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Abstract

This article presents a case where securitisation of one state in another increased
dramatically and exponentially. The scale and intensity of securitisation were
unprecedented, as were the range of securitisation actors, and the tone of language of
speech acts and nonverbal securitisation acts. This case in question is the securitisation
of Russia in Latvia over Russia’s war in Ukraine starting in 2022. Although Russia was
securitised by its smaller neighbour before the war, the sudden explosion of securitisation
in 2022 differs from any securitisation in recent decades there. Securitisation of Russia
is evaluated within the margins of the hypersecuritisation subconcept that purports
securitisation beyond the ‘normal’ level, characterised by exaggeration of threats
and excessive countermeasures. This article offers a reformulation of the subconcept,
omitting the negative connotation built into the initial definition, as well as addresses
the transition from securitisation to hypersecuritisation.
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Introduction

Insecurity is an intrinsic feature of almost any small power. Small powers in the
vicinity of (a) hostile great power(s) tend to feel permanently insecure. Geopo-
litical crises, even if not directly involving small powers themselves, tend to ex-
acerbate their insecurity. The securitisation theory of the Copenhagen School
provides a set of tools to untangle and explain the formation of security issues.
The original normative stance of the securitisation approach provides that a se-
curitised issue is negative per se since, according to the approach, securitisation
is the inability to solve a problem as a part of normal political practice (Buzan,
Wever & de Wilde 1998: 29). But what should small powers do in a geopoliti-
cal crisis with existential threats looming? Should they desecuritise an objective
existential threat for normative reasons? Or should they securitise and hyperse-
curitise to invoke emergency measures to protect themselves?

Russia’s war in Ukraine and its effects in Latvia, another neighbour of Russia,
provide a peculiar case for analysis. Although Russia has also been (hyper)secu-
ritised in many other countries in the West since the war broke out, Russia was
already a constant subject of securitisation in Latvia since the latter regained its
independence from the Soviet Union in 1991. Before Russia started the full-scale
war in Ukraine in 2022, it was a common view - not only in Russia but also in
the West - that Latvia was a Russophobe and paranoid, and that it unnecessarily
securitised and over-securitised Russia.

Given the painful history of Latvia - the loss of independence to the Soviet
Union in 1940 and the ordeals that followed during the five-decade occupation
- permanent securitisation of Russia did not come without fair reasoning. Fur-
thermore, the securitisation of Russia by Latvia interacted with consistent coun-
tersecuritisation. Over the three decades, Russia mostly securitised Latvia over
the alleged abuse of Russian speakers, the supposed glorification of Nazism and
revision of history, and the military threats Latvia as a member of NATO pre-
sumably poses to Russia. Thus, the securitisation following the war in Ukraine
was not new, but rather a new phase of the previous securitisation. Events after
24 February 2022, when Russia started a full-scale war in Ukraine, went far above
any intensity of securitisation witnessed in Latvia in recent decades.

Another aspect of the peculiarity of the Latvian case is the severe impact of
the war on the Latvian state and society. This was the largest geopolitical and
societal shock in the recent history of the country. If in most other countries
where the war led to significant levels of securitisation, direct threat from Russia
was a distant prospect, in the Latvian case it was perceived as real and existen-
tial - if Ukraine were to fall, Latvia could be among the next victims of Rus-
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sia. Therefore, the following (hyper)securitisation was not only a top-down but
also a grassroots process. Meanwhile, the significant number of Russian speak-
ers in Latvia further complicated the picture since sympathies of a notable part
of them remained with Russia while other Russian speakers were confused be-
tween competing loyalties.

The following research questions will guide the article. First, how did Rus-
sia’s war in Ukraine change the pattern and intensity of Russia’s securitisation in
Latvia? Second, how did securitisation of Russia transcend the level of normal
securitisation to hypersecuritisation? And third, how can this transcendence be-
tween securitisation and hypersecuritisation contribute to the development of
the hypersecuritisation (sub-)concept?

To address the research questions, first, the hypersecuritisation subconcept
will be explored along with the main tenets of securitisation theory. Hyperse-
curitisation was developed in a slightly different context - the American foreign
and security policy in the wake of the 21* century (Buzan 2004). Later it was re-
considered in the context of cyber security (Hansen & Nissenbaum 2009). It has
also been applied with regard to other empirical issues (for example, Saeed 2016;
Lacy & Prince 2018; Tittensor, Hoffstaedter & Possamai 2020; Stivas & Sliwinski
2020; Dunn Cavelty & Egloff 2021; Liu 2021). Notwithstanding this, the subcon-
cept provides both a useful framework in this case, as well as it leaves a space for
progress in understanding large-scale securitisation processes.

