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Drawing on an original 2014 public opinion survey, this paper offers a brief overview of con-
temporary political orientations in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. Looking specifically at perfor-
mace-related system support and attitudes towards democracy, the paper demonstrates significant 
cross-national as well as ethnic attitudinal differences in the region. Support for democracy does 
not seem to be overly strong in the Baltic states, but the key finding is that public support for de-
mocracy is still comparatively stronger than support for authoritarian rule. This is tentatively good 
news: as long as support for non-democratic regime alternatives does not exceed support for a 
democratic polity, democracy may be deemed to have sufficient legitimacy among citizens, and 
the risk of a democratic breakdown in the Baltic states must be regarded as insignificant. 
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проанализирована поддержка обществом системы осуществления власти и отношение об-
щества к демократии. Сделан вывод о том, что настроения населения региона имеют значи-
тельные кросс-национальные и этнические различия. Поддержка демократии не является 
исключительной характеристикой Прибалтики, однако отмечается динамика в росте под-
держки обществом именно демократического стиля управления по сравнению с авторитар-
ным. И это положительная тенденция: если настроения на поддержку альтернатив недемо-
кратического режима слабее поддержки основ демократии, то такая демократия может счи-
таться легитимной среди граждан, что обеспечивает устойчивость Прибалтики. 

 
Ключевые слова: общественное мнение, Прибалтийские государства, этническое 

меньшинство, политическая культура, демократия. 

 
Introduction. Drawing on public opinion surveys is a straightforward way for po-

litical and social scientists to make assessments of the political culture in different 
countries, that is, citizens’ values, attitudes and orientations related to the political sys-
tem. How do ordinary people perceive the general development of their own country? 
How much trust is there in the government, in the parliament, and other political and 
societal institutions? This brief overview provides a snapshot of contemporary political 
orientations in the Baltic region. 

Previous studies have demonstrated significant differences in political orientations 
between the titular populations and the Russian-speaking minorities in the region. Du-
vold (2006) for example, has shown that the different ethnic communities differ in 
their views on democracy and support for democratic institutions (Rose 2005; Ehin 
2007; Lühiste 2013; 2008). We are thus well advised not to neglect attitudinal differ-
ences between the different ethnic groups in the present analysis. 

The opinion data used in this paper was collected as part of a research project at 
Södertörn University, Sweden, funded by the Foundation for Baltic and East European 
Studies, Stockholm: European Values under attack? Democracy, Disatisfaction and 
Minority Rights in the Baltic States. In the spring of 2014, a series of polls were con-
ducted among the majority populations and the ethnic minorities in Estonia, Latvia and 
Lithuania. In each country, around 1,000 people from the majority populations were 
included, alongside about 500 people from the different ethnic minority groups (here 
referred to as ‘Russian-speakers’). 

Political dissatisfaction and ethnic divides. More than 30 years have passed 
since the days of the Singing revolution and the Baltic Way — the spectacular massive 
civil resistance campaigns that eventually led to the restoration of national independ-
ence for the three Baltic states, formally in 1991. The ‘post-Soviet’ status, however, 
did not stop the countries from standing out early on as the most developed of the for-
mer USSR republics. Especially the period from 2000 up until 2007 — with substan-
tial economic reforms, foreign investments, and fast growth of GDP — earned the 
countries a new label: the ‘Baltic Tigers’. Estonia in particular stood out as the most 
successful of the three countries. According to conventional wisdom (Almond and 
Verba 1980; Norris 1999), we should expect public assessments of economic as well 
as political performance to reflect the actual socioeconomic development, across time 
and across countries. We will start our overview by looking at the cross-national pat-
tern of generalised system support. 

 Table 1 maps out the respondents’ evaluation of the present state of affairs in the 
country in which they live, compared to previous historical eras. The respondents were 
asked: ‘Thinking about the modern history of (this country) — in the 20th and 21st 
centuries — when would you say (this country) has been best off?’ The response op-
tions were: in the interwar era; during the Soviet era (1940—1991); from the restora-
tion of independence up until EU-membership (1991—2004); and today/present time 
(since 2004 and onwards).  
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Table 1. When was this country best off? (%)  

 
  
Period 

  
Estonia 

  
Latvia 

  
Lithuania 

  
Mean 

  Maj
ority 

Min
ority 

Maj
ority 

Min
ority 

Maj
ority 

Min
ority 

  

  

                
Interwar era 20 2 31 14 7 3 13 
Soviet era 11 56 27 66 35 59 42 
1991 to 2004 31 20 22 13 25 18 22 
Present time 38 21 19 7 33 20 23 

  
Source: Baltic Barometer (2014). The most common response option has been highlighted in 

each column. N = 1500 in each country. 

