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Abstract

After the collapse of the Soviet Union Latvia faced the need to redefine its national identity

in a new international environment. Its elite took a clear Euro-Atlantic course, and the image of
Latvia in the public space has been largely defined in contrast to the image of Russia ever since.
One of the ways to understand how Latvia sees itself and Russia is analyzing political cartoons.

The purpose of the study is to bring out the attributes of Russia as a significant Other in caricatures
in national newspapers and analyze how they correspond to the characteristics of Latvia, thus
defining the outlines of the mental border between the two. The analysis shows two main sets of
ideas associated with Russia in Latvian cartoons: one is power, threat and aggression, and the other is
propaganda and lies. Although the genre of caricature is meant to be disrespectful, the comparison
with cartoons featuring the EU shows that the cartoonists are much more hostile towards Russia.
Latvia has succeeded in distancing itself from Russia mentally and uses its image as an antagonist
Other, however the cartoons show lack of national pride and doubt that the country has become

a rightful member of the Western world.
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Poccus u gpyrue 3Hayvmele JIpyrue
B JIATBILICKUX KapHUKaTypax

JKupnosa JIugus CepreeBHa

MoCKOBCKA rOCyIapCTBEHHBIA NHCTATYT MEXIYHAPOAHBIX OTHOMEHUI. MockBa, Poccust.
Email: l.zhirnova[at]inno.mgimo.ru

AHHOTaUA

[Tocne pacnaga Cosetckoro Coto3a JlaTBus BcTasa nepes, HE06X0MMOCTbIO 3aHOBO OTIPEIENIUTh
CBOIO HallMOHAJIbHO-TOCYIaPCTBEHHYIO NIEHTUIHOCTb B HOBOM MEKIyHAPOIHOY OOCTaHOBKE.

Ee aruTa B3s171a 4€TKUI €BPOATIIAHTUYECKUH KypC, U C TeX TIop 00pa3 JIaTBuu B Iy6IMYHOM
IIPOCTPAHCTBE 3a4acTylo (POpMUPYETCs Yepes NpoTHBoNocTasieHne Poccun. OfyH U3 crioco60B
oTpeenuTh, Kak JIaTBus BUOUT cedst u Poccuio, — 3TO IPOaHAIM3UPOBATh [TOJIUTUYECKUE KapyKa-
Typbl. Llesnp nccnenoBanus — BbIAEIUTL aTpUOyThl Poccun Kak 3Haunmoro JIpyroro B Kapukatrypax
O6HL€H8HI/IOH3JH:HI:IX I/IS,HBHI/II?I U IIPpOaHAJIN3NPOBAThH, KaK OHN COOTHOCATCS C XaPaKTEPHUCTHKaMU
JlaTBuM, TEM CaMBIM OYE€PTUB MEHTAJIbHYIO TPAHULY MEXKIY IByMs CTPaHaMU. AHA/IN3 [TOKA3bIBAET ABa
IJIaBHBIX HAbOpa UAEH, KOTOPbIE aCCOLMUPYIOTCS C POCCUEN B JIaTHINICKUX KAPUKATypax: BO-TIEPBBIX,
9TO CUJIa, yTPO3a U arpeccusi, BO-BTOPBIX, 3TO JIOKb U ITPOIAra”ia. XoTs KaHP KapHUKaTypPbl HEOThEM -
JIeMO CBfI3aH C ufieell HeyBaKeHH s, CpaBHEHUe C KapuKaTypamu, usobpaxatomymu EC, ToKa3biBaerT,
YTO MX aBTOPbI HAMHOTO 60J1ee BpaKaeoHb! K Poccuu. JIaTBrs cMOTrj1a MEHTA/IBHO JUCTaHIIMPOBAThCS
oT Poccum 1 ucnosnb3yer ee 06pa3 Kak 06pa3 aHTaroHUCTUYeCKoro Jipyroro. OjHaKo KapyUKaTypsl
I€MOHCTPUPYIOT HEAOCTATOK HALJMOHAILHOM FOPIOCTU U COMHEHNE B TOM, 4TO JIaTBUS ENCTBU-
TEJILHO CTaJIa MOJIHOIPABHBIM WIEHOM 3aIafHOrO MUPA.