From there, the analysis will immerse in the case of securitisation of Russia in
Latvia over the six months from February 2022 to August 2022. This part of the
article will begin with the status quo of securitisation of Russia in Latvia prior to
the war, thus trying to lay ground to delineate between the ‘normal’ and ‘hyper’
securitisation. The article will then explore the escalation of securitisation acts
and their reception by the securitisation audience - the domestic society. The
remaining share of the empirical part will follow the requested emergency mea-
sures to counter the existential threat and their implementation. Both regarding
the main securitisation processes and emergency measures, the situation before
24 February will be summarised to provide a comparative perspective of the situ-
ation before and after.

Given the scale of securitisation processes, including the large number of se-
curitisation actors before the war and, furthermore, following it, only the main
securitisation processes and actors will be excelled. To trace these, the analysis
will rest on official documents, statements of authoritative politicians, sociologi-
cal studies and reports from the most notable media outlets of Latvia.

To conclude the introduction, this article enriches the body of publications
on the response of small countries to the war in Ukraine and more specifically
on Latvia’s response and the evolution of its defence and security policy. Given
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the time normally needed for elaborating academic papers, most reflections
of the Latvian case have so far focused purely on the empirical aspects of the
events, for example Bergmane 2022, 2023; Andzans 2022a; Djatkovi¢a 2023a. Lat-
vian security and defence policy, which has been inextricably entangled with
Russia, has been broadly studied. Studies since the first Russo-Ukrainian War
in 2014 include Bérzins 2014, 2018, 2022; Rostoks & Vanaga 2016; Rostoks 2018,
2022; Bérzina 2018; Vanaga & Rostoks 2019; AndZans & Bérzina-Cerenkova 2021;
Andzans & Spruds 2021; Banka & Bussmann 2022; Djatkovica 2023b. This publi-
cation will elaborate on the developments of Latvian security and defence policy,
as well as Latvia-Russia relations after the war. Thus, it will offer a comparison of
the situation before and after 24 February 2022.

Also, a topic broadly studied is the issue of Russian speakers in Latvia, a nota-
ble aspect of the Latvian domestic and security policy, with both explicit and im-
plicit linkage to Russia. The body of research include Dilans & Zepa 2015; Che-
skin 2015; Kaprans & Saulitis 2017; Kaprans & Mierina 2019; Kaprans & Juzefovi¢s
2019; AndZans 2021; Puplenoks, Rostoks & Mierina 2022; Bérzina, Kramins,
Siling & Andzans 2023. This article will consider the so-called Russian speakers’
issue in Latvia in the post-2022 environment, in particular by comparing the
responses to the war in Ukraine among Russian speakers and Latvian speakers.

Hypersecuritisation: going exponentially beyond the ‘normal’ levels of
securitisation

A concept, or rather a subconcept, that deals with securitisation processes be-
yond the ‘normal’ levels of securitisation is hypersecuritisation. The securitisa-
tion theory itself was created by Waever in the late 1980s and early 1990s (for
example, Weaever 1989; 1995). Since then, the theory has been further advanced
by Weever and his co-authors (most notably culminating in Buzan, Weever & de
Wilde 1998), as well as by many other scholars. Over more than three decades,
the theory has been extensively debated and enriched. It has been applied in
countless empirical cases covering all five security sectors of the Copenhagen
School, the military, the environmental, the political, the societal and the eco-
nomic." The basic offer of the theory remains largely intact - a framework for
tracing and analysing formation of security issues, that is, how ordinary issues
are transformed in security issues, as well as the opposite process on how secu-
rity issues are transformed to non-security issues.

