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The �rst issue of Historia scholastica Journal presents 10 studies, most 

of them in some way thematizing the impact of the totalitarian regime 

on the �eld of education. A. Canales focuses on the change of educa-

tional policy of the Franco Regime in Spain in the 1960s, which was in 

contradiction with the still prevailing political and ideological prin-

ciples of Franco’s Dictatorship. E. Protner’s study provides insight into 

the discontinuity of pre- and post-war Marxist pedagogy in Yugoslavia, 

using the example of slovenian pedagogue Jože Jurančič. How commun-

ist ideology was re�ected in the functioning of education in Yugoslavia, 

speci�cally in Bosnia and Herzegovina, shows in her study S. Šušnjara. 

Three other studies focus on education in the area of states in the 

territory of the former Soviet Union. I. Nelin examines the evoluti-

on of psychoanalytic pedagogical ideas in the Soviet Union, his stu-

dy highlights the experiments in psychoanalytic education and their 

subsequent prohibition due to political shifts. 

E. Bērziņš and I. Ķestere examines how Soviet narratives in the �eld 

of history of education were deconstructed in the Baltic States and how 

historians constructed a new view of the national history of these states. 

I. Ivanavičė and I. Stonkuvienė focuses on the mechanism of ideolo-

gical assimilation of Lithuanian Roma through school and education in 

the Soviet Union; the study explores key dimensions of Roma education, 

including the construction of the New Soviet Man, the impact of forced 

sedentarisation, and the role of schooling in promoting linguistic assim-

ilation, discipline, and social control. Belonging is an important phe-

nomenon, the basis of which does not have to be only belonging to one 

ethnic group, as is the case in the study of Roma in Lithuania. F. Guerrini 

explores generational belonging in the generation of children born dur-

ing the war. Her work focuses not only on speci�c research on belong-

ing in the war generation, but also shows the theoretical perspectives 

of research on such a complex phenomenon as belonging.
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Two studies in this issue relate to special education. J. Randák looks 

into the situation in special education in Czechoslovakia after the com-

munists came to power in February 1948 and shows that the optim-

istic proclamations of the state representatives were often at odds 

with the real experience of teachers at special schools. K. Eliášková 

and M. Šmejkalová examine teaching of Czech language of visually 

impaired pupils at special schools from 1972 to 2010. The long period 

of research allowed the authors to examine not only the development 

of didactic approaches, but also the change in the ideological frame-

work of education during this time. 

While most studies deal with education in the second half of the 

20th century, I. Garai investigates the issue of deprofessionalization 

of secondary school teachers in pre-war Hungary.

We believe that all of the submitted studies will contribute to the 

clari�cation of many unresolved research questions as well as stimu-

late interest in further research.

Jan Šimek  
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 Reconstructing
the Narrative: History
of Education in Post-Soviet 
Space (Latvia, 1990–2004)

Abstract The collapse of the Soviet Union 
in 1991 bridged a profound transformation 
across the Baltic states – Latvia, Lithuania, 
and Estonia – as they emerged from author-
itarian control into democratic governance. 
This “zero hour” offered both liberation and 
challenge. Historians of education confronted 
the task of dismantling Soviet-imposed nar-
ratives and constructing new national his-
tories. These new narratives were intended 
to facilitate the reclamation of national iden-
tity, whilst incorporating knowledge from the 
�les of archives and libraries that had previ-
ously been subject to communist censorship. 
Our study showcases the reshaping of histor-
ical narrative during the transition from an au-
thoritarian to a democratic setting, focusing 

on two central components: plot/storyline and actors. Drawing upon a comprehens-
ive content analysis of 8 monographs, 4 article collections, and 4 doctoral theses, all 
of which were authored in Latvia between 1990 and 2004, the study explores the evol-
ution of narratives of the history of education. The �ndings indicate several develop-
ments pertaining to  narrative plot and actors: (1) the liberation from a class-focused 
educational paradigm; (2) the introduction of actors who were banned, forgotten, and 
marginalised during the Soviet regime; (3) the liberation from trivialised Marxism in 
the methodology of history research. By unpacking evolving narratives, the article 
sheds light on the complexities of rewriting history of education in a post-authorit-
arian society and underscores the enduring interplay between history, politics, and 
identity in building democratic futures.

Keywords history of education, narrative, transformation, democratization, Post-So-
viet historiography

Edgars Bērziņš a

Iveta Ķestere b

a Faculty of Education Sciences and 

Psychology, University of Latvia, Latvia

edgars.berzins@lu.lv

a Faculty of Education Sciences and 

Psychology, University of Latvia, Latvia

iveta.kestere@lu.lv

Received 7 January 2025

Accepted 10 March 2025

Available online 30 June 2025

DOI 10.82130/hs2025-01-005

Historia scholastica 1/2025 11    Studie  Studies



100 Historia scholastica  1/2025  11        Edgars Bērziņš & Iveta Ķestere

Introduction

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, three Soviet republics – Latvia, 
Lithuania and Estonia – regained their statehood and became inde-
pendent European countries for the second time after their independ-
ency in the inter-war period until 1940. Emerging from the authorit-
arian Soviet space into a democratic world brought a list of new rules 
for the development of political, socioeconomic, scienti�c, cultural – 
all areas of public life – at the Baltic region. This era of change was 
enchanting and challenging at the same time. For the academic com-
munity, including historians of education, “zero hour” meant break-
ing from Soviet-imposed ideologies, reintegration into global academic 
networks, as well as a critical review of existing research. Historians 
have been particularly busy by re-evaluating historical narratives in 
light of their newfound freedom. 

