearly half the length of the bridge.  The streets are full of those who 
are not taking part, they watch the parade.  It is at dusk, when it’s a bit dark.  It 
looks great, and it is so very ceremonial. (Organiser of state holidays) 

Other events on Lāčplēša Day include military parades involving units of the National 
Armed Forces or the National Guard.  There are concerts and competitions.  In 
Rēzekne, an interesting event in honour of November 11 is a competition of 
“contemporary Lāčplēši” in which fire fighters, border guards, police officers and 
others from similar professions engage in a creative competition.  This event attracts a 
great deal of public interest, and organisers of the event feel that this way they honour 
those professions which ensure public order and protect the state. 

On November 18, the events which are organised by local governments in Latvia can 
be divided up into two groups.  First, and most commonly, there are concerts and 
similar cultural events, worships services, holiday speeches, gatherings in a town 
square, usually culminating in fireworks, and an invitations-only reception organised 
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by the local government leader.  Organisers of state holidays do not comment on this 
in any greater detail. 

Almost all local governments organise free concerts, theatrical performances or 
poetry readings in which local amateurs or professional performers take part.  In 
planning events, organisers ask residents to pick up invitations or tickets in a timely 
way so that it is not the case that people who wish to attend the concert cannot do so 
because of a lack of room.  Hoping to promote interest in Latvian culture, organisers 
tend to invite well known artists to take part or to show the latest Latvian film that has 
been produced.  Experts say that it is more difficult to organise special events that are 
interesting for young people – dances, for example.  Local government 
representatives often think that such events are not in line with the spirit of November 
18. 

In addition to holiday concerts, people gather in city squares for holiday speeches 
(sometimes with an additional musical performance) and to watch fireworks.  That is 
the second most important holiday event in many parts of Latvia.  Holiday addresses 
tend to be delivered by a representative of the city administration, an honorary citizen 
and/or a performer.  An example of got practice is the presence of schoolchildren who 
read essays about Latvia during the city’s ceremonial event. 

In evaluating state holiday events, most experts said that the fireworks are the 
culmination.  They are a very successful outdoor event which can be organised in 
November.  The importance of the holiday address and fireworks is indicated 
indirectly by the fact that holiday organisers have said that there is no culmination to 
the holiday if there is not a gathering of the people in the city square.  Compared to 
other holiday proceedings, say organisers of state holidays, fireworks are the most 
highly attended event of all.  Experts believe that people are so used to major events 
of an entertaining nature these days that they all but expect them on state holidays, 
too. 

- The culmination is when the entire town gathers together.  It’s no secret that (..) 
half of our people are non-Latvians, and the fireworks are what bring everyone 
together.  (Organiser of state holidays) 

- The point is that the small fire is far more valuable than the big one.  People 
learn about history that way – (..) the bonfires and the like.  It is much more 
valuable, a more accustomed thing for the Latvian. (Expert on the organisation of 
public events) 

Despite public demand for entertainment, organisers of holiday events in several 
towns and cities in Latvia have tried to replace fireworks with bonfires, torches and 
fires.  Experts say that this is an attempt to create greater emotion in holiday 
celebrations, focusing more on the historical meaning of the holiday, as well.  
Organisers have sought to restore the sense of community which, they believe, has 
largely disappeared thanks to the socioeconomic and political circumstances which 
have prevailed in recent years. 

- This year (..) we got rid of the fireworks and used live fire instead.  There were 
sparks of light.  There were lots of people who were really disappointed that 
there were not the major fireworks.  Everyone liked the little lights, but others 
missed the fireworks. (Expert on the organisation of public holidays) 

Other experts on the organisation of public events also suggest that fireworks and 
other massive events be abandoned in favour of smaller and more emotional events – 
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gathering around bonfires with songs and hot tea or mulled wine, for instance.  The 
money that is saved could be used to restore historical monuments, they argue. 

- Perhaps the city of Rīga or the entire country should say goodbye to fireworks 
for two or three years.  No more receptions during state holidays, using the 
money to fully restore the Dome Cathedral in two years’ time, for the state’s 91st 
anniversary.  I think that would be (..) worthy of the holiday. (Expert on the 
organisation of public events) 

- I would certainly like to supplement these November 18 events with others – 
watching a video on a large screen in the town square, enjoying mulled wine or 
tea, warming ourselves at a bonfire in a square or a street, a brass band 
marching down the city streets. (Expert on the organisation of public events) 

The second set of holiday events is made up of special and less widespread rituals, 
and these are particularly typical of Rīga.  Here we are talking about the laying of 
flowers at the Freedom Monument on November 18, the military parade on the 11 
November Shoreline road, the changing of the guard at the Rīga Castle, etc.  In 
Rēzekne, an honorary citizenship is awarded on November 18 each year.  Candidates 
are nominated by the city’s residents. 

These authors watched the laying of flowers at the Freedom Monument and the 
worship service at the Dome Cathedral, and our impression was that excessive 
attention was devoted to security issues.  This reduced the sense of community 
between local residents and representatives of government.  The worship service and 
the laying of flowers both created the impression of closed events in which the people 
were assigned the role of a strictly guarded and passive audience.  If one watches the 
documentary film “Anatomy of a Holiday”, which was produced by Askolds Saulītis 
and which shows the November 18 celebration of 2004, i.e., not too long ago, one 
sees no barriers at the Freedom Monument during the laying of flowers.  The security 
processes should be reassessed. 

The parade of the National Armed Forces, organisers believe, is of great interest to 
local governments.  The parade at this time is staged on the 11 November Shoreline 
road, in Rīga, and organisers feel that this is the most appropriate place for it, because 
all different elements of the Armed Forces can be presented.  Organisers should work 
more closely with the television station which is broadcasting the parade live  to make 
the event more visible, however.  People end up standing in many rows, and many 
don’t see or hear anything as the president receives the parade.  Others see only 
fragments of the event.  Large screens should be set up on which people can see the 
live television broadcasts.  We would also recommend that military units carry signs 
identifying themselves so that people can cheer them.  Because the viewers of the 
parade gather in such great number that they stand not only on the sidewalk, but also 
on the grass, portable stands should be set up – that is something that is done in many 
countries. 