KiiroueBbie c10Ba
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Introduction

The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 created not only new state borders,
but also the need for the former Soviet republics to redefine their national identity
in a new international environment. Latvia was one of the states faced with this
challenge. Its new elite set a clear Euro-Atlantic course, and the formation of
national identity was based on comparing Latvia to other geopolitical entities.
Central to these attempts to redefine Latvia was the need to distance itself from
Russia and emphasize the differences between the two countries. In case of Latvia
these attempts were complicated by close historical, cultural and economic ties
with Russia as well as a large Russian-speaking minority.

It took around 26 years to agree upon, demarcate and delimit the physical
border between Latvia and Russia - final documents on this matter were signed
only in October 2017 (Latvia and Russia sign final documents..., 2017). The mental
border as well as Latvian identity are defined and redefined up to the present day;
Russia remains one of the main significant Others for Latvia and the distancing from
it goes on.

One of the ways to capture and study this process is analyzing newspaper
cartoons. Caricatures thrive on national stereotypes and strengthen them.
They help to understand cognitive metaphors related to various objects.
Their advantages as a means of transferring attitudes and views are fast distribution
and comprehensibility, sometimes even to those who do not know the language of
the author. However, it is usually difficult to perceive the intentions of the author
completely without certain linguistic and logical presuppositions and knowledge of
political context (Dugalich, 2020, p.481).

Latvia especially fits this study as it runs a long-standing tradition of printed
caricatures on topical issues. This kind of materials appears in Latvian newspapers
every day. This research focuses on the cartoons of four Latvian national newspa-
pers: Latvijas Avize, Neatkariga Rita Avize, Diena and Dienas Bizness. The carica-
tures were gathered over two months of 2016: March and May.

The aim of the study is to bring out the attributes of Russia as a significant
Other in caricatures and analyze how they correspond to those of Latvia, thus
defining the outlines of the mental border between the two. The interim step is
comparing Russia’s image to other significant Others, first and foremost the Euro-
pean Union.

The topicality of the research lies not only in clarifying Russia’s image
in a neighbouring country with a large Russian-speaking population, which is
important taking into account Russian policy of supporting its compatriots abroad,
but also more broadly in deepening knowledge of the mechanisms of shaping
national identity.
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Literature review

The studies of cartoons and the way countries are depicted in them are wide-
spread, especially in historical context. However, Latvia has not often become
an object of such research.

One of the researchers who closely study history and present of Latvian cari-
catures is Gundega Gailite from the Latvian Academy of Arts. One of the main
focuses of her articles is the way caricatures helped to forge Latvian national iden-
tity in the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century. Gailite shows that
in that period artists actively employed satirical graphics to deform images and
represent Self and Other (2012a, p. 45). In another article (2013a) she reveals the role
of the image of “Mother Latvia”, which is central to the Latvian identity.

A number of her works consider the representation of Russia in Latvian carica-
tures in the context of the relations of the two countries (2011) with the special
emphasis on the image of “The Russian Bear” (2012b, 2013b). Gailite, as well as
Procevska (2011), proves that image of Russia is widely spread in Latvian media both
in Latvian and in Russian. According to Gailite, although in the traditional Latvian
culture bear is seen as a predominantly positive image (with a wide-spread notion
of a “Laimes lacis” - “The Bear of Luck” - an equivalent of a bluebird of happiness
and national folk hero Lacplesis with ursine ears, the son of a bear and a woman,
who, however, got his name from tearing a bear apart), modern cartoon artists use
the image of a bear to emphasize the negative traits of Russia.

Therefore in Latvia the European tradition of depicting Russia as a Bear
in a predominantly negative sense has established partially despite the local cultural
context. According to Denis Khrustalev (2011, p. 137), the first graphic works
depicting Russia as a bear appeared in England as early as 1737-1740 and over
the centuries have became omnipresent. As Sergey Troicky (2020, p. 160) argues,
such a representation manifests the need to depict a country - in this case Russia -
not just as an Other, but as an Alien - a beast, exaggerating national stereotypes.
Other countries also had their equivalent beasts on the mental map, for example,
the USA was depicted as a bald eagle, Germany as an eagle, France as a cock,
China as a dragon. As Baratay (2003) notes, the animalization of an adversary may
strengthen in times of tensions inside and outside the society.