Hypersecuritisation, ostensibly built on the main premises of securitisation
theory, was coined by Buzan in 2004 as a part of his assessment of American for-
eign policy in the early years of the 21 century. Buzan presented this (sub-)concept
as an element of the American exceptionalism, alongside unilateralism and Mani-

1 Security sectors as defined and later advanced by Buzan (1983; 1991), and most speci-
fically elaborated by Buzan, Weever & de Wilde (1998).
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cheanism (Buzan 2004: 177). In this context, he defined hypersecuritisation as
‘a tendency both to exaggerate threats and to resort to excessive countermeasures’
arising from an exaggerated sense of insecurity and anticipation of a high level of
security (Buzan 2004: 172). He also went as far as to mark an equation between hy-
persecuritisation and ‘excesses of paranoia’ (Buzan 2004: 193) thus underlining the
imbalance of threats and response with which the United States responded. Thus,
in Buzan’s formulation the (sub-)concept bears a negative connotation.

Hansen and Nissenbaum reconsidered hypersecuritisation in 2009 while as-
sessing cyber security as a distinct sector along with the classical five sectors of
the Copenhagen School. Hansen and Nissenbaum abolished the ‘exaggeration’
aspect from Buzan’s definition to avoid the alleged ‘objectivist ring’ (consider-
ing securitisation ‘as an essentially intersubjective process’ (Buzan, Waever & de
Wilde 1998: 30)). Henceforth, they applied the (sub-)concept to the realm of cy-
ber security ‘to identify the striking manner in which cyber security discourse
hinges on multi-dimensional cyber disaster scenarios that pack a long list of se-
vere threats into a monumental cascading sequence and the fact that neither of
these scenarios has so far taken place’ (Hansen & Nissenbaum 2009: 1164). By
leaving out ‘exaggeration’ from the definition, Hansen and Nissenbaum focused
more on the extensive scale and multiple levels of securitisation processes.

Henceforth, hypersecuritisation has not received widespread attention in
academic literature. It has been used in studies related to cyber security (Lacy
& Prince 2018; Dunn Cavelty & Egloff 2021), religion and minorities (Saeed
2016; Tittensor, Hoffstaedter & Possamai 2020), and health (Stivas & Sliwinski
2020; Liu 2022). To a different extent in each case, these authors utilised the
subconcept to explain the widespread securitisations of the respective issues
to levels beyond the ‘normal. However, the issue of the borderline between
the ‘normal’ levels of securitisation and ‘hyper-securitisation” has so far been
omitted.

Lack of considerable attention to hypersecuritisation is likely to be related
to the normative stance of the ‘classical’ securitisation theory whereby ‘security
should be seen as negative, as a failure to deal with issues as normal politics’
and ‘desecuritization is the optimal long-range option . . ” (Buzan, Waever & de
Wilde 1998: 29). That in turn is related to the ‘objectivist ring’ invoked by Hansen
and Nissenbaum as a reason for dropping ‘exaggeration’ from Buzan’s definition
of hypersecuritisation (Hansen & Nissenbaum 2009: 1164). In the words of the
initial formulation of securitisation theory, ‘the issue becomes a security issue
- not necessarily because a real existential threat exists but because the issue is
presented as such a threat’ (Buzan, Weever & de Wilde 1998: 24). For that reason,
the issue of objectivity of threats was left out of the initial approach to secu-
ritisation. In other words, the authors were not investigating whether threats
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to referent object are real or not (Buzan, Waever & de Wilde 1998: 204). With
that, however, the theory did not rule out the existence of real threats; Waever
has admitted the existence of ‘lots of real threats’ (Weaever 2011: 472). Rather, it
emphasised preference to avoid securitisation where the respective issues could
have been solved as a part of the normal politics.

The approach of this article omits the negative connotation built into the
definition, that is, that hypersecuritisation as such is negative. Rather, securi-
tisation and hypersecuritisation might be necessary in certain cases.> Similarly
to Hansen & Nissenbaum (2009: 1164), this approach drops ‘exaggeration’ from
the definition, though for a different reason. Hypersecuritisation can indeed be
aresult of an exaggerated sense of insecurity and thus can result in exaggeration
of threats, but it should not be taken as a rule. Similarly, the ‘excessive’ is also
dropped from Buzan’s definition since response in exaggerated situations can
indeed be excessive but in other situations seemingly excessive measures can
be in fact proportional to the threats. Thus, the definition of hypersecuritisa-
tion proposed here: (a) securitisation process(es) advancing significantly beyond
the previous levels of securitisation in terms of securitisation intensity and the
number of securitising actors.

The adjusted definition does not yet touch the issue of the borderline be-
tween the ‘normal’ levels of securitisation and ‘hyper-securitisation’ This gap
will be further addressed following the review of the empirical issues central to
this article.