The collapse of the old system left a vacuum that required imme-
diate attention to ensure the construction of the new national narrat-
ives in a new political context, and there was no time for debate as the 
chaotic transition from Soviet rule to independence happened here and 

now. The sudden lack of the centralized Soviet control opened oppor-
tunity for history to be actively debated throughout society, and his-
torical facts were used as arguments by both critics and defenders of 
the Soviet system. New national narratives were constructed to show 
the national unity and the triumph over Soviet dictatorship, marking 
a break from the past, and were formed and shared among the vast 
audiences at the time (see Ķestere, 2016).

This period of change in the history of education, not only in the 
Baltic States but throughout the former Soviet zone of in�uence, 
the so-called Eastern Europe, has not been widely discussed. Baltic, 
Czech, Polish, Hungarian and Slovak scholars have some respectable 
publications (e.g., Ķestere, 2016; Nobik, Ķestere & Gulczyńska, 2019; 
Ķestere, Stonkuviene & Varik, 2020; Kudláčová, 2016; Kudláčová, 2022, 
Kasper, 2022, Gulczyńska, Rébay & Kasperová, 2023), but their work 
does not analyse the new history narrative as a systemic entity. There-
fore, the intention of our study is to use narrative theory to analyse the 
actors and plot of the story of the past. 
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According to the narrative studies, the interaction between actors, 
plot and language facilitates the development of narratives that are 
both individually signi�cant and collectively meaningful (see White, 
1973; Bruner, 1990). The application of narrative theory is particu-
larly salient in this context, as it provides a framework for analyzing 
how meaning is not only represented but actively produced through 
storytelling. White (1973) asserts that historical narratives are not 
neutral recountings of events but rather epistemological constructs 
that impose coherence and causality on historical processes, thereby 
shaping collective memory and ideological frameworks. Building on 
this, Bruner (1990), drawing from cognitive psychology, similarly con-
tends that narrative constitutes a fundamental mode of human under-
standing, mediating perception, structuring experience, and fostering 
cultural continuity. While traditional historiography of education has 
often been concerned with tracing institutional reforms, policy shifts, or 
pedagogical advancements in a linear manner, narrative theory allows 
for a more intricate examination of the ways in which educational his-
tories are developed by narrative structures. White (1973) explains how 
historians, consciously or unconsciously, impose narrative forms onto 
historical accounts, thereby in�uencing how educational change is per-
ceived and understood. Likewise, Bruner’s (1990) insights into narrat-
ive cognition shows how history is not merely records of the past but 
cognitive constructions that re�ect broader cultural, ideological, and 
psychological frameworks. 

Three components – actors, plot and language – are not merely con-
stituent elements; rather, they constitute the foundation upon which 
the history of education was rede�ned and through which it contin-
ues to be interpreted and conveyed in contemporary discourse (White, 
1987; Grever & Van der Vlies, 2017). We will analyse two of the three 
components of narrative, as the third – language – requires a differ-
ent and speci�c methodological approach and its use is beyond the 
scope of this article.

The objective of our study is to reveal how and what changed in the 
narratives of the history of education produced during the transition 
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from the authoritarian to the democratic regime by focusing on the 
two narrative components – plot and actors. 

Our research sources are 8 monographs, 4 collections of articles 
and 4 PhD theses in the history of education written from 1990 to 2004 
in Latvia. The selection process was guided by the relevance of works 
to the chronological framework of the article, their scholarly impact, 
and contribution to historiographical discourse. The limited scope of 
research on the history of education in Latvia must also be considered. 
Given the small “market” for such studies, we utilized almost all avail-
able sources produced by academically trained historians of education 
during the period under research. For the overview of the history of 
education in Soviet Latvia, the press was used as a source, as mono-
graphs and collections of articles were rare at the time.

The authors of our sources are either professionally trained histor-
ians or academics who received their doctorates in the history of edu-
cation. Most of them started their research careers during the Soviet 
occupation and the change of political power required them to rethink 
both their ideological convictions and the content of their research 

“overnight”. We will consider the impact of the Soviet past on the histor-
ical narrative of independent Latvia later in this text: in order to reveal 
the continuities and changes in the �eld, we will analyse the Soviet 
narrative in more detail in the second chapter of this article. The new 
generation of researchers in the history of education was represen-
ted by four defended dissertations during the period under research. 

Given this complex historiographical landscape, a rigorous meth-
odological approach is necessary to trace both the ruptures and con-
tinuities within educational narratives. To achieve this, the data ana-
lyses from the sources will follow Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic 
analysis steps: (1) the data exploration and primary coding using two 
narrative components: plot and actors; (2) search for subthemes in the 
primary codes; (3) subtheme analysis; and (4) research review.
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Context: the Narrative of History of Education at the Times 

of Change

The immediate aftermath of the Soviet collapse or “zero hour” was 
a period of the transition from Soviet dictatorship to democracy indicat-
ing a de�nitive break with the past in the Baltic region (Ķestere & Ozola, 
2014). A new request was received from the public or from “below”, 
namely there was a hunger in society to regain the national identity 
that had been suppressed under Soviet rule, which tried to fuse all the 
ethnicities of the Soviet republics into a single Soviet nation (Ķestere 
& Kaļķe, 2020). A new interpretation of history became an important 
instrument for rebuilding national self-con�dence. 