In comparison to November, Latvian local governments have few ceremonial events 
on May 1 and May 4.  On May 1, there are often sports competitions for young people 
or outdoor events which have nothing to do with the subject of the holiday.  May 4 is 
celebrated a bit more widely, with holiday concerts being the most common event.  
Rīga has a more extensive programme on May 4, with the laying of flowers at the 
Freedom Monument (in 2007, with the participation of a brass band), and fireworks 
on the banks of the river.  As noted before, experts do not all agree on the extent to 
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which the May 4 holiday should be celebrated.  Most organisers suggest that existing 
practice be continued – celebrate May 4 as a spring festival with sports competitions, 
outdoor concerts, a “most beautiful garden” competition, etc. 

In talking about the 90th anniversary of the proclamation of the Republic of Latvia in 
2008, organisers say that they are planning for more extensive and ornate events.  
There will be exhibitions about Latvian history, several lost traditions will be 
reanimated, and various groups of people – particularly those who do not often take 
part in holiday events – will be brought into the proceedings.  Some local 
governments plan to focus particular attention on history and those locations in town 
where historical events occurred.  Many are looking to involve their friendship cities 
in the celebrations.  Events dedicated to the anniversary are to begin in May 2008 and 
culminate in November.  The president of Latvia and other government officials are 
planning a series of receptions all over Latvia during this period of time. 

In preparing the programme for the holiday in 2008, organisers have set up a number 
of working groups to plan the various holiday events.  Non-governmental 
organisations are far more actively involved this year than has been the case before.  
Experts insist, however, that there must be a public discussion of the way in which the 
holiday is to be celebrated, because a sense of celebration emerges not just from 
participating, but also from helping to plan events and then becoming actively 
involved in organising them.  The next chapter reviews existing practices in terms of 
public participation in this process. 

 
7.3. Public participation in the organisation and proceedings of ceremonial 

public events during state holidays 
 
In order to establish links between nation and state (vertical links) and between 
various communities in society (horizontal links), organisers of events must first 
determine the mood and individual needs of the various participants.  Our aim in this 
chapter is to determine how organisers of holiday events view co-operation between 
themselves and local governments in terms of creating a holiday atmosphere and 
motivating people to take part in holiday events. 
 
7.3.1. Motivations for participants and the meaning of same among event 
organisers 
If people are to be encouraged to take part in state holiday celebrations, events must 
satisfy their needs and expectations.  A public opinion survey showed that 
participation in holiday celebrations at this time is facilitated by the individual’s 
emotional link to the state via its historical events, by the ability to spend time with 
one’s family, and by the individual’s attitude toward those who are in power.  
Interviews with experts, for their part, show that there are several different ways in 
which holiday organisers try to understand the emotional needs of the addressees of 
the celebrations, looking to put together events at which individuals might feel links 
to other members of the community.  These practices are seen in the things which 
organisers say about who the addressee of the celebrations is, as well as in the 
evaluations which are offered in terms of the extent to which holiday events satisfy 
the interests of various groups in society. 

Data from the expert interviews show that there are different levels of interest in the 
audience for state holiday celebrations from one local government to another.  There 
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are some organisers who leave the impression that they believe that the addressee of 
celebrations is a community of people who have similar interests and who, 
accordingly, are offered one and the same holiday ritual year after year after year.  If 
organisers try to use this fact to explain who few people attend, then they say that 
there are many diverse ways in which people celebrate holidays, and each person 
manifests such practices differently. 

- Everyone should celebrate state holidays, whether they are families without 
children or older people, pensioners.  I think that the holidays are for everyone. 
(Organiser of state holidays) 

- Each age group, each group of residents (..) – each one has a different opinion of 
what the word ‘celebrate’ means. (Organiser of state holidays) 

There are also organisers who try to learn about the interests of various age groups 
and cultural groups so as to offer a richer programme of various events.  Organisers of 
state holidays say that public holiday events are usually attended mostly by older 
people and families with children.  That is why organisers have most often tried to 
focus particular attention on ethnic minorities (see 7.4.2) and young people (7.3.2., on 
co-operation with schools) so as to increase participation in state holiday events. 

Experts believe that the cornerstone for someone’s participation in holiday events is 
and must be that person’s emotional links to the state, pride in the country, and desire 
to enhance those emotions.  At the same time, some holiday organisers accuse the 
public of being apathetic, or of demanding entertainments that would be inappropriate 
for a state holiday.  Others gripe about the inactive participation of people in holidays, 
arguing that negative views about the government should not dominate over love for 
the Motherland. 

- After all people, look for support for their civic position. (Organiser of state 
holidays) 

- State holidays are Latvia’s state holidays, there is no association with the 
country’s government. (Expert on the organisation of public events) 

- I really want to hope that this is a matter of self-esteem, of the understanding 
among Latvians or the residents of Latvia that they are a part of this country.  I 
hope that despite all of the problems which exist, people are still proud of our 
sovereignty, of the fact that we have our own country.  I very much want to think 
that this is patriotism which they perhaps hide behind their external bravura – 
let’s go have a party, and so on. (Organiser of state holidays) 

- We see many countries in the world where people celebrate the country’s 
birthday almost as if it were their own, but that requires time. (Organiser of state 
holidays) 

A second motivation for participation which organisers see among local residents is 
the level of interest in the holiday programme that is being offered.  Some organisers 
believe that interest in holiday events is enhanced if the events are distant from 
political events and political forces.  Experts say that holiday events can be divided up 
between those which are attended by many people (fireworks), and those that are of 
interest only to a specific group in society.  An individual, for example, will attend a 
concert if a family member or friend is performing.  Young people will be more 
interested in attending an event if young performers are on stage. 
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Given that one of the largest motivations for people to take part in holiday events is 
the ability to be with their families, we asked experts about the extent to which 
ceremonial state holiday events are appropriate for families with children, also 
focusing o the role of families in maintaining holiday traditions.  Organisers do not 
believe that there is a need for a special children’s programme on November 18, 
because events dedicated to the holiday are organised in the preceding week in 
kindergartens and schools alike.  On May 4, however, organisers suggest that there be 
events for families with children, not least because this is a holiday which attracts 
fewer participants than November 18 does.  This offer, say organisers, is based on the 
overall idea of the May 4 holiday – a view of the future of the renewed Republic of 
Latvia, one which is symbolised by children. 