A number of authors focus on the mechanics of cartoons. As Salamanca and
Rodriguez (2015) state, a caricature is based not on all the characteristics of
an object, but on one or two most distinctive features, thus simplifying and bright-
ening the image. In this sense cartoon images are close to the way national stereo-
types are formed (Popkov, 181). Caricature employs exaggeration, infantilising and
physiognomic stereotyping to hyperbolise the traits that have been singled out
(Moloney, Holtz & Wagner, 2013).

William A. Gamson and David Stuart (1992, p. 61-62) also point out a special
place of cartoonists in editorial stuff: although they are not completely autonomous,
they are licensed to heckle and be irreverent. Another aspect of humour that makes
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cartoons invaluable for analysing national identity is its function of a “safe house”
where socio-cultural and political allergens can safely be brought to the fore
(Heidari-Shahreza, 2021). However, it is important to keep in mind that humour
“‘does not resolve tensions, but sustains them” (Tavory, 2014). Moreover,
that is exactly the tension that makes a joke funny: if the tension goes away, so does
the laughter.

As it is shown in the collection “Images of the Other in Ethnic Caricatures of
Central and Eastern Europe” (2010), cartoons are an efficient means of creating and
spreading national stereotypes as a crucial element of the national identity. It is vital
to point out that in case of a forming identity there is no stable and consistent set of
ideas transferred through cartoons - instead they become a site of struggle over
construction of social reality (Gurevitch & Levy, 1985, p. 19). Political cartoons can
also play a role in agenda-setting, channelling public attention to certain issues that
need to be discussed (Alkazemi & Wanta, 2015).

An important aspect here is a powerful emotional component cartoons
contain. As Simon Koschut (2018, p. 495) points out, status differentiation “is rooted
in collective emotions that undergird and reproduce social discourses and identi-
ties” Despite its importance this emotional aspect is often overlooked, but in case of
cartoons it is impossible to ignore.

The concept of the Other was brought to political studies from sociology,
namely, from symbolic interactionism which studies the role of significant Others
in the definition of the self. A brief overview of this theory helps to grasp the main
cognitive metaphors behind the concept of the significant Other. Mead (1965 [1934],
p-204) viewed “me” as created by social relationships and reflecting the attitudes of
others. As Berger and Luckmann (1966, p. 170) state, the development of the self is
based on “a dialectic between identification by others and self-identification”
In this concept significant Others play a crucial role in self-definition and reality
maintenance, they are important “for ongoing confirmation of that crucial element
of reality we call identity” The researchers name significant Others as “principal
agents” with “less significant others” serving “as a sort of chorus” (Berger &
Luckman, 1966, p. 170). Symbolic interactionists focus not on objective structures,
but on subjective meaning created in the process of interaction with Others.
Lately these ideas were developed not only in self and identity studies, but also
in the fields of cultural studies, gender and status studies, research of collective
behaviour and social movements as well as social context and the environment
(Carter & Fuller, 2016).

The question why there is a need for the Other and how it influences national
identity is a point of interest for cultural and political geography. As Eriksen states,
group identity is based not only on inner concord and shared culture, but also on
opposing others. The author thus singles out two regimes of identification - one
based on we-hood and the other on us-hood formed on countering an external
agent that can be a real or an imaginary adversary (Eriksen, 1995, p. 427).
Although a variety of identities may exist, usually one, most prevailing comes
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to the forefront. That is especially true for Latvia where the need to distance oneself
from Russia is inseparable from the inner cleavage between the Latvian and the
Russian-speaking population. Although ethnic minorities are numerous, almost all
of them are Russian-speaking and are referred to simply as Russians in the public
discourse.

One of the issues in the scope of attention of researchers is whether collective
identity can be formed without the Other. The discussion on this matter continues.
One point of view is that the relations with the Other need to be confrontational
(Schmitt, 1996). Other researchers believe that there is no need for an antagonistic
Other in the process of forging a collective identity (Abizadeh, 2005, p. 45). Abizadeh
states that the definition of the Other is always unclear and fluid, but when the
Other is defined on a map as a region or a country, part of this vagueness goes away.