The absence of Moscow’s leadership left Baltic scholars without 
clear guidance on research topics and methodologies, which had pre-
viously been strictly controlled (Ķestere, Rubene & Ozola, 2021). This 
shift from Soviet ideologized research space requested historians and 
educators to reassess the narratives and methodologies of their cre-
ation, moving toward an autonomous understanding of the national 
past. The history of education was a part of this identity recovery move-
ment and scholars sought to explore local and national histories that 
had been systematically marginalized under Soviets. This period of 
change was a continuous process of intellectual liberation for histori-
ans of education in the Baltic states (Ķestere, 2016; Ķestere, 2014). Yet 
the emergence of these new narratives called for new information.

The Soviet regime maintained severe control over information: 
access to archives and library collections was strictly censored (Strods, 
2010). The state sought to suppress dissenting narratives and main-
tain a monopoly on historical interpretation; the ideological campaigns 
against perceived “capitalist ideological subversives” exempli�ed this 
control (Zake, 2010, p. 6). The Soviet narrative was homogeneous with 
Russia and Soviet achievements in the center, marginalizing local per-
spectives. The historical narrative was designed to install loyalty to the 
Soviet state, legitimise its existence. History became a tool for ideo-
logical indoctrination and propaganda rather than critical inquiry 
(Wezel, 2016; Bērziņa et al., 2023). Consequently, this approach created 

Historia scholastica  1/2025  11        Studie  Studies



104

a historical framework disconnected from the realities of Latvian iden-
tity and heritage. As research on post-socialist transformations in 
educational historiography across Central and Eastern Europe has 
shown, similar challenges were encountered in other countries of the 
region, where scholars had to rebuild academic disciplines and rede�ne 
research priorities (Gulczyńska, Rébay, & Kasperová, 2023).

Thus, the democratisation of access to information, which was 
facilitated by the declassi�cation of archives in the 1990s, was a cru-
cial factor in enabling the re-evaluation of history. It was not solely 
academics who initiated the process of reclaiming the history from the 
shadow of Soviet propaganda; rather, it was a nationwide endeavour. 
(Fitzpatrick, 2015). In this context, as noted by Gurova (2017), histori-
ans of education focused on restoring the continuity of narratives that 
had been distorted or suppressed.

The role of the Latvian National Archives in the democratization of 
information was signi�cant. Documents were digitized and collabor-
ation with educational institutions was organized to promote aware-
ness of the national cultural heritage. Initiatives of Archives not only 
facilitated academic research but also encouraged public engagement 
with history. The most important was the discovery of information 
hitherto available only to a small circle of Soviet historians, e.g., about 
Latvia’s �rst period of independence often referred to as the “Promised 
Land” in Latvian collective memory (Ķestere, 2014) and, very import-
antly, information about Latvians in Western exile, where they had 
gone during World War II to escape the Soviets (see Daukste-Silasproģe, 
2022). This new information aimed to acknowledge the complexities of 
Latvian history, including themes of victimhood and resilience, essen-
tial for fostering a sense of national pride and identity (Wezel, 2016; 
Ķešāne, 2023). With new sources, scholars were able to explore previ-
ously marginalized voices, as well as discover the long-standing con-
nections between the Baltics and Europe (Ķestere et al., 2020). 

As indicated previously, the methodology of historical research 
established by Soviet scholars also had to be liberated. The Soviet inter-
pretation of the history of education was based on the ideological 
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underpinnings declared by the state, i.e. trivialised Marxism. This 
approach entailed an examination of the world from the positions 
of social order and struggle for dominion. As Berger (2015) explains: 
communist historians were instructed to develop new Marxist-Len-
inist historical national master narratives. They did so by merging the 
Marxist class paradigm with traditional forms of national history writ-
ing (Berger, 2015, p. 354): exploited versus exploiters, workers versus 
bourgeoisie, peasants versus kulaks, revolution versus counter-revolu-
tion, socialism versus capitalism, etc. This formula, which explained 
the world in a very simplistic way (Russel, 1932/1993), was extremely 
trivial and ideologised (Ķestere, 2014).

The departure from the “class approach” that typi�es Soviet his-
toriography engendered a shift towards more open-ended interpret-
ative approaches in the study of the history of education. Gradually, 
historians of education in Latvia discovered the social science theories 
that had long been established and accepted in Western countries. The 
evolution of the history of education as a multidisciplinary �eld has 
enabled a more nuanced understanding of the relationship between 
education and society (Ķestere et al., 2020). In Hungary, for example, 
textbooks on the history of education since 1990 re�ect a similar trans-
ition, demonstrating both the shift away from Soviet-style narratives 
and the challenges of integrating new historiographical perspectives 
(Nóbik, 2024).

However, the learning curve for the new research methodology 
was not fast. The dominance of descriptive narratives in historical 
research remained strong, as scholars continued to prioritize histor-
ical context over theoretical frameworks. The fact-based recounting 
of history soon became uninteresting to the public, particularly stu-
dents, who craved deeper interpretation and connection of historical 
events with present-day issues in social spheres, including education 
(Ķestere & Vejins, 2021). History of education lost its place in univer-
sity curricula and consequently the �eld of historical research suffered 
too. The slow integration of social science methodologies into edu-
cational research re�ects a broader trend in the post-Soviet context, 
where scholars faced the challenge of researching new, rich historical 
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facts while at the same time learning to engage with current theories 
in the facts’ interpretation that could contribute to understanding the 
histories of the newcomers in Europe (Parkin, 2021).