- Families with children can choose from among the various events that are taking 
place in Rīga, because the programme during the course of the entire day is 
appropriate for viewers of various age groups.  Kids can also watch the 
fireworks. (Expert on the organisation of public events) 

- [On November 18] there are certain events that are devoted specifically to 
families.  Of course, families can also go to the parade or the fireworks.  In that 
sense, I think, there are many events on this programme of events which are very 
appropriate. (Organiser of state holidays) 

- Most of those who attend these events are older people, including those who 
come with their grandchildren.  (..)  I have noticed in many cases that when I 
attend events at the cultural centre, I mostly see gray-haired people with small 
children. (Organiser of state holidays) 

- A lot of attention is devoted to the family on May 4, because restoration – that 
directly affects our children and our young families if the nation is to survive into 
the future.  And that’s why on May 4 there are many things in various parts of 
Rīga which are meant especially for families and young children. (Organiser of 
state holidays) 

Organisers say that when parents bring their kids to public state holiday events, that 
helps the children better to understand the country and its power structure, to develop 
a sense of patriotism and pride.  At the same time, however, local residents and 
organisers do not have the same views as to who has the most important role to play 
in the political socialisation of children, or the role which state holidays have in this 
process.  Parents think that the school is the main agent of political socialisation 
(which means that they indirectly believe that via the educational institution it is the 
state).  Organisers believe that this is a job for the family. 

- Public holidays are a supplement to celebrations in the family.  It is the family in 
which an understanding is developed about the meaning of each holiday, about 
the way in which the holiday is celebrated. (Expert on the organisation of public 
holidays) 

- The family is of great importance in (..) the patriotic rearing of children.  If there 
is an event which helps parents to make their investment in this patriotic 
education, then that is very important.  Of course, that applies to any event.  
Parents can bring their children to watch how officials lay flowers at a 
monument, and that immediately gives the parents an opportunity to discuss any 
aspect of the state.  Kids see how government officials pay their respects to the 
state. (Organiser of state holidays) 
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- The family has the most important role to play, and it seems to me that most 
people celebrate this holiday with their families. (Organiser of state holidays) 

Organisers of state holidays have different views about the level of interest which 
local residents have in attending holiday events.  Most experts believe that the level of 
public interest remains more or less even, although the way in which this interest is 
manifested each year can depend on accidental factors such as the weather, for 
instance.  Some experts believe that interest in state holidays has declined in recent 
years, but organisers are more likely to be optimistic about this.  They say that the 
level of public interest in attending public events has gradually been rising.  In 
observing the level of activity, experts on the organisation of public events express the 
assumption that local residents still do not have enough information about the 
programme of events during state holidays. 

- The question is how much people have an interest in attending these events.  I 
can say that it is comparatively less than is the case with other events. (Organiser 
of state holidays) 

- I think that the level of interest remains quite stable.  The manifestation of that 
interest has varied from year to year.  I already mentioned the weather – one 
year it was terribly cold, and hardly anyone came out.  There were 
comparatively few people at the monument, and people rushed to the various 
holiday events at the very last moment. (..)  But I certainly would not say that 
there is no interest at all.  I suspect that this year it was even higher than in other 
years.  One thing that indicates this, something which maybe has increased the 
level of activity a bit is the film ‘Guards of Rīga’. (..) I think that many people 
came to the movie and then went off to watch a holiday address or the fireworks, 
or vice-versa. (..)  Of course, one of the pluses right now is the additional day off.  
That means that people are just relaxing.  Families go out for a walk, they go to 
an event.  Perhaps they walk through Old Rīga.  That’s certainly important, too. 
(Organiser of state holidays) 

This last quote reflects the recommendations from experts on the organisation of 
public events – that new cultural events related to the subject of the state holiday be 
created so as to increase participation in the holiday events.  Several other experts also 
mentioned the premiere of “Guards of Rīga” in November, pointing to that as a 
positive way of enhancing public interest. 

It does have to be said that those organisers who said that public interest in attending 
various state holiday events is on the rise mostly came from those local governments 
which have changes their habits in recent years in terms of organising holiday events 
and have actively sought out ways of enhancing public participation.  These 
organisers say things to suggest that the change in holiday rituals has yielded results. 

- It was some years ago that we were still organising these events at the theatre.  
We sent out invitations to organisations, and we encountered the problem of 
people simply not showing up.  We had an expensive concert, and really wanted 
representation. (..)  Sure, there were people who were there, but I can say that 
they were only one-third of those whom we invited.  So we finally put an end to 
that practice in which the concerts are always free of charge. (Organiser of state 
holidays) 

If we see the passive interest among people in participating in state holiday 
celebrations, we can divide the relevant organisers into three groups in terms of their 
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motivation to enhance participation.  There are those local governments which, over 
the course of the years, have actively sought and found successful solutions for 
enhancing public interest.  Organisers have created new events to tighten horizontal 
links among local residents – awards ceremonies, amateur performances, 
competitions, etc.  The family members and friends of people who appear in such 
processes come to watch.  There are organisers who think about less well off people, 
offering not just free concerts, but also snacks afterward.  Second, there are local 
government organisers who put events onto the holiday programme in the hope that 
they will facilitate interest among the local audience, but they refrain from more 
active efforts to bring people into the events.  Compared to the first group, these 
people find it hard to evaluate the results of their efforts, and they cannot really know 
whether the level of public interest in the state holiday has increased or decreased.  In 
the third group there are organisers who have, as far as researchers could tell, done 
nothing to facilitate more involvement on the part of the local population. 

 
7.3.2. Co-operation between organisers and the public in establishing and 
maintaining public practices in celebrating state holidays 
The things which were said by organisers of state holidays show that local 
governments co-operate with members of the public largely on the events which take 
place during the November holidays.  At several local governments, holiday 
organisers who talked about how they work with local residents, businesses and non-
governmental organisations said that different groups in society are more active in 
helping to organise traditional holidays such as Christmas, New Year’s and Easter, as 
well as city festivals, as opposed to state holidays. 

As individuals and as representatives of interest groups, local residents usually are far 
more actively involved in the preparation of holiday decorations than they are in 
organising the various events.  Many organisers are proud of the level of participation 
which they have achieved in terms of people who help them to implement their ideas 
(taking part in the laying of candles or in parades, the agreement of amateur 
performance groups to take part in concerts, etc.), but it remains true that there is still 
a lack of participation by members of the public in coming up with new ideas for 
holiday celebrations.  True, local government representative tend to say that NGOs 
and businesspeople can make proposals and receive co-financing for cultural events, 
but that still does not mean that active residents could not make use of their creative 
potential so as to come up with new holiday celebrations and rituals.  Experts suggest 
that only organisers of state holidays and professionals whom they call in to help out 
are the ones who come up with plans for events and evaluate the various ideas.  It is 
only logical, then, that many organisers of state holidays see local residents first and 
foremost as passive audience members and service recipients. 