 
Table 1 basically documents a relative lack of confidence in the contemporary 

(democratic) era throughout the region. Starting with the majority populations, it is on-
ly in Estonia where a relative majority (38 per cent) opts for the present situation as the 
best time for the own country. In Lithuania, we find almost as many who feel that the 
present situation is preferable (33 per cent) as those who feel that the Soviet era was 
the best time (35 per cent). In Latvia, only 19 per cent agree that the present time is the 
best period in the modern history of the country; rather, the most common response 
option is actually the interwar era (31 per cent), possibly reflecting a widespread no-
tion of the interwar era as a time of state-building and strong leaders (Gerner and Hed-
lund 1993: 57-58). Another 27 per cent of ethnic Latvians opt for the Soviet era as the 
best time. 

Looking at the attitudinal differences between the groups in Table 1, a clear ethnic 
divide may be observed. In all three countries, the decidedly most popular response 
among the Russian-speaking minorities is the Soviet era. Differences are significant: 
where about 60 per cent of the minorities in the region think that the Soviet era was the 
best time, only 11 per cent of ethnic Estonians agree, alongside 27 per cent of ethnic 
Latvians and 35 per cent of ethnic Lithuanians. Thus, the minority groups seem to be 
consistently more dissatisfied than the majority groups with the situation in their own 
country after independence from the Soviet Union. 

The patterns documented in in Table 1 may be partly be explained with reference 
to post-EU accession socioeconomic developments in the region. In 2008—2009, the 
global financial crisis that swept over Europe hit the Baltic states particularly hard. In 
Estonia, the economy shrunk by some 20 per cent from early 2008 to late 2009, and 
unemployment rose from 4.1 per cent (2007) to almost 20 per cent (2010). However, 
Estonia eventually recovered and was able to join the Euro-zone in 1 January 2011, 
successfully meeting all the criteria of the European Stability and Growth Pact. 

 Lithuania and, in particular, Latvia found themselves in a more difficult position. 
In Latvia, GDP contracted by 4.2 per cent in 2008, and shrank by a further 18.0 per 
cent in 2009. Needless to say, the economic crisis hit society hard, and the country had 
to rely on the International Monetary Fund (IMF) to reduce the budget deficit (Klein, 
Ozolina and Rostoks 2011: 34). The economic crisis was less severe in Lithuania, but 
it made an impact here as well: increasing emigration, swelling public debt and in-
creasing energy prices remained high on the political agenda in Lithuania in the wake 
of the financial crisis (Jurkynas 2011). The political elites accepted the social costs and 
chose to cut back sharply on government spending. In practice, the households thus 
payed the bill, in the form of significantly reduced wages, increased unemployment 
and deteriorating pensions. Health care was put on a diet. The idea was that the cuts 
would reduce production costs and that the countries would consequently attract for-
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eign investment and increase exports, and thus bring about a recovery of the economy. 
The policy worked, in the sense that already in 2010 one could see a recovery and 
economic growth. Unemployment fell again, and the growth of GDP continued (cf. 
Duvold et al. 2019). In Estonia and Lithuania, the unemployment rate of the total pop-
ulation stood in 2019 at about 4—6 per cent respectively. In Latvia, the situation was 
slightly worse, especially among young people: youth employment in Latvia in 2017 
was estimated to be as high as 17 per cent (World Migration Report 2018). 

Political dissatifaction in the Baltic region may also be gauged from demographic 
statistics. All three countries have experienced negative population growth in recent 
decades. Particularly since the countries joined the EU in 2004, people have at an 
alarming rate been emigrating to seek their fortune elsewhere, not the least in the UK, 
Ireland, Norway and Germany. The negative population growth has been most notice-
able in Latvia and Lithuania. In 2000, Latvia’s population stood at 2.38 million. Two 
decades later, it had dropped by some 18 per cent. In Lithuania, the corresponding fig-
ure is 17.5 per cent. The situation was less severe in Estonia, which presently has a 
population of some 1.3 million (in 2019). Many Estonians work in Finland without 
fully emigrating. By 2017 some 200,00 Estonians, 375,000 Latvians and 600,000 
Lithuanians were estimated to be emigrants (World Migration Report 2018). 

Democratic orientations. Here, we have highlighted popular discontent and po-
tential ethnic conflicts in the Baltic states (Table 1). What then are the implications for 
democratic stability in the Baltic region? The theoretical approach in the present paper 
draws on post-war research on political culture (Almond and Verba 1980), which is 
based on the assumption that a stable political system requires citizens who support the 
fundamental values and institutions that form the core of the political system (Easton 
1965; Linz and Stepan 1996; Diamond, 1999; Rose et al. 1998). The underlying as-
sumption is that a political system that lacks public support will not work properly, or 
at worst, completely collapse. The collapse of the GDR in the autumn of 1989 and the 
Soviet Union in 1991 could be said to be examples of such system breakdowns. 