New Narrative on the History of Education

Brief Overview of the Soviet Narrative

The narrative on the history of education in Soviet Latvia, similarly to 
other republics of the USSR, was shaped by the studies produced in 
Moscow, published in Russian, and sometimes translated into national 
languages. Until the early 1990s, no general history of education was 
published in Latvian. The history of European and international edu-
cation was the monopoly of scholars from the centre of the empire, 
Soviet Russia, while in the provinces or Soviet republics academics 
studied the development of education in the con�nes of their ethni-
city, within the strict framework of Soviet methodology and ideology. 
The task of the researcher in the history of education was to demon-
strate and relentlessly remind of class inequality in the �eld of edu-
cation, from which the Baltic nations were saved by the Soviet power. 
This turned the history of education into a Soviet propaganda weapon 
(Tamm, 2016, p. 138), the aim of which was to denigrate the years of 
independence of the Baltic States as opposed to the “happy” but, in 
reality, violent absorption into the Soviet Union in 1940. 

The narrative on the history of education in Soviet Latvia was 
set soon after World War II when in 1949, an article from the central 
Soviet newspaper Teachers’ Gazette (Učitelskaja Gazeta) was reprinted 
in Latvian. The article had a telling title – “Against slavish kowtowing 
to bourgeois pedagogy” (Pret verdzisko…, 1949). The anonymous author 
criticised the dominant books on the history of education published 
so far in Moscow for not suf�ciently displaying the “qualitatively new 
character” of Soviet pedagogy, and for devoting too much attention 
to “narrow-minded bourgeois pedagogy” as represented by Herbart, 
Dewey, and Spenser. The article tasked the history of education with 
further promoting the “progressive pedagogical experience of the Soviet 
school, which has not emerged from thin air, but rather embodies the 
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best of past pedagogical experience” (Pret verdzisko..., 1949). The ideo-
logical message of the article is explicitly clear: the history of educa-
tion must attest that education in the Soviet Union is the triumph of 
the socialist economy and communist ideology over everything that 
has happened in the past and is happening now in other countries out-
side the USSR and its satellites. Thus, the function of history as a pro-
paganda weapon was clearly announced in the academic landscape of 
Soviet Latvia. For Latvians, this Moscow setup meant also the disrup-
tion of research continuity as its historical narrative became isolated 
from the European context and arti�cially added to the Soviet narrat-
ive centred on the education in Russia.

The Russian education narrative became the model for national 
narratives. The story of Russian education history foregrounded and/ or 
glossed over certain storylines and made certain actors “invisible”. The 
narrative focused on people’s education, meaning mainly the school-
ing of peasants’ and workers’ children, and thus, on what was, in fact, 
the basic level of education. On the other hand, secondary schools and 
universities, as institutions of education for the wealthy classes, were 
mentioned as schools beyond the reach of the people or as the excep-
tion, i.e. the educational achievement of certain children of the lower 
classes who had been industrious and determined enough to over-
come the class barrier. By and large, the main actors of the narrative 
were men concerned with the education of the nation’s lower social 
strata. As education of the people was an important part of Russian 
politics after the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, communist politicians 
Lenin, Stalin, Lunacharsky, and others were hailed as prominent edu-
cators. Prior to 1917, the ideological foundations of Soviet education 
were set by Marx and Engels, and in Russia by Herzen, Tolstoy, and 
others. The analysis of the achievements of each actor in the history 
of educatio  – politician, philosopher, teacher – emphasised their con-
cern for “the people”, i.e. the lower social strata, their leftist or “pro-
gressive” views, their struggle against traditional enemies of the com-
munists, i.e. the rich, the bourgeois, the capitalists, and the like (see 
Ganelin & Golant, 1947).
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The publications on the history of education in Soviet Latvia 
were modelled on those in Soviet Russia, weaving into their narrative 
long-standing links with Russian culture, as well as the joy of the sovi-
etization of Latvia as a triumph of progress and enlightenment (Ozola, 
2014). It was in this vein that one of the �rst collections of articles in 
the history of education, “People’s Education in Latvia Then and Now” 
(Miķelsons, 1966) was prepared. The title of the collection already indic-
ates that pertaining to the Soviet tradition the main storyline will be 
related to the schooling of the lower social classes. The two parts of the 
collection are given the laconic titles ‘Education in Bourgeois Latvia’ 
and ‘Education in Soviet Latvia’, thus revealing the black-and-white ori-
entation of the collection’s narrative. The collection demonstrates the 
clash of good and bad, since everything associated with the word “bour-
geois” is bad, while everything associated with “Soviet” is decidedly 
good. The titles of the chapters in the collection are equally eloquent, 
e.g. “Education – the privilege of the wealthy”, “The bourgeois school – 
the breeder of reactionary ideology”, while the Soviet school is praised 
in the chapter “For the youth – for the future of our country”. The con-
tent of the collection consists of biased selection of documents, which 
are given titles that indicate how the historical sources should be inter-
preted: for example, the discussion on the Law on Education of Inde-
pendent Latvia of 1919 is given the title “Demagogic Promises of the 
Bourgeoisie” (Miķelsons, 1966, p. 14), while Soviet educational docu-
ments are placed under the titles that announce the growing number 
of schools and universities, scholarships for students, opportunities 
for workers to study, and the like. 