From securitisation of hypersecuritisation of Russia in Latvia in 2022
Russia was already a permanent subject of securitisation in Latvia prior to
24 February 2022. Since the renewal of Latvia’s independence in 1991 securitisa-
tion of Russia has gone through ups and downs, despite Russia being perma-
nently seen as the main source of risks to the national security.

Over the three decades securitisation actors from Latvia securitised Russia
as a source of existing and potential existential threats - as a potential military
invader, as a cyber threat, as an unreliable economic & energy partner, as a threat
to the societal cohesiveness, political system and sovereignty. The main surges
of securitisation of Russia in Latvia were in 2008 (Russia invaded Georgia), in
2012 (a (failed) referendum on assigning the Russian language a state language
status held in Latvia) and 2014 (Russia occupied Crimea and started the first war
in Ukraine).

Major securitisations of Russia also intertwined with periods of desecuritisa-
tion and nonsecuritisation: the latter included the early 2000s as Latvia sought

2 As Buzan, Weaver & de Wilde themselves put it, ‘[i]n some cases securitization of issu-
es is unavoidable, as when states are faced with an implacable or barbarian aggressor’
(Buzan, Waever & de Wilde 1998: 29).
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membership to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the Euro-
pean Union (EU), while Russia was relatively weak domestically and internation-
ally, and seen as a partner in the West; also, starting in 2009 when the United
States and Russia tried to reset their relations, in that light Latvia tried to prag-
matise and economise its ties to its eastern neighbour.

The pre-2022 perception of Russia and its securitisation is well characterised
by the basic national security and defence documents (Saeima 2019, 2020). They
clearly earmarked Russia as the main source of risks to Latvia. According to the
National Security Concept which mentions Russia by name on 65 occasions,
Russia’s ‘employed aggressive security policy in the Baltic region is considered
the main source of threats to the national security of Latvia’ Russia was securi-
tised in the document over military threats, intelligence activities, cyber-threats,
internal security risks as well as its challenges in the information space (Saeima
2019).

Escalation in quantity and language of securitisation acts

Securitisation of Russia in Latvia was already heightened from the autumn and
winter of 2021, when Russia started to amass its armed forces near the Ukrainian
border. Nevertheless, from 24 February 2022 onward, the securitisation acts of
Russia increased exponentially to the level that it is not possible to trace them
all. Also, the number of non-state securitising actors and their securitisation ef-
ficiency rose sharply. For this reason, the selection of securitising acts and actors
henceforth is partly arbitrary, nonetheless striving to identify the most signifi-
cant ones.

Institutions and politicians led the securitisation of Russia immediately. On
that day, the Latvian Parliament adopted a resolution in which it ‘strongly con-
demns the military aggression of the Russian Federation and the full-scale inva-
sion of Ukraine’ (Saeima 2022a: 1). The president of Latvia used similar words
and demanded ‘the harshest possible sanctions to punish Russia and send it into
isolation’ (Levits 2022a).

In an escalation of atrocities committed by Russia, Latvia raised the tone. In
April, the Parliament adopted a statement in which it ‘acknowledges that the
Russian Federation is currently committing genocide against the people of
Ukraine’ (Saeima 2022b: 2). In August, the Parliament went further and denoted
Russia ‘a state sponsor of terrorism’ and asked other like-minded states to fol-
low suit (Saeima 2022c: 2). Though these declarations were of limited practical
impact, the stigmatised connotation of both genocide and terrorism were strong
signals in the escalation of security speech. Politicians and civil servants consis-
tently amplified these messages in domestic and international formats.

3 For a more detailed analysis of Latvia-Russia securitisation and desecuritisation pro-
cesses see, for example, analysis of Andzans & Bérzina-Cerenkova (2021).
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Russia’s aggression became the dominant story in the media. Extra editions
and special broadcasts were devoted to the war in Ukraine, and the same topic
occupied large parts of ordinary broadcasts. The media themselves became co-
securitising and securitising actors. They themselves set the agenda and not
through requests or persuasion of state institutions. What was also different
from previous surges of Russia’s securitisation was that the most prominent and
influential media went beyond rather neutral designations of Russia like ‘aggres-
sor’ or ‘invader’ to denote Russia and Russians regularly as ‘occupiers’, ‘Russia
occupiers’ and ‘Russian occupiers’ (for example, Delfi (2022a), LSM.lv (2022a),
tv3.lv (2022), TVNET (2022a)). Though the intensity of securitisation of Russia
in media decreased towards the end of the first six months of the war, the issue
remained permanently high in the media agenda.