Johnson and Coleman (2012, p. 110) show that in forging national identity
an internal Other can be as important as an external. That is especially true for
Latvia: the internal Other in this country - Russian-speaking population -
is as important for the identity discourse as the external Other - Russia. These two
Others form a close community - Russians are often depicted as a malicious fifth
column of Russia unable to integrate into Latvian society and not particularly eager
to do it. Spatially the internal Other is represented as the region of Latgale
bordering on Russia and Belarus as well as Riga where the Russian-speaking popula-
tion prevails.

Methodology

The study is based on the cartoons from all four national daily newspapers
in Latvian: Latvijas Avize, Neatkariga Rita Avize, Diena and Dienas Bizness. The fifth
national daily newspaper Vesti Segodnya (since 2017 - Segodnya) is printed
in Russian and is not included in the study, because it mostly represents
the discourse of the internal Other - the Russian-speaking community; besides,
it does not print caricatures as regularly as other four newspapers.

Basic understanding of the core audience of each newspaper is necessary
to interpret cartoons more adequately. Latvijas Avize (“The Latvian Newspaper”)
uses caricatures most frequently printing from one to four cartoons in each issue.
It is a national conservative daily newspaper with a variety of supplements. Its target
audience are Latvians, mostly in the countryside, who believe in the ideal of a
“Latvian Latvia” and are most suspicious of the large Russian-speaking minority and
the plans of Russia concerning Latvia. However, the paper does not favour deep
European integration either, pointing out the dangers of losing national identity and
traditional values.

Diena (“The Day”) is a mainstream newspaper with the largest number of
subscribers. For a long time, it was considered a paper of bureaucracy. It prints one
cartoon in each issue.

204



-

G Galactica Media: Journal of Media Studies. 2021. No 3 | ISSN: 2658-7734
From Caricature to Internet Meme | https: //doi.org/10.46539 /gmd.v3i3.196

Dienas Bizness (“The Business of the Day”) targets businessmen and those who
are interested in the economic agenda. Following the example of the Financial
Times, Dienas Bizness is printed on pink paper. The cartoons are published daily and
accompany the editorial. The paper represents a more pragmatic view of Russia as
a traditional trade partner.

Neatkariga Rita Avize (“The Independent Morning Newspaper”) is a newspaper
with a rich history that is traced back to the paper of the Latvian Social Democratic
Workers’ Party called Cwna (“The Struggle”) that was first published in 1904. Nowa-
days it can be characterized as a newspaper for the intellectuals that gives floor
to the representatives of very different, sometimes conflicting views. This concerns
attitude to Russia as well - from pragmatic to hostile. The cartoons were printed
each Friday and accompanied a satirical article on the events of the week.
Unlike the other three newspapers, Neatkariga Rita Avize presents rather abstract
cartoons which seldom fit the needs of this study.

For the research all the cartoons in the aforementioned newspapers in March
and May 2016 were studied. These two months were chosen because of the two
dates vital for the Latvian-Russian relations: March 16th, the Remembrance Day of
the Latvian Legionnaires with marches across the center of Riga, and May 9th, the
Victory Day largely celebrated by the Russian-speaking population. These dates
reflect and sharpen the deep cleavage in the Latvian society over the history of
World War II: March 16th commemorates (and partially praises) the Latvians who
fought on the side of Hitler and May 9th celebrates those who fought with
the Soviet Army against the Nazis. Those who go on the marches on March 16th see
Soviet soldiers as “occupants” and legionnaires of the Waffen SS as “true heroes”
who fought for an independent Latvia. Those who come to the celebrations of
the Victory Day view legionnaires as “traitors and murderers” and ardently oppose
their glorification.

At the same time, the year 2016 is a typical year of the Latvian-Russian rela-
tions without any major accidents or turning points. The analysis was facilitated
by the fact that the researcher lived in Latvia at that time and could grasp the socio-
political context from the inside.