- [Answering a question about opportunities for local residents to participate]  
First of all, as observers.  They can attend the worship service, that’s an open 
event where everyone can participate.  They can lay flowers at the Freedom 
Monument, and there is one specific moment at which government officials do 
that, too.  Mostly, I guess, as observers, but not only. (Organiser of state 
holidays) 

- Basically the plan of events is ready, and so all that remains for them [local 
residents] to do is to come to the events, watch them, and then assess and critique 
them.  Active involvement?  I don’t think so. (Organiser of state holidays) 
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If we look at various types of co-operation between local governments and local 
residents, then we see that some organisers feel that public participation first and 
foremost means observing the law – raising the Latvian flag on holidays.  Local 
government representatives say that sometimes people raise dirty or torn flags, 
explaining that they don’t have money to buy a new one. 

- The first thing that the public should do is to put up flags that are clean and not 
ripped on the façades of their buildings.  If attention is not devoted to this, OK, 
but if you take a hard look at the rags which some people raise, then that is an 
attitude.  I don’t see what’s on my building, but I see that the flag is torn on the 
bridge or somewhere else, because that’s not mine. (Organiser of state holidays) 

Local governments sometimes try to involve various groups of residents in decorating 
the urban environment so as to create a holiday mood.  Surveyed organisers say that 
active work is needed t get any response from the public.  Reasons for many people 
not wanting to become involved include dissatisfaction with the social and political 
situation, a lack of finances, and difficulties in using the symbols of the state.  The 
most common form of co-operation involved a request form organisers that residents 
and businesses light candles in their windows.  Sometimes there are competitions on 
the best shop window design.  Other organisers ask companies to finance the 
decorations.  In rare cases, if an appropriate company is working in the relevant 
territory, it is asked to participate in the process of decorations with its own products 
(e.g., if a company produces candles). 

- The city itself will never be able to do everything, and it’s not really necessary 
for it to do so.  The main thing for the city is to invite people to become involved, 
because otherwise that cripples the reality, it looks like dictatorship from above.  
Ours is a democratic country, after all, and particularly in such occasions of 
state, there will always be someone inviting someone else to do something.  If we 
invite people to celebrate the holiday, then this reaction is necessary. (Organiser 
of state holidays) 

- We invite everyone to light candles in entranceways of homes or companies, and 
the first time we did that, there was quite a bit of opposition.  Why should we do 
that?  If you want candles, light them yourself.  Gradually, however, this is 
developing in amore organic way.  If we invite people to a discussion, then 
organisations and local residents are initially more unwilling, perhaps, but later 
they become more and more responsive. (Organiser of state holidays) 

- We send letters of invitation to hotels and restaurants, particularly in the city 
centre where there is lots of traffic, asking them to place candles outdoor on 
November 18.  It all depends on how much each of them wants to participate.  
It’s a matter of free will. (Organiser of state holidays) 

The Rīga local government also works with private companies and cultural 
institutions in putting up large-format posters outside their buildings.  During the 
week of state holidays, for instance, cultural institutions replace their own posters of 
events with holiday-format ones.  Smaller posters are placed on advertising boards 
that are on bridges and roadsides with the permission of those commercial enterprises 
which own them. 

Organisers of state holidays say that non-governmental organisations mostly 
demonstrate initiative in organising events which surround November 11.  They tidy 
up cemeteries, take part in ceremonial marches to burial locations, deliver speeches 
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and produce concerts.  Experts on the organisation of public events believe that these 
activities mostly demonstrate the close links between certain interest groups and the 
symbols of Lāčplēša Day – symbols which are overarching and less related to the 
specific socio-political situation in Latvia. 

- Public organisations are more active on November 11.  They’re accustomed to 
the fact that on November 18, events are more often organised by city 
institutions. (Organiser of state holidays) 

The things which organisers told the researchers show that NGO participation in the 
celebration of other state holidays largely depends on how interested local 
government employees are in activating such co-operation.  Such participation is less 
active in some local government territories simply because there are few NGOs there. 

Several local governments in Latvia, in seeking to increase participation by NGOs, 
announce competitions each year to which public organisations and businesses can 
submit their proposals.  NGOs must draft fairly detailed plans and explanations in 
order to take part in such competitions. 

- We want there to be a certain amount of initiative on the part of various public 
organisations, and we have several project competitions.  One has to do with 
cultural projects, where co-financing is available for various activities. 
(Organiser of state holidays) 

- Basically public organisations here become involved as organisers of events, and 
it is also possible for them to become involved in the official events programme.  
That is the point – they take part as organisers of performances or events, and we 
have a competition to award financing for this process.  We have a process 
whereby we can offer resources and some support from the City Council to 
encourage and active such participation. (Organiser of state holidays) 

Organisers say that the involvement and activities of larger non-governmental 
organisations can be ensured if the local government, at least initially, demonstrates 
the initiative and stimulates co-operation. 

- Yes, there is participation, and also, they [minority organisations] were given 
assignments. (..) They became involved in preparing decorations and a 
composition of flowers.  Anyone who wished to speak on behalf of his or her 
organisation could do so, they could present greetings on the state holiday.  I 
think that we achieved certain results through these organisations.  People also 
attended the event from different associations, and for the first time they said that 
they felt a sense of belonging. (Organiser of state holidays) 

Some local governments have had interesting experience not only with artistic groups, 
but also with individuals.  Researchers were told by some respondents that in order to 
encourage local residents to take part in an event where everyone sang songs together 
during the state holiday, members of the local choir were scattered throughout the 
audience, and when they started singing, so did others. 

- People there are not just viewers.  Often we put singers into the audience so that 
the hymn sounds good.  Latvians … well, at hockey games and elsewhere, we see 
that they don’t often sing. (..)  In the audience, thus, we have choir members who 
have good voices.  If a Latvian hears someone alongside him singing, then he’ll 
sing, too, and will be well. (Organiser of state holidays) 
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Several cities bring schoolchildren into the process of producing decorations for state 
holidays so as to help to develop patriotism in them.  Ornaments are installed in 
central squares, and students can place candles or little flags there.  Participation in 
such events is up to schools, however, and it is not clear whether schools send their 
best students to take part, or whether it is open to all of the children who wish to 
participate. 