While it is difficult to quantify the extent of securitisation of Russia in society,
it was endemic across the society, bar parts of the Russian speaking commu-
nities (see the next subchapter for the ethnolinguistic divisions in this regard),
in everyday interactions in the physical space and online. The most visible and
widespread acts of defiance and support for Ukraine became Ukrainian flags fly-
ing from windows, balconies and flagpoles, along with virtual Ukrainian flags
displayed on social networks. Although there is no study to validate it, possibly
in Riga and elsewhere in Latvia Ukrainian flags outnumbered those of Latvia.
This became the most visible way of visual securitisation, whereby support to
Ukraine is seen as defiance to Russia.

Reception of securitisation by the audience

From the widespread securitisation of Russia by members of the society, it is
quite clear that the acceptance of Russia’s securitisation was largely successful.
Countless members of the society became minisecuritising actors themselves by
expressing their views in the physical and electronic information space domesti-
cally and internationally.

That securitisation of Russia has been largely successful was also demonstrat-
ed by studies of the societal opinion. In July 2022, only 20% of respondents of
a nationally representative survey held a positive view of Russia while 66% had
a negative view of it, compared to 48% positive and 37% negative a year earlier
(Kaktin$ 2022).4 In a comparative perspective among different countries, results
from two other consecutive nationally representative sociological surveys in
May and July 2022 identified Russia as the unfriendliest country among respon-
dents in Latvia (AndZans 2022b).

4 The same study offers data on Russia since 2008. The peak of positive attitudes to-
wards Russia in Latvia was in 2010/2011: 64%/63% positive and 25%/24% negative.
Even in July 2014, after the first war in Ukraine, the views of Russia were balanced:
45% positive and 43% negative (Kaktins 2022).
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However, given the ethnic composition of Latvia, the picture in Latvia is more
complex. Predominantly resulting from the Soviet occupation, a significant por-
tion of Latvia’s population is of Eastern Slavic background (i.e. 24.2% Russians,
3.1% Belarussians and 2.2% Ukrainians) (National Statistical System of Latvia
2022)5 A significant portion of Russian speakers, also including Russified non-
Russians, have maintained close links to the so-called ‘Russian world’ by follow-
ing Russian state media (Bérzina & Zupa 2020: 19-20) where the image of Latvia
and the West at large has been negative and even hostile. Thus, also their views
on foreign and security policy issues have often differed from the Latvian official
and mainstream societal discourse.

The differences are also visible in other sociological surveys conducted during
the first six months of the war. A nationally representative survey in February
found that 76.3% of all respondents do not support Russia’s action in Ukraine,
although this number was only 51.6% among Russian speakers, compared to
02.6% among Latvian speakers (Factum 2022). In June, another poll delivered
similar findings, according to which 73% of all respondents condemned Russia;
however, only 40% of Russian speakers condemned it, while the number was
much higher among Latvian speakers - 93% (LSM.lv 2022b). These data support
the claim that acceptance of Russia as an existential threat and the respective
emergency measures can be safely attributed to a convincing majority of Latvian
speakers but ostensibly not to most of Latvia’s Russian speakers.

Remaining on the same issue, one should also note incidents of vandalising
Ukrainian flags and cars with Ukrainian numberplates, attacking supporters of
Ukraine as well as openly supporting Russia’s war and alike. During the first five
months of the war, Latvian police initiated 112 criminal proceedings and at least
250 administrative cases over such incidents (Delfi 2022b). Presumably, these in-
cidents were mainly caused by Russian speakers. Such incidents demonstrate
the enduring affection of a significant portion of Russian speakers to the nar-
ratives of Russia. This is despite Latvia having blocked all television channels
registered in Russia, along with scores of websites related to Russia (National
Electronic Mass Media Council 2022a, 2022b). Therefore, these incidents cannot
be credibly attributed to influence operations of Russia after the war because
Russia’s influence in the Latvian information space was significantly curtailed by
the aforementioned bans.

5 Non-Latvians are commonly referred to as Russian speakers. While this category can-
not be treated in black and white categories, it is widely referred to as such in political
science and sociology studies (for example, Bérzina and Zupa 2020; Factum 2022;
LSM 2022b).