Other collections in the history of education published in Soviet 
Latvia spin a similar story, although the tone of the language gradu-
ally becomes more academic, it is no longer so overtly didactic and 
attacking; for example, in the collection of 1969 the chapter titles are 
already quite neutral – “Development of Pedagogical Science in Latvia”, 

“Development of Pedagogical Thought”, etc. (Miķelsons, 1969). The nar-
rative of the articles naturally remains the same: it emphasises “the 
anti-national educational policy of the Latvian nationalist bourgeoisie” 
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(Miķelsons, 1969, p. 50), which contrasts with the success of the Soviet 
authorities in educating the working class.

The main actors in the history of education in Soviet Latvia are also 
imported from Moscow: above all, the politician Lenin and his associ-
ate Nadezhda Krupskaya. According to Soviet etiquette, Lenin’s opinion, 
regarded as that of a prominent educator, is sought and referenced at 
the beginning of any study on education and the history of education 
to establish its theoretical foundations, even if the work is devoted to 
family pedagogy (e.g., Zelmenis, 1981). Krupskaya’s life and pedago-
gical views were regularly the subject of articles in the Soviet Latvian 
press: in the central newspaper for teachers, Teachers’ Gazette (Skolotāju 

Avīze), between 1948 and 1989, Krupskaya was the subject of 406 art-
icles (Periodika.lv). The Soviet pedagogue Anton Makarenko was even 
more actively promoted in Soviet Latvia, being mentioned 690 times 
in Teachers’ Gazette during the same period (Periodika.lv).

The choice of Latvian national educators for the narrative on the 
history of education was highly restricted: the educator had to con-
form to the image of a people’s teacher and express political views that 
were left-wing and for which they had been persecuted in Russia dur-
ing the tsarist period or in independent Latvia. The statistics on only 
three prominent educators who belonged to the left-leaning polit-
ical camp during the interwar years show how inconvenient Latvian 
national educators were: Leons Paegle was mentioned 68 times in 
Teachers’ Gazette between 1948 and 1989, Jānis Greste was mentioned 
49 times and Kārlis Dēķens was mentioned 23 times (Periodika.lv). In 
1975, a book about Kārlis Dēķens was published (Ūsiņš, 1975), and in 
1983 – about Leons Paegle (Ūsiņš, 1983). Both books, to the extent pos-
sible, emphasised the “progressive” or leftist views of the educators, 
for example, in the preface Paegle is introduced as the founder of the 
Soviet Latvian school and an active propagandist of Soviet pedagogy 
(Ūsiņš, 1983, p. 4). Thus, the “correct” political position was an integ-
ral criterion in the choice of actors for the narrative on the history of 
Soviet education.

Alongside individual personalities, the communist children and 
youth organisations – the Young Pioneers and the Komsomol – also 
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functioned as actors in the history of education in Soviet Latvia. Their 
storyline covers semi-legal or illegal activities in independent Latvia, the 

“struggle against bourgeois rule” (Miķelsons, 1966, p. 109), the struggle 
against the Nazi occupiers during World War II, and the massive pro-
paganda of the Soviet regime after World War II (Špona, 1969). The 
history of communist organisations featured a number of speci�c act-
ors – children and young people who were proclaimed heroes. Rus-
sian pioneers and Komsomol members were, of course, central to this 
gallery, while national actors were assigned a more modest role (see 
Ķestere & Strazdiņš, 2023). 

Consequently, the legacy that education historians received after 
Latvia’s independence in 1991 was a Soviet narrative centred on people’s 
education in Latvia between the wars and the Soviet period. The schools 
in “bourgeois” Latvia, with an emphasis on unequal access to educa-
tion, and contrasted with democratic schooling for all the people in 
the Soviet Union, were presented in bleak and grim tones. The selec-
tion of subject matter and actors was strictly censored, resulting in the 
exclusion of facts and individuals deemed inconvenient for the Soviet 
authorities from the narrative. Thus, an array of hidden, marginalised, 
and forgotten voices was engendered in the history of education. Com-
munist politicians and Russian pedagogues became the central actors, 
while the legacy of Latvian educators was subject to strict selection 
criteria, where a person’s political views and actions were prioritised.

Storylines in the New Narrative on the History of Education

The plot or storyline in a historical narrative is a structuring element 
that organises events in a chronological and logical order, giving them 
meaning and interpreting their signi�cance in the context of a partic-
ular era and society. White (1987) argues that the storyline is essential 
because it serves to bind seemingly disparate events into a cohesive 
narrative, thereby endowing facts of history with signi�cance.

The construction of a new narrative following the restoration of 
Latvia’s independence may be likened to the conception of a theatri-
cal production. In this analogy, the establishment of the stage or the 
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creation of the historical context would be analogous to the initial 
steps in the formation of the new narrative. Considering the experi-
ence of the Soviet years, it is not surprising that historians of Latvi-
an education have focused on two main chronological periods: the 
�rst period of Latvia’s state independence (1918–1940) and the peri-
od of Soviet dictatorship (1940/1941, 1944/1945–1991). The interest in 
Latvia’s �rst period of independence is rationalised by the historical 
context, as outlined previously, this period, akin to other historical 
periods preceding the annexation of the Baltic States into the Soviet 
Union, could be presented only from an overly disapproving vantage 
point under Soviet censorship. Whereas, in private, in the memories of 
living eyewitnesses, the �rst era of Latvia’s independence was shrouded 
in the aura of romanticism. Thus, since one of the key tasks of histori-
ans is to “demythologise the past” (Depaepe, 2020, p. 241), the resear-
chers in the history of education have turned to the stories that unfol-
ded in independent Latvia and have tried to frame the �rst re�ections 
on recent history – the Soviet past.