- We invite all (..) schools, children come with candles.  Each school has its own 
area, and then the children establish signs of fire with these candles. (..)  I don’t 
think that’s done in every city.  Sure, we can go to schools and read lectures and 
deliver speeches about how much you’re supposed to love your motherland and 
work on its behalf, but children aren’t affected by empty words, they need 
activities.  So there’s the child who brings the candle, lights it and helps to put 
together the big sign of fire.  Each school has its own big sign – a folk design, the 
contour of Latvia – each school chooses its own.  Then the kids see the beauty of 
it all.  It’s 6:00 PM, it’s dark, and the whole park is covered with these signs of 
fire.  The children don’t scatter, they stay there and feel a sense of belonging to 
the place, each of them feels important.  I think that this is a quiet method of 
patriotic rearing, and we address every little heart that way. (Organiser of state 
holidays) 

- Yesterday we visited school principals and teachers, and we asked the teachers – 
please, don’t you be the ones who put down the candles.  We’re not doing this 
just for the heck of it.  We need you to stand aside and let the children put 
together the sign of fire.  Let the children participate, it’s not just something to 
tick off on a checklist. (Organiser of state holidays) 

The presentation of state holiday celebrations on Radio Latvia and Latvian State 
Television means that these two broadcast outlets have a partnership with the 
organisers of state holidays in the capital city of Rīga.  Organisers say that this is co-
operation mostly of a technical nature, with agreement being reached on where 
television cameras will be placed, etc.  The co-operation could be more extensive, 
however.  The live television broadcasts could also be shown on big screens at the 
locations which are being shown.  That, for instance, would allow people who go to 
the National Armed Forces parade but are far from the action to see what’s 
happening.  In November 2007, Radio Latvia played the music that was 
accompanying the fireworks so that people on the bridges across the Daugava or 
across the river entirely could hear it, too on their mobile phones.  That is a good 
example of co-operation, but on the other hand, it would have been even better if 
people had been given timely and far more extensive information about the fact that 
this would even be possible. 

 
7.4. Relationships between various groups in society 

 during public celebrations 
 

As noted elsewhere in this report, the purpose of state holiday celebrations is 
to narrow the distance between society and those who are in power, as well as to 
encourage emotional links among various groups in society.  The things which 
experts told us when talking about how the holidays are organised and what rituals are 
performed as part of the holiday processes showed their understanding of how 
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important these two functions are.  This allowed us to see how the functions are 
supported or hindered. 
 
7.4.1. The distance between government officials and the public when holidays are 
organised 
Holidays should reduce the gap between nation and state, but experts talked about 
various practices in the organisation of ceremonial events which serve to demonstrate 
the gap which exists.  There were three major things which organisers discussed 
which show the distance between the elite and the public during state holidays. 

First of all, the spaces where celebrations occur are kept separate, and that is 
particularly vividly seen in Rīga, as discussed elsewhere in this report.  Asked why 
barriers are necessary when government officials take part in processes, organisers 
seek to shift the responsibility onto other shoulders – the National Police and the 
security services, they say, are to blame. 

- The National Police puts up all these barriers, and we basically are not involved 
in that process at all, we do not influence what they do.  The point is that they 
know what they’re doing.  Clearly there are reasons why they are doing so. (..)  
To a certain extent we must trust them. (Organiser of state holidays) 

The distance between those who are in power and the rest of society, say some 
experts, is also seen in the choice of where holiday events take place – in city centres, 
and near the symbols of power.  To a certain extent, of course, this is objectively in 
line with the goals of state holidays – common values are used to strengthen the sense 
of community in society.  The ability of local residents to take part in events together 
with representatives of government is circumscribed, but the sense of the holiday is 
nevertheless there because people have gathered at specific symbols which they hold 
in common.  On the other hand, experts also point out that most people do not live in 
city centres (something that is particularly evident in Rīga), and the selection of the 
aforementioned locations does not help people to get the sense that the holidays are 
being celebrated outside of city centres, too.  Experts suggest that the space for the 
celebrations be expanded: 

- In a city such as Rīga, I do not really think (..) that the interests of all of the city’s 
residents are being taken into account.  I believe that all holidays, and not just 
state holidays, are holidays for the city centre in Rīga, not for the entire city. 
(Expert on the organisation of public events) 

- There are lots of places in Rīga where things can be organised, but tradition or 
unwillingness to change mean that we do these things in the same places where 
they have always been done.  I think that the city’s various regions should be 
more active.  We should expand the process to the Pārdaugava region, the 1905 
Park, we should change the locations all the time.  Initially it may be difficult, 
because it is easier for people to come to the places where they have always gone 
– Dome Square, the area by the Daugava.  Those will be eternal places, I think 
everyone knows that, but if we want to activate the celebrations, then we 
certainly need to activate the regions, too. (NGO representative) 

- The point is that the identical concept can be pursued in various locations at the 
same level of significance.  I understand that we will not be toting the Freedom 
Monument from one place to another.  Neither will all 800,000 [residents of 
Rīga] come to the Freedom Monument.  But we live in a multimedia age of 
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technologies, after all, and these could be used so that at least in an elementary 
way people could see what’s happening without having to stay home and watch 
TV.  I don’t think that celebrating holidays in front of the television set is the best 
option.  Everyone should be encouraged to become involved in the process. 
(Expert on the organisation of public events) 

A second factor here is that the gap between nation and state is sometimes created by 
thoughtless actions.  This was seen in things which experts said when talking about 
the audience for state holidays, the supposed need to organise plans in accordance 
with the need of representatives of local government to take part in events for the 
political elite.  The recommendations is that local government leaders should be 
among their own people on November 18, and the president’s reception could be 
organised later.  That, among other things, would allow everyone to discuss how the 
holiday was celebrated at the local level. 

- Our ceremony is on November 17, and on November 18 we have the fireworks in 
the city square. (..)  We hold the ceremonial event on the seventeenth simply 
because our mayor always goes to the president’s reception. (Organiser of state 
holidays) 

 Third, experts on the organisation of public events believe that alienation between 
society and the political elite is indirectly depicted in the content of public speeches 
which officials deliver.  Experts feel that an address will move the audience if the 
speaker is aware of the addressee’s needs and is familiar with the emotional mood of 
the population.  Holiday organisers, however, tend to shift the responsibility from the 
speaker to the audience – if people listened to the speech, then it must have been good 
enough. 