CE]JISS, Volume 17, Issue 2, 2023



Small Powers, Geopolitical Crisis and Hypersecuritisation 147

Emergency measures demanded and executed to address the
existential threat

As Russia was a frequent object of securitisation before 2022, so were various mea-
sures to counter the threats emanating from Russia. The most notable were, how-
ever, aimed at lessening the vulnerabilities of Latvia itself: by increasing defence
expenditure (from less than 1% of the gross domestic product in 2014 to 2% and
more since 2018 (NATO 2022a: 8)) and thus laying ground for improved defence
capabilities; similarly by reducing risks to the national security in various non-mil-
itary national security sectors, especially the border security, counter-intelligence
and the safeguarding of information space; by requesting NATO to, first, deploy
allied forces to Latvia (the Canadian-led multi-national NATO battlegroup was in-
augurated in 2017) and then for expanding the allied presence. Also on the interna-
tional stage, Latvian officials and politicians advocated continuation of sanctions
imposed on Russia following the first war in Ukraine in 2014.

The scale and intensity of emergency measures demanded after 24 February
2022 significantly escalated. Although typically state institutions take the lead
role in demanding legitimisation of emergency measures to tackle an existen-
tial threat, Latvian society and private sector representatives acted not only as
securitising and functional actors but also as responders and executers of the
measures. Many measures went beyond what would normally be at stake when
another country is invaded.

Measures to support Ukraine and Ukrainians

Immediately after the war broke out, Latvia securitised Russia (and advocated
Ukraine) in different international formats, including NATO, the EU, the Coun-
cil of Europe and the United Nations. In all these organisations, Latvia along
with Lithuania, Estonia and Poland were among the lead securitisers.® In NATO,
it was condemnation of Russia and advocacy of military support to Ukraine
(‘as Russian aggression continues we must double down our efforts to provide
more assistance to Ukraine’ (Rinkévics 2022a)). At the margins of the EU, it was
the condemnation and sanctions, and material support to Ukraine (‘We should
not give in to Russian blackmail but double down our support to Ukraine and
sanctions against Russia’ (Rinkévi¢s 2022b)). In the Council of Europe, it was
condemnation of Russia and a demand of the eventual exclusion from the or-
ganisation (‘Aggressive and revanchist #Russia that violates human rights and
international law does not have [a] place in the Council of Europe or any other
international organisation’ (Rinkévics 2022c¢)). In the United Nations, it was con-
demnation of Russia (‘If Russia hates this organisation so much, maybe it should
leave or be expelled’ (Rinkévi¢s 2022d)).

6 The Latvian minister of foreign affairs is henceforth quoted to illustrate the language
and emergency measures requested on the international stage.
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During the period discussed in this article, Latvia also provided direct mili-
tary support to Ukraine worth at least 200 million euros and an additional 0.9
million euros worth of assistance in responding to Ukrainian requests (Cabinet
of Ministers of Latvia 2022), being one of the leading contributors to Ukraine
measured against its gross domestic product (Trebesch, Antezza, Bushnell et al.
2023: 31). Although Latvia itself is a small military power and thus highly vulner-
able to Russia, it donated military helicopters, self-propelled howitzers and por-
table air defence systems, among other military equipment. The assistance was
not purely a sign of compassion and solidarity but also self-defence. Effective
Ukrainian resistance and eventual victory in the war are seen as a precondition
to deter Russia from aggression toward Latvia.

Finally, it was support for Ukrainians both in Ukraine and refugees that had
reached Latvia. In the first weeks of the war, ordinary people organised transport
from the Ukrainian/Polish border and brought humanitarian aid to the border.
While Latvia had no recent history of taking in significant numbers of refugees
and the general reluctance to admit predominantly economic migrants from the
more distant parts of the globe was well known (for example, United Nations
Refugee Agency 2018), the war in Ukraine changed this overnight.” More than 36
thousand Ukrainian refugees were registered in Latvia in August (Delfi 2022¢);
the de facto number was probably even higher. For comparison, slightly less
than 42 thousand Ukrainians lived in Latvia prior to the war (National Statisti-
cal System of Latvia 2022). At least a third of them were provided shelter by the
government (Cabinet of Ministers of Latvia 2022), along with many other forms
of basic assistance.