The analysis of our research sources reveals that the early 1990s 
were marked by the following 5 main storylines in the narrative on the 
history of education: (1) pedagogical ideas (4 monographs, 2 edited col-
lections, 1 dissertation); (2) school history (4 monographs); (3) teacher 
education institutions – teachers’ seminaries and institutes (3 mono-
graphs, 1 edited collection); (4) pedagogy/didactics – curriculum, teach-
ing methods (3 monographs and 2 dissertations); (5) educational 
organisation, educational administration (4 monographs, 1 disserta-
tion). It should be noted that the same source covers several storylines.

It is evident that the history of pedagogical ideas is the most preval-
ent storyline (e.g. Anspaks, 2003). This paradigm can be attributed to 
several factors: �rstly, pedagogical ideas opened up the Western world 
to the Latvian audience and revealed that the �eld of education was 
not as limited to a monochrome spectrum as the Soviets claimed it to 
be. The liberation from Marxist dogmas allowed researchers to ana-
lyse the pedagogical ideas expressed by the actors of the past beyond 
the con�nes of the class struggle. However, it became apparent that 
there was as yet no other framework to replace Marxism. Therefore, 
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the presentation of pedagogical ideas in our sources is often descript-
ive or dif�cult for the reader to grasp due to a weak or largely miss-
ing framework for the analysis. Secondly, the analysis of pedagogical 
ideas allowed the audience to engage with the bearers of these ideas – 
oftentimes �gures who were marginalised or banned during the years 
of Soviet censorship.

The school history storyline, conversely, is inherited from the Sovi-
et-era historical scholarship. The persistence of this storyline in demo-
cratic Latvia is quite rational since key Latvian historians of education 
have continued to work on their research initiated during the Soviet 
years, for example on the development of different types of schools 
in Riga from the Middle Ages onwards (Staris, 2000). The process of 
identifying and analysing sources pertaining to the history of schools 
is a time-consuming endeavour, thus it is only logical that the research 
undertaken during the Soviet period was continued after the change in 
the political system and met its reader in a markedly different Latvia. 
The presentation of school history followed a chronological sequence, 
reminiscent of the Soviet period. However, it was devoid of the Soviet 
propaganda overlay and was characterised by a freely determined 
selection of facts. The references to historical revisionism, as consist-
ent with the requirements of the new, democratic Latvia, were largely 
inconspicuous. One exception is the title of a chapter in a book on 
the history of schools in Riga: “Flourishing of People’s Education in 
Riga during the First Free State” (Staris, 2000, p. 119). As this example 
demonstrates, the Soviet-period term “people’s education” is retained, 
but the reader is immediately alerted to an important historical detail: 
namely, that education “�ourished” in Latvia during the period of its 
�rst independence.

The storyline of teacher education is another legacy of the Soviet 
era. The story of the sons of Latvian peasants who, from the �rst half 
of the 19th century onwards, despite all the obstacles of social class, 
surmount adversity and become teachers of the children of the lower 
classes, peasants and craftsmen, was a great example of class inequal-
ity and struggle. This story, albeit tinged with a different, now national, 
ideology, persisted in the Latvian educational space – the image of the 
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national teacher is a testament to the Latvian yearning for education, 
the triumph overforeign (German and Russian) biases and the dawn 
of the Latvian intelligentsia (Šmite, 2001).

The research on the history of didactics has also changed little in 
terms of content. Didactics in the Soviet period was the least politicised 
branch of education science (unlike educational theory), hence stud-
ies in the history of didactics traditionally continued to deal with, for 
example, mathematics and physical education curriculum and meth-
ods, naturally discarding Marxist ideology and Soviet (especially Rus-
sian) didactic school propaganda. For example, Ilma Neimane (1993) 
in her dissertation focused on the curriculum and methodology of the 
subject of mathematics in the 1920s and 1930s.

The introduction of New School movement (Reformpädagogik), 
which was mentioned only in passing in the Soviet narrative, and even 
invisible in Latvia, is a novelty. At the end of the 1980s, Latvians were 
permitted to learn of the Montessori system, whilst Waldorfschools 
were given a more gradual and cautious introduction (Beļickis, 2001).

The research on the history of educational organisation and admin-
istration has not been extensive: one dissertation (Saleniece, 1994) was 
defended on the subject and subsequently published in a monograph 
(Saleniece, 2002). Other publications in this �eld focus mainly on two 
themes: language in education and women’s schooling.