- The speeches which I have head have been quite empty and pathetic.  There are 
supposedly correct words and slogans, but they are not always quite precise or 
vivid in the specific moment of time.  These holiday addresses have caused – 
well, I won’t say disappointment, but I have not cared about them, because the 
right words have not been spoken in the right place. (..)  It is not easy to be 
president, but at this point the president should find the right words, because that 
is the one time in the year (..) when people want to hear a significant message.  
(..)  We also sense that the person – he speaks wise and correct things, but the 
words have no content, there is no energy or power in them. (..)  It’s like a piece 
of handicrafts.  Someone crafted the speech, and it is not alive.  Something that is 
created, by contrast, is alive. (Expert on the organisation of public events) 

- I think that if the speeches were really that uninteresting and boring, then 
perhaps the people would not even come to hear them. (Organiser of state 
holidays) 

 
7.4.2. The ethnic dimension of state holiday addressees 

In chapter 7.3.1, we reviewed what experts had to say about the audience for state 
holidays, and there was a considerable amount of discussion about the ethnic aspects 
of these addressees.  This was seen in two ways in the interviews that were conducted.  
First of all, organisers of state holidays say that the audience for state holidays is 
made up of Latvians or “people who understand the Latvian language.”  Often 
organisers say things which suggest that they lack knowledge and understanding 
about the emotional needs of Russian speaking residents – those that are satisfied or 
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could be satisfied through state holiday celebrations.  These statements, however, also 
show a desire to keep a distance from the possibly different motivations and traditions 
which Russian speaking residents have when it comes to state holiday celebrations. 

- When a state holiday arrives, then we are all together, we are out in the streets – 
we are Latvians.  Perhaps the more correct thing would be to say that we live in 
Latvia, because not all of the celebrants are Latvians, of course.  People of all 
nationalities come to party in our share, and they say – we live here, and we are 
proud that we live here.  That’s wonderful.  Everyone is welcomed with open 
arms. (Organiser of state holidays) 

- My view is that if the person lives here, then everything should be just as 
interesting as for the person whose native language is Latvian. (Organiser of 
state holidays) 

- I wouldn’t say that they [Russian speakers] are particularly active participants, 
but they are certainly out there among the masses, and that is more evident now 
than it used to be.  In the past, perhaps they were afraid or did not feel a sense of 
belonging. (..)  To be sure, I don’t want to claim that they understand the sense of 
this event. (..) I think that sooner or later they come to understand why they are 
there. (Organiser of state holidays) 

- We sing Latvian songs.  I don’t know whether this was a carefully considered 
process.  I think that they [Russian speakers] accept the Latvian aspects of this 
process more than we adapt to them. (Organiser of holiday events) 

- We also have Russians and people of other nationalities here, and they attend 
everything and become involved to a greater or lesser extent.  We don’t very 
much separate people here, it is not the case that we have a Russian section. (..)  
We don’t even sense this, so perhaps it can be said that we have never really 
thought about it, so to say. (..) Perhaps we should think about this in the future.  
We always have that Latvian self-pride, we have Latvian, the state, the Latvian, 
and we perceive everything that is Latvian.  but it is not a bad thing, because 
after all, this is a state holiday, and this is our country.  It was the proclamation, 
this is the time when we must keep that in mind to the greatest degree – after all, 
how many Latvians are there? (Organiser of state holidays) 

Interviews show that the experience of those state holiday organisers who have tried 
to increase the participation of minority residents in holidays has been both successful 
and unsuccessful.  Several regional local governments have tried particularly hard to 
bring minority organisations into the organisation of state holidays, but data show that 
local governments more often work which such groups when organising other types 
of holidays – Easter, St Martin’s Day, Shrovetide, etc. 

Organisers in Rīga have a passive position vis-à-vis this issue.  They say that minority 
ethnic associations, like other NGOs, can take part in state holidays on the basis of 
their own readiness to seek financing from the City Council on a competitive basis.  
This shifts responsibility for taking part onto the shoulders of minority representatives 
themselves.  State holiday organisers in Daugavpils, by contrast, seek to enhance the 
interest of minority residents in participating in holidays indirectly – offering the 
latest Latvian films free of charge (with translation in Russian if possible).  Organisers 
say that local residents have become accustomed to such events, and they have started 
to demonstrate a timely interest in the repertoire of events. 
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Representatives of the local governments of Liepāja, Jelgava, Rēzekne and other 
towns and cities also talked about how they involve minority representatives in the 
organisation of state holiday events.  In Rēzekne and Jelgava, the tradition is that 
minority organisations have their own events: 

- For many years now, there is an event organised by ethnic cultural organisations 
in advance of the state holiday, but it is meant for the holiday.  They have a 
party, they have performances.  All of the national cultural associations take 
part. (..)  They have a party in honour of Latvia’s birthday. (..)  Last year the 
event began, and 90 minutes later it was announced that a bomb was there.  The 
event was messed up.  The guilty party was caught, of course, but the event was 
interrupted.  That was an accident of sorts. (Organiser of state holidays) 

This quote shows that some people still want to hinder the desire of minority residents 
to celebrate state holidays.  The most bitter experience was in Liepāja, where 
organisers sought to include a Russian group on the holiday programme, receiving 
brickbats both from radical Latvian and radical Russian organisations. 

People from other local governments who have a more passive position vis-à-vis any 
active attempts to bring minority representatives into state holiday celebrations 
explain that state holidays are meant for everyone, and so it would be inexcusable to 
focus on any particular cultural group. Some surveyed experts interpret this position 
as suggesting that part of the Latvian community is not prepared to see the more 
active involvement of minority nationalities in state holiday celebrations. 

- We do not fully take into account [the interests of minorities in state holidays], 
because (..) we have sort of a timorous attitude toward it. (Expert on the 
organisation of public events) 

Attitudes vis-à-vis the ethnicity of the audience of state holidays are also revealed in 
what minority representative themselves have to say about the matter.  Local 
government council members who are involved in organising state holidays but are 
also representatives of ethnic minority groups sometimes have ambiguous emotions 
about the matter: 

- I am invited to the events, of course, but I see that the invitation does not come 
from the heart, it is a formality. (..)  I feel uncomfortable in such situations, and 
as a council member, I vote, I never object to the holidays, but I don’t take part. 
(..)  On the one hand, I’m afraid to take part in the holiday.  On the other hand, 
I’m shy. (Organiser of state holidays) 

- (..)  If these are holidays for everyone, but there are lots of people in the country 
who are not ethnic Latvians, then in order to take part in the holiday they have to 
feel that they control things in the country.  I would suggest that here in Latvia 
we have not just Latvians here, but also other nationalities who live in the 
country and belong to the same nation – not the Latvian nation, but the nation of 
Latvia.  In decorating the city, it could be felt that they are holidays not just for 
Latvians, but also for other nationalities. (Organiser of state holidays) 

Experts who represented ethnic minorities said that Russian speakers are more likely 
to attend those state holiday celebrations at which organisers place less of an 
emphasis on the ethnicity of those who are there.  Fireworks are the event mentioned 
most often as the one which satisfies this criterion and brings everyone together.  That 
is confirmed by the study of local residents which found that the fireworks are the one 
event which people attend most often.  It has to be said, however, that if there is no 
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ceremonial address in advance of the fireworks, then they primarily serve an 
entertaining function and help to reduce tensions. 