In the light of the empirical findings above (Table 1), one may ask if the Baltic 
democracies enjoy the kind of support from their citizens (and non-citizens, for that 
matter) that they need. Can democracy be taken for granted, in the years to come? In 
the public opinion data we utilize in this overview, we have one measure specifically 
designed to tap support for democracy as a principle or an ideal, i.e. as the most ap-
propriate form of government (Table 2). Respondents are confronted with three state-
ments, and are asked to pick the one they agree with the most: ‘Democracy is prefera-
ble to any other kind of government’; ‘Under some circumstances, an authoritarian 
government can be preferable to a democratic one’; or ‘For people like me, it does not 
matter whether we have a democratic or a non-democratic regime’. 

 
Table 2.  

Attitudes towards democracy and non-democracy (%) 
  

Estonia 
 

Latvia 
 

Lithuania 
 Majority Minority Majority Minority Majority Minority 

 
       
Democracy is always 
preferable 

53 41 43 38 48 36 

       
Authoritarian rule may 
be accepted 

18 24 35 35 19 23 

       
Indifferent to someone 
like me 

25 32 21 24 17 25 
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Don’t know or no an-
swer 

4 4 1 3 16 16 

       

 
 Source: Baltic Barometer (2014). N = 1500 in each country. 
 
The strongest support for democracy is found among the majority populations in 

Estonia and Lithuania, where an average of 51 per cent agree with the statement that 
democracy is always preferable (Table 2). In Latvia, public support for democracy is 
lower, with around 43 per cent among the majority population and 38 per cent among 
the Russian-speaking minority. In all three countries, the pattern is basically the same: 
the minority groups are slightly less likely to express support for democracy, and 
slightly more likely than the majority groups to express support for a non-democratic 
regime alternative. In Latvia, such (conditional) support for authoritarian governance 
is particularly high: around 35 per cent among the majority population and the Rus-
sian-speaking minority alike. 

Table 2 also demonstrates that quite a few of the respondents feel that it simply 
does not matter if you have a democratic or a non-democratic government. Again, it is 
the minority respondents who are the most likely to agree with such an assertion, in all 
three countries (32 per in Estonia, 24 per cent in Latvia, and 25 per cent in Lithuania). 
In Lithuania, as many as 16 per cent of all respondents failed to provide an answer to 
the question about regime preferences. 

Conclusions. Overall, Table 2 does not depict a region characterized by a strong 
democratic culture, quite the contrary. However, this does not necessarily mean that 
people in general will abandon democracy in the years to come, not even in the face of 
widespread political dissatisfaction. Support for democracy does not seem to be overly 
strong in the Baltic states, but the key finding here is that public support for democracy 
is still comparatively stronger than support for authoritarian rule (cf. Rose et al. 1998; 
Mattes and Bratton 2007). In fact, among all the population groups under review in 
Table 2, a relative majority of the respondents prefer democracy to authoritarian rule. 
This is tentatively good news, then: as long as support for non-democratic regime al-
ternatives does not exceed support for a democratic polity, democracy may be deemed 
to have sufficient legitimacy among citizens, and the risk of a democratic breakdown 
must be regarded as small. At the same time, there is an obvious link between (percep-
tions of) poor performance and public support for democracy. In Estonia, we admitted-
ly find quite a few disillusioned and indifferent respondents (Table 1); but also, the 
strongest democratic culture in the region (Table 2), a fact that may be explained with 
reference to successful political and economic performance. In Lithuania, and in par-
ticular in Latvia, political dissatisfaction is more common, and one could even ques-
tion if democracy is indeed ‘the only game in town’ (Linz and Stepan 1996), when it 
comes to the Latvian respondents. 
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В своем материале автор обращается к проблеме изучения гибридной идентичности 

турецких мигрантов. Проведенное исследование выполнено в русле лингвистики дискурса 
и базируется на материале глубинных интервью с турецкими мигрантами, проживающими 
в Германии, а также скриптов телевизионных передач, ток шоу, включающих элементы 
интервью с турецкими мигрантами. Автор рассматривает идентичность мигранта как дис-
курсивный конструкт, репрезентирующий совокупность вербализованных в речи социо-
культурных характеристик, и предлагает возможности ее реконструкции лингвистическими 
методами.  
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In this article, the author addresses the problem of studying the hybrid identity of Turkish mi-

grants. The study was carried out as part of the discourse linguistics and is based on in-depth in-
terviews with Turkish migrants living in Germany, as well as scripts of television programs, talk 
shows, including elements of interviews with Turkish migrants. The author considers the identity 