The references to schooling opportunities for the poor classes, 
which became the source of criticism of political systems other than 
the Soviet one and thus highly popular in the Soviet period, have almost 
disappeared from the new narrative. In the politics of educational 
language, however, scholars have taken the opportunity to dispel the 
Soviet myth that Latvian schools in the 1860s fell solely under the in�u-
ence of Germanisation, openly addressing  the severe consequences of 
the Russi�cation of the 1880s. The use of Latvian in schools was com-
pletely forbidden, and in parts of Latvia even schoolbooks were prin-
ted in Latvian using Cyrillic characters (Staris, Ūsiņš & Žukovs, 2000). 
Since the Russi�cation of Latvians in the late 19th and early 20th cen-
turies could have been likened to the situation in the Soviet Union, 
this story was excluded from the history of education in Soviet Latvia.
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The re-examination of the context and themes in the history of 
education led further to the evaluation of the past actors in the �eld 
of education.

Actors in the New Narrative on the History of Education

Tosh (2015) maintains that actors are central to narrative as they not 
only embody historical processes but also create interpretations of 
events and reveal their meaning. In this capacity, actors help research-
ers to reconstruct the layers of a narrative, showcasing diverse exper-
iences and unveiling the societal values and ideals that characterised 
speci�c eras through the lens of the individual. In a manner akin to nar-
rative storylines, actors contribute to the structuring of historical events, 
infusing them with meaning. The workings of actors in a storyline can 
be considered at three levels: primary, secondary, and tertiary. Act-
ors interact with each other, sometimes acting on several levels sim-
ultaneously. We will employ this theoretical division to explain actor 
research in the history of Latvian education (Rüsen, 2004). 

The term ‘primary actors’ is employed to denote individuals who 
exert a direct in�uence  on the �eld of education. These are the educa-
tion policy – or decision-makers. In the new narrative of Latvian edu-
cation history, the primary actors are largely the ministers of educa-
tion and members of parliament (Saeima) in inter-war Latvia. It is this 
group that Irēna Saleniece’s dissertation and the subsequent mono-
graph School Politics in the Republic of Latvia 1918–1934 focus on. The 
author analyses the actors’ motivations, the direct in�uence of polit-
ical ideas and disagreements on the educational process but acknow-
ledges that no actor could take decisions unilaterally during this period 
(Saleniece, 2002, p. 116), unlike in subsequent periods of authoritarian 
rule. The novelty of the study lies in the author’s ambition to capture 
the subjective opinion of policy makers, “the very understanding of the 
meaning of historical events by the actors themselves” (Saleniece, 1994, 
p. 15). This approach would have been ill-advised in Soviet historical 
scholarship, where all historical events had to be viewed “objectively”, 
from the outside, from the standpoint of the contemporary, which led 
to the “greatest sin of historians – presentism” (Depaepe, 2020, p. 241). 
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Although Saliniece as a researcher maintains the most neutral stance 
possible, the introduction to her dissertation compliments the politi-
cians of the First Free Latvian State: “political leaders not only shaped 
school policies but also embodied democratic values that served as 
a source of inspiration for future reforms” (Saleniece, 1994, p. 14).

Other historians of education have focused on two of the most 
popular primary actors, namely the poet and presidential candidate 
Rainis and the teacher, writer, and victim of the Soviet regime Atis 
Ķeniņš (Staris, Ūsiņš & Žukovs, 2000; Anspaks, 2003). However, they 
are presented rather as secondary actors, i.e. as the exponents of ped-
agogical ideas.

The secondary actors in the history of education are individuals 
whose ideas and intellectual labour have in�uenced contemporary edu-
cational processes and have not been consigned to oblivion. Second-
ary actors are theorised to function as a conduit between the agenda 
of the ruling power and pedagogical practice. These actors fall into 
several groups in our selected sources: people active in Latvia, people 
in Western exile, and European and American educators. Researchers 
have undoubtedly shown a marked preference for  teachers and univer-
sity lecturers of Latvian origin (e.g. Anspaks, 2003). The “long-livers” 
of this group are the aforementioned social-democrat teacher Kārlis 
Dēķens and the poet Rainis, who have been the subject of numerous 
studies during the Soviet years and in independent Latvia (Ūsiņš, 1975; 
Ūsiņš, 1983; Anspaks, 2003). Both actors suited all political contexts, 
for who would dare to oppose their convictions, particularly their �rm 
advocacy for educational equality.

The pedagogical thought of educators who worked in Latvia 
between the wars, many of whom emigrated to the West at the end of 
World War II for fear of the communists, and the educators who worked 
in Soviet Latvia after World War II, thus experiencing all the restric-
tions imposed by the Soviet authorities and the privileges granted to 
a loyal elite has been analysed in three special dedicated collections 
(Staris, 1994, 1998, 2004). These collections contain neutrally writ-
ten biographies of the actors and excerpts from their works express-
ing their views on education.
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The most innovative of the three collections is undoubtedly the 
one dedicated to Latvians in Western exile (Staris, 2004). While 
the Soviet period permitted the reference to one or other educator of 
the �rst Latvian state at least as a negative example of bourgeois ped-
agogy or a �ghter against capitalism, Latvians living behind the Iron 
Curtain were a taboo subject. Their publications were destroyed or 
placed in classi�ed archives and libraries. Consequently, the research 
into the life stories and pedagogical legacy of these actors in independ-
ent Latvia started from scratch and the collected papers themselves 
have become a bibliographical rarity in Latvia.

As mentioned above, another group of secondary actors comprises 
the exponents of pedagogical ideas beyond Latvia’s borders, the “clas-
sics of education” whose names appear in education history books 
throughout Europe and are present in the Soviet narrative as well. 
The most popular among them are Locke, Rousseau, Comenius and 
Pestalozzi. In independent Latvia, this list has been complemented 
by Dewey, who was greatly disliked by the Soviet authorities. How-
ever also the Russian pedagogues Ushinsky and the writer Leo Tol-
stoy have retained their positions in the monographs (Anspaks, 2003; 
Staris, Ūsiņš & Žukovs, 2000).