- When it comes to the fireworks, it is beautiful, everyone is together there, and it 
makes no difference whether you are a Russian, a Latvian or someone else.  It is 
a very beautiful event, and it brings people together.  When it comes to political 
symbols, however, that is a very different thing. (Organiser of state holidays) 

Experts think that the motivation of ethnic minorities to take part in state holiday 
celebrations will increase over the course of time and th                              
at this has been happening already.  They believe that minority young people are 
already more positively about celebrating state holidays than their parents have been. 
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Description of the Research 
 
There are five areas that cover the study of the main participants of the celebrations, the 
public information channels, the objects of the celebrations and the process of the 
celebrations: 1) study of inhabitants’ attitudes, values and celebration practices, 2) 
celebration of national holidays at schools (teachers, students about organization of the 
celebration, celebration process, celebration efficiency in developing the civic 
consciousness),  3) opinions of the festival organizers and experts (festival organization, 
experience and perspectives in celebrating national holidays), 4) the role of mass media 
(newspapers, TV, Internet portals) in constructing the discourse of the national 
holidays, 5) study of the objects and processes of national holidays (analysis of the 
holiday discourses in the public speeches, observations of the festival decorations and 
processes, public opinion on festival objects and processes). 
 
National holidays studied in the research: 
May 1 The convocation of the constitutional assembly, Labour Day 
May 4, Declaration of independence of the Republic of Latvia 
November 11, Lacplesa Day 
November 18, Proclamation of the Republic of Latvia 
 
 
Participants of the celebrations, public information channels, the objects and 
processes of national holidays included in the research  

Participants of the 
celebrations 

Public information 
channels 

Objects and 
processes of national 

holidays 
inhabitants newspapers public speeches  

schools TV holiday decorations 
experts of national holiday 

organization and celebration  Internet portals holiday events  

 
 

1. Study of inhabitants’ civic values, attitudes, and celebration practices 
 
The main focus of this section is on inhabitants’ civic values, attitudes and celebration 
practices of the national holidays. Social groups analysed included Latvians and ethnic 
minority representatives, people of differing ages and income levels, education levels 
and regions of residence. In order to fulfil these objectives following activities were 
carried out:  
 
Focus group discussions involving various groups of respondents
Objective of the focus group discussions: the study of social practices and opinions 
about national holidays in various social and ethnic groups, as well as identification of 
common holiday discourses. Focus group discussions were held in Riga (2), Liepaja 
(2), Daugavpils (2), Ogre (1), and Jelgava (1). Participants were recruited according to 
the age and sex quotas to represent the different generations and ages. There were four 
discussions in Latvian and four in Russian accordingly to the native language of the 
respondents. Discussions were held in the time period from 15th to 29th of October in 
2007. 
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Representative survey of inhabitants of Latvia  
In order to learn attitudes, values and opinions linked to national identity of various 
ethnic and social groups, experience of celebrating national holidays, as well as 
expectations on celebrating national holidays, a representative survey of Latvian 
inhabitants aged 15 – 75 was conducted.  The sample of the survey was 1001 
respondent. Multi level stratified random sample was applied. Survey method was 
direct interviews at the places of residence applying random route method. The survey 
was conducted from 10th of July till 15th of August, 2007. Data processing program 
SPSS for Windows Ver.13 was used for statistical analysis of survey data. Following 
methods were used in data analysis – frequencies of answers and indexes in various 
groups of respondents. 
 

2. Celebration of national holidays at schools 
 
According to the theoretical perspectives, the holidays and their celebrating are 
important means of the political socialization. The study of the national holidays at 
schools was conducted similarly to the survey of the inhabitants of Latvia – participants 
of the celebration (students, teachers), the process of the celebration and objects 
(preparing, events, speeches, performances etc.) were studied. The research covered 
schools in all regions of Latvia and included both schools, where the study process is in 
Latvian, and those, which provide education programs for ethnic minorities.   
 
Student survey
1169 students were surveyed in 63 schools. In each school 8 to 29 students from the 
11th grade were questioned. 57% of all students were from schools with Latvian 
language of tuition and 43% students from schools providing education programmes for 
ethnic minorities. The method of the survey was questionnaires. The survey was 
conducted in time period from 28th of October till 12th of November, 2007. 
 
Interviews with school headmasters 
Together with student survey interviews with headmasters and directors of studies were 
conducted.  Size of the sample was 51 respondents. The method of the survey was 
telephone interviews.  Survey of headmasters was conducted in time period from 19th 
of October till 18th of November, 2007.  
 
In-depth study of school experience 
Six different cases were chosen for the in-depth study of school experience. The case 
study included four schools with study process in Latvian and two schools providing 
education programs for ethnic minorities. The criterion of administrative territorial 
division was considered in the selection of schools; hence the chosen schools were 
located in different parts of Latvia – the capital city, other towns and rural 
municipalities. The methods of case studies were observations and semi-structured 
direct interviews (60 interviews with students and 18 interviews with school teachers). 
The case study in schools took place in time period from 15th to 16th of November, 
2007.  
 

3. Study of the organizers and experts of national holidays 
 

In order to assess success (good practice examples) and failures of previous 
preparation processes and processes of public national holiday celebration both in the 
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level of planning and implementation, interviews with experts were conducted. 
Researchers interviewed celebration policy makers, experts involved in organization 
of celebrations, representatives of nongovernmental organizations that represent 
interests of different groups in society and professionals with experience in large scale 
festival planning and organization.  

In the research 32 experts were interviewed. They included 22 national holiday 
organizers – representatives of public administration, municipalities and cultural 
institutions of municipalities (9 in Riga and 13 in other Latvian towns), 6 experts of 
public event organization (4 in Riga and 2 in other Latvian towns) and 4 
representatives of nongovernmental organizations int.al. ethnic minority 
organizations.   

Expert interviews were held in the time period from October 2007 till January 2008. 
16 interviews were conducted till November 18, 2007 (during the process of 
organization of national holiday events) and 15 interviews – after November 18, 2007. 
Expert interviews that were held comparatively short time period after the 
Proclamation Day of the Republic of Latvia gave opportunity to get organizer opinion 
to what extent it was possible to carry out the planned activities and whether the 
intended goal of the holiday celebration was achieved. But in the interviews conducted 
in January 2008 experts could tell more about the intentions for the next national 
holiday celebrations in November 2008.  
 