Out of all the cartoons those of a geopolitical character were looked for - that
is depicting Latvia and other countries or international organizations and relations
among them as well as international processes such as migration. Here we under-
stand geopolitics as the study of the effects of geography on international politics
(George, Devetak & Percy, 2017, p. 522). The classification of geopolitical cartoons
was carried out to facilitate discourse analysis: caricatures were coded, described
and put in a table with the following elements singled out: code, topic, description,
caption, geopolitical entities, characters and their attributes, associations and
the cartoonist.
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Results

84 March issues of the four studied newspapers contained 74 cartoons,
of which 23 were geopolitical. In 88 May issues there were 77 caricatures of which
15 were geopolitical. That gives us the proportion of 31% of geopolitical cartoons
in March and around 19% in May signaling that international news and topics are
a common inspiration for cartoonists.

If we combine the numbers over two months, they are almost the same
for three newspapers - Diena (13 geopolitical cartoons over two months),
Dienas Bizness (13) and Latvijas Avize (12). In Neatkariga Rita Avize in March and
May there was only one caricature fitting the design of the research.

Of all the countries Latvia was depicted and/or mentioned in captions most
frequently - in 19 cases over two months. Cartoonists actively reflect on the place of
Latvia in the world and its interaction with other geopolitical entities. Russia is
on the second place by the number of references, which reflects its role as the most
significant Other. The third is the European Union (10 mentions) that is also crucial
to the Latvian self-reflection. Then go the United States and Greece (4 mentions
each) - the latter was often mentioned in the context of the debt crisis.
Turkey (3 mentions) was the main character in the cartoons about the migration
crisis. The OECD, Britain and Estonia were mentioned two times each - the first
in the context of the attempts of Latvia to become an OECD member, the second
in the context of Brexit and the third in comparison with Latvia in the situations
where Estonia had already done something and Latvia had not. Other geopolitical
entities were mentioned only once: that was China, Japan, Germany, Poland,
Sweden, Syria, Ukraine, Belgium, Macedonia, NATO and Arab countries.

Countries and organizations
mentioned in the cartoons more than once

Latvia Russia Greece Turkey Estonia OECD  Britain

el el e e
O N B O O

[on R L B O o A ¢ o}

Table 1. Geopolitical entities mentioned in the cartoons of the Latvian newspapers in March
and May 2016 more than once.
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The notion of Russia is transferred in many different ways. The simplest is just
writing Russia on the cartoon or in its caption. Another obvious option is using
the Russian flag and it is also widely employed. In case of the Victory Day
the colours of the Georgian Ribbon are used. In a number of cartoons Russia is
represented through individuals: president Vladimir Putin, ambassador in Latvia
Alexander Veshnyakov and tennis-player Maria Sharapova. The Russian Bear is used
only once over the studied period. A peculiar option is an ushanka (a traditional
winter ear-flap hat) that helps identify a Russian - it is used in a cartoon by Agris
LiepinS about the disagreement among oil exporters published in Dienas Bizness
on March 3lst. In this picture a Russian in an ushanka and an Arab in traditional
clothing fight over an oil pipe faucet. The Arab wants to close it, but the Russian
does not let him, saying: “Every dollar is important for us!”

There are two main clusters of ideas associated with Russia in these cartoons.
That is, firstly, lies, propaganda and the falsification of history. Secondly, that is
power, threat and brutality.

For example, on May 9th Latvijas Avize published a cartoon by Gatis Sliika with
a syringe coloured as the Georgian Ribbon and a caption: “The inoculation of propa-
ganda. Revaccination every May 9™ The annotation notes that the Georgian Ribbon
has become very popular among those celebrating the Victory Day in Riga despite
the fact that these colours were an attribute of the Russian Imperial Army and did
not have anything to do with World War II.

The second set of ideas - power, threat and brutality - can be illustrated by
another cartoon by Gatis Sliika published in Latvijas Avize on March 18th following
the news of the withdrawal of the Russian troops from Syria. The caricature shows
shirtless Vladimir Putin in military trousers carrying many army aircrafts in his arms
and smiling maliciously. He steps out of a sandpit called Syria where a broken shovel
lies. In the background there are more sandpits that, judging by the trace of foot-
prints, Putin entered and left.