The tertiary group of actors in the narrative on the history of edu-
cation comprises teachers and pupils – the everyday doers of educa-
tional work, the representatives of school practice. These are the people 
Aldrich (2002) advocated bringing out of obscurity. This group is rep-
resented in the research period by Baiba Kaļķe’s dissertation and sub-
sequent monograph Teachers – Writers in Pedagogy Theory and Prac-

tice in Latvia from 1900 to 1940. In this study, the author describes the 
biographies of 28 teachers who were also well-known writers of their 
time and reveals their pedagogical views, such as their propositions 
for educational methods that were innovative for their time. Kaļķe’s 
study, which could also be called the �rst prosopography in the history 
of Latvian education, treats all the protagonists of the narrative with 
equal favour and no criticism, creating a romanticised image of the 
teacher. Latvian teachers are described as the driving force of educa-
tion, educators of society, bearers of the values of the era, maintainers 
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of national identity, and shapers of history (Kaļķe, 2002, p. 60). The 
role of the teacher is similarly treated in Irēna Upeniece’s dissertation 
on the history of physical education: the teacher is portrayed as the 
developer of new methodological approaches that promote the all-
round development of children (Upeniece, 1995).

The annual collection in the history of education, Era and Person-

ality, which was launched in 2000 (Krūze, 2000), made a special con-
tribution to the research on the tertiary group of actors, but in the �rst 
four years of its existence, the collection did not publish the research 
of professional historians of education, only the research of graduate 
students of education. The narrative portraits of educators published 
in this collection are an eloquent example of the romanticisation of the 
teaching profession (Nobik, Kestere & Gulzynska, 2019).

Actors of Latvian origin dominate at all three levels, and this is 
understandable, since historians of education were ful�lling the public 
commission to nurture national identity and thus to produce national 
heroes. Yet Latvia has always been a multinational country. The research 
on the educational heritage of actors of Baltic German, Jewish and Rus-
sian origin emerged only after 2004.

Conclusions

After the collapse of the Soviet Union and the restoration of Latvia’s 
independence, historians specialising in education embarked on a pro-
cess of re-evaluation, challenging the prevailing narrative that had been 
shaped by communist ideology and constrained by a narrow methodo-
logical framework. This process was necessitated, on the one hand, by 
public demand for a new national historical narrative and heroes and, 
on the other, by the open access to archives and libraries after years of 
Soviet censorship, which revealed previously withheld information.

During the period of transition from authoritarianism to democracy, 
historians of education were compelled to discard the hegemonic his-
torical narrative that had been promulgated in the Soviet Union, which 
placed undue emphasis on the educational achievements of Russia 
and the USSR, as well as on historical actors who were predicated on 
ideological considerations. During the Soviet regime, the main actors 
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of the narrative were members of the communist political elite, who 
were depicted as the primary agents responsible for the development 
of an education system that was egalitarian in nature and accessible 
to individuals across all social strata. Educators of Latvian origin were 
included in the narrative only if their stance could be “adjusted” to the 
needs of Soviet ideology.

The new narrative on the history of Latvian education required con-
textualisation and the inter-war period, when Latvia �rst declared its 
independence, gained the most attention. This period was portrayed 
as the romanticised �ourishing of the Latvian nation. Likewise, the 
studies on the history of education contain the �rst re�ections on 
the recent past under Soviet dictatorship.

The selected contexts were marked by four main storylines: pedago-
gical ideas, development of Latvian schools, education of Latvian teach-
ers, history of didactics and educational organisation. These storylines 
featured three groups of actors: decision-makers in education, carri-
ers of pedagogical ideas and actors in practice – teachers and pupils.

Since most of the researchers in the history of education were 
already active during the Soviet years, the new narrative of education 
did not differ much from the traditional narrative on the history of 
Soviet education in terms of its storylines and groups of actors. This 
is an obvious continuity between the Soviet and independent Latvian 
narratives. However, several new features emerged, including (1) a shift 
in focus from the emphasis on class struggle in the �eld of education, 
even though narratives on education history remained predominantly 
focused on the education of the lower classes (particularly the Latvian 
peasantry). (2) Furthermore, audiences were introduced to actors who 
had been banned, forgotten and marginalised under the Soviet regime, 
and who were now freed from staticism and depicted as �esh-and-
blood human beings. Conversely, certain actors who were suitable for 
all political systems retained their position and continued their narrat-
ive in the history of education. (3) Finally, the research methodology 
in the �eld of history of education broke free from trivialised Marxism. 
Due to the isolation behind the Iron Curtain which prevented research-
ers in Latvia from experiencing the historical revisionism of the 1960s 
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and the in�ow of new social science theories into the �eld of history, 
the dominant historical description was still that of “acts and facts”, 
but these were pure facts, and their selection was not determined by 
communist ideological considerations.

Once the transit period was over, the subsequent decades of edu-
cation history in Latvia brought along new storylines and new act-
ors. Among these developments, the research on the history of higher 
education and education sciences in Latvia emerged as a prominent 
area of focus. Alongside Latvians, the educational narratives of other 
Latvian nations also made their presence felt in the �eld of education.
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