4. The role of mass media (newspapers, TV, Internet portals) in 
constructing the discourse of the national holidays 

 
Mass media has important role in reflecting and constructing the discourses of the 
holidays. Many people face the celebratory events only in a mediated way – through 
mass media. In order to get insight into how mass media reflects the events of the 
holidays and what is their constructed discourse in relation to holiday celebration, as 
well as national identity and sense of belonging to Latvia a separate part in the project is 
devoted to the study of mass media. In media analysis a special attention is given to 
discursive differences between media in Latvian and Russian languages.  

Holiday discourse in newspapers  

Three Latvian and three Russian newspapers were chosen for the analysis. Media 
analysis was conducted for the time periods with important national holidays – May 1, 
May 4, November 11 and November 18. Several newspaper issues both before and 
after those holidays were also included in the research. In order to assess whether and 
how national holidays are reflected in teenage media, youth magazines (Popcorn, 
Puff, Sirups, Avene, 4Teen)  in the corresponding months or weeks were also 
analyzed.  

Holiday discourse in TV 

Six most important public and private television channels (LTV1, LTV7, LNT, TV3, 
TV5, PBK), which broadcast both in Latvian and Russian languages, were studied. 
During the research television channel programmes on May 1, May 4 and November 18 
were recorded and analyzed.  As well as on May 1, May 4, November 11 and 
November 18 of 2007 for the goals of the research news broadcasts of five television 
channels that broadcast in the territory of Latvia were obtained and analyzed.  
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The reflection of the events of national holidays in TV news  
Story about national holidays TV 

channel Broadcast May 1 May 4 November 
11 

November 
18 

LTV1 Panorama (in Latvian) 
(every day at 20:30) Yes Yes Yes Yes 

LTV1 Latvia Today (in Latvian) 
(every day at 18:10) Yes Yes Yes Yes 

LTV1 Goodmorning Latvia! (in Latvian)  
(every weekday at 6:45) * Yes * * 

LTV7 Today  (in Russian)  
(every weekday at 19:00) Yes Yes * * 

LNT News  (in Latvian) 
(every day at 20:00) Yes Yes Yes Yes 

TV5 Without censorship (in Russian) 
(every weekday at 18:30) * Yes * * 

TV5 Evening of news (in Russian) 
(every weekday at 19:30) * Yes * * 

TV5 The City  (in Russian) 
(Sundays at 19:00) * * Yes Yes 

TV5 7 News with Vladislav Andreyev (in 
Russian)  (Sundays at 19:30) * * Yes Yes 

PBK News, other news. (in Russian) 
(every day at 20:00) No No No No 

Notes: Broadcasts marked with * were not broadcasted at the national holidays studied in the 
research.  
PBK rebroadcasts news made in Russia that include current events in Russia and other places in 
the world, for example on November 18 it showed script writer strike in USA and Russian 
tanker accident in the Black Sea, but in the beginning of May it broadcasted stories on 
dismantling and displacement of Bronze Soldier monument in Estonia.  Latvia was not 
mentioned in the news.  
 
Holiday discourse in Internet portals 
Articles published in the portals and reader comments regarding national holidays of 
May 1, May 4, November 11 and November 18 were also studied and analyzed in the 
research. In order to analyze discursive differences in Internet, both Latvian (Apollo, 
Delfi, Tvnet) and Russian (rus.Delfi, rus.Tvnet) portals were included in the analysis. 
Analysis includes articles that were published in portals in the time periods from 19th 
of April till 5th of May, 2007 and from 8th of November till 22nd of November, 2007. 
The choice of time periods was determined by the specific character of articles 
dedicated to the holidays – before holidays there were articles on preparation process, 
during the holidays – on celebration process, but after holidays – opinions on the 
celebration of holidays. Qualitative data processing program Atlas.ti 5.0.66 was used 
for coding and analysis of the articles and reader comments.  

Distribution of analyzed articles in portals  
 May 1 May 4 November 11 November 18 
Apollo 1 11 7 20 
Delfi 9 7 8 22 
rus.Delfi 2 4 5 23 
Tvnet 3 7 14 26 
rus.Tvnet 2 6 6 18 

Total 17 (13) 35 (18) 40 (27) 117 (98) 
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Notes: The number of articles commented by readers is put in brackets.  
In portals Apollo, Delfi and Tvnet the comments are mostly in Latvian, but in the comment 
section of portal rus.Delfi (less in rus.Tvnet) not only Russian, but also Latvian readers 
express their opinion.  

The articles were analyzed by the message that was given to portal readers in the 
context of national holidays – how and what did the portals write about. In the 
research the feedback was also taken into account – in the analysis of reader 
comments their interpretation of different aspects of national holiday celebration was 
studied. Comparison of published articles is limited because the portals vary by the 
number of published news and by their accessibility, and readers that can be seen in 
the different number of reader comments in portals. Therefore the task of the analysis 
was to show which discursive practices dominate in the portal published information 
that include different institution reports, description and analysis of public events of 
national holidays.   
 

5. Study of the objects and processes of national holidays  
 
Study of public speeches for the celebration of the national holidays  
The aim of the study is to analyse holiday discourses in public speeches for celebrating 
national holidays. Public speech analysis includes speeches of State President and 
Parliament Speaker on public holidays of May 4 and November 18 of years 2006 and 
2007.  
 
Observation of holiday decorations and processes 
Attendance and observation of events organized for the celebration of national holidays 
(May 1, May 4, and November 18). Objects of observation: holiday decorations, 
process of public holiday events, behaviour of participants and their reaction to holiday 
events. Observers documented their observations and recorded holiday decorations, 
events and participants in photos and on video.  
 
Inhabitant opinion on holiday objects and processes 
Shortly after holidays inhabitant express interviews were conducted with the aim to get 
inhabitant attitude to the organization of last holiday events and their experience of 
holiday celebration.  In total 204 inhabitants of Riga in age of 15 – 74 years were 
surveyed: after 4th of May 104 inhabitants were surveyed, after 18th of November – 100 
inhabitants. Random stratified sample corrected with quotas was applied for the express 
interviews. Survey method was telephone interviews.  The survey was conducted in the 
time periods from 5th to 7th of May, 2007 and 19th to 21st of November, 2007. Data 
processing program SPSS for Windows Ver.13 was used for statistical analysis of 
survey data. Following methods were used in data analysis – frequencies of answers 
(%), as well as average indexes in various groups of respondents. 
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