One can argue that cartoons are meant to be disrespectful. But in case of
Russia the grade of negative emotions is usually much higher than with other enti-
ties. That is easily explained by tensions in the relations of the two countries and the
need to distant from the antagonist Other that Russia has remained for Latvia. To
prove a stronger prejudice against Russia we can compare the way Russia is
depicted to the way Latvian cartoonists represent another significant Other -
the European Union.

The main association with the EU conveyed through the caricatures of
the studied period is wealth and attractiveness. Following the rules of the genre
many cartoons show negative sides of these seemingly positive traits. For example,
a caricature by Gatis Buravcovs printed in Diena on May 27th reflects on the migra-
tion crisis. The picture shows numerous refugees crossing the fence between
Turkey and the EU using ladders. The side of the EU is already crowded, a house
named European Union is full. On the Turkish side there is a sign towards the EU
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border reading “Prosperity, allowance” and a barn from which the cries for help are
heard. At the fence a woman resembling German Chancellor Angela Merkel (who in
this case represents the EU leadership and not just Germany) tells a man in a fez
resembling Recep Tayyip Erdogan: “Ok, you may violate human rights, just put those
ladders away”. Here we still see the EU as (too) attractive, but the criticism is pointed
against double standards and inability to stand up for oneself. The image is not as
hostile as in case of Russia.

And how is Latvia viewed by the cartoonists? Main associations are poverty,
weakness and ineptitude. A common topic is asking the EU for money. For example,
a cartoon by Zemgus Zaharans published in Diena on March 30th shows a rich
gentleman representing EU with a blue tie holding a little dog called corruption on
a golden leash (blue and yellow are the colours of the EU flag). The man (the EU)
casts an annoyed look on another man in shabby grey clothes and a traditional
Latvian hat representing Latvia. The latter asks the EU for money being almost
completely devoured by a huge dog representing enormous corruption in Latvia.

Even on this basic level the contrast with the image of Russia is clear — Russia
is powerful and aggressive; Latvia is feeble and harmless. But most strikingly this
contrast is seen in the caricatures where both Russia and Latvia are presented.

One of the brightest examples is a cartoon by Eriks OSs printed in Latvijas
Avize on May 13. Big figures of Russia’s ambassador Veshnyakov and the Russian
Bear hugging each other indignantly point at a tiny figure of a girl Latvia in tradi-
tional clothes. Veshnyakov cries: “She vilifies us! She scolds us!” The bear cries:
“She wants to weaken us!” Little Latvia is silent. Here we see this antagonization at
its maximum.

This and other such cartoons prove to the reader how different Russia and
Latvia are and how real the Russian threat is. Almost in all caricatures Russia and
Latvia are set against each other.

A seldom example where entities representing the two countries are on one
side is a cartoon by Gatis Sliika published by Latvijas Avize on March 11 devoted
to the doping scandal with famous Russian tennis player Maria Sharapova who was
caught using the Latvian drug Mildronate that had been put on the list of forbidden
substances. In the picture a security guard with the caption WADA kicks out of
the door of professional sport Maria Sharapova and a pack of Mildronate with a
bruised eye. Sharapova asks why. The guard answers: “You came with it!” In this
cartoon Sharapova and Mildronate suffer together, however, the link to the images
of Russia and Latvia here is only indirect.

On the large scale one and the same narrative is repeated — week and a bit
naive Latvia against strong and aggressive Russia.

Conclusion

What does the cartoon analysis tell us about the forging of the Latvian national
identity? Latvia has succeeded in mentally distancing itself from Russia in many
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aspects, but the physical closeness remains and it fosters the antagonism with this
significant Other. The result is numerous caricatures featuring Russia and its nega-
tive traits and reminding how different Latvia is. At the same time, Latvia still does
not seem to see oneself as a fully integrated part of the Western world. Cartoons
show how inapt and poor the country feels in comparison with its European part-
ners and how they look down on it. Caricature reflects lack of national pride and
skills to promote the country’s goal.

The future of the research lies in enlarging the sample and refining on
the methodology of the analysis.
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