Measures to improve national self-defence capabilities
Many emergency measures requested were related to the national defence. In
April, the Latvian Parliament approved the increase in defence expenditure to
2.5% of the gross domestic product (or more than 1.1 billion euros) from 2025, up
from the current minimum target of 2% (Saeima 2022d). The reason was clearly
articulated by the Parliament - it was the ‘military aggression of the Russian
Federation against Ukraine and the growing geopolitical risks’ (Saeima 2022e).
Among military upgrades, Latvia announced the construction of a new military
base (shooting range) and the intention to acquire advanced American-made
multiple rocket launchers.

The most polarising and most debated proposal presented was to gradually
reinstate conscription from 2023, named as the State Defence Service: ‘each citi-

7 This change, though, has been questioned by Amnesty International (2022), which
has accused Latvia of being hostile toward migrants from other regions of the world
who tried to cross the border from Belarus where they were lured in by Belarussian
authorities.
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zen must take part in the defence of the state because this involvement is one of
the most significant guarantees that Latvia would not face Russia’s aggression’
(Ministry of Defence of Latvia 2022a). Conscription in Latvia was abolished in
2007 and was not reinstated after the first Russian war against Ukraine in 2014,
as Lithuania did in 2015. The polarisation lies in the fact that conscription per-
tained to negative associations with the Soviet model of conscription - such
as violence among and against conscripts and a ‘lost year of the life. Also, the
State Defence Service will essentially introduce a new social contract between
the state and the society, whereas most male citizens will have to devote a year
to the state defence.

Being a small power and a member of NATO, Latvia is highly dependent on
the military support of allies. Increasing the number of allied troops and ar-
mament deployed to Latvia became another priority. Although part of NATO
since 2004, only the first war in Ukraine in 2014 pushed NATO allies to establish
a modest military presence in the Baltic states. Now, the task was to convince
allies of a more formidable and long-term military presence to deter Russia. In
the words of the president of Latvia, ‘Russian invasion of Ukraine has drasti-
cally changed the security environment in Europe. ... NATO must significantly
reinforce its presence in the Eastern Flank, especially the Baltics’ (Levits 2022b).
Subsequently, at the NATO Madrid Summit in June 2022, NATO leaders agreed,
among other things, to expand the NATO-led battalion unit to a brigade level
(NATO 2022b). Even before that decision, several NATO allies sent reinforce-
ments to the Baltics. Denmark, for example, had already deployed around 750
soldiers to Latvia starting in April 2022 (Ministry of Defence of Latvia 2022b).

Measures to improve the non-military aspects of national security

Latvia proceeded with numerous other measures that were intended both to
punish Russia and to limit its influence in Latvia. On the diplomatic front, in
April, Latvia decided to close two Russian Federation consulates in the country
(in Liepaja and Daugavpils), as well as to expel its employees thus standing ‘in
solidarity with Ukraine in its fight against the unprovoked and unjustified mili-
tary aggression and war started by Russia’ (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Latvia
2022). In August, Latvia stopped issuing visas to most citizens of the Russian
Federation (Embassy of Latvia in Russia 2022), although visa issuing had already
been significantly scaled down earlier. Additionally, Russian citizens who en-
tered Latvia with valid visas were subjected to increased scrutiny.

On the basis of risks to the national security, Latvia blocked all television
channels registered in Russia (80 in total), along with scores of websites related
to Russia (131 in total) (National Electronic Mass Media Council 2022a, 2022b). At
the same time, Latvia became a hub of Russian independent media in exile and
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Western media offices previously based in Russia, for example, the best known
Russian independent station TV Rain started broadcasting from Riga in July
2022% and 247 foreign journalists, including those from Russia, received Latvian
visas up to August 2022 (Delfi 2022d).

State security authorities, most notably the State Security Service, investigat-
ed domestic cases of, presumably Russian speakers’, hate speech against Ukraine
and Ukrainians (26 criminal proceedings by the beginning of August) (State Se-
curity Service of Latvia 2022a). The service also detained a person accused of
‘acting in the interests of Russia’ (State Security Service of Latvia 2022b).

Another target for countermeasures was the historical heritage of the Soviet
Union and the ‘Russian World’, mainly associated with almost five decades of
occupation. In June, a new law ‘On prohibition and demolition of objects glo-
rifying Soviet and Nazi regimes on the territory of the Republic of Latvia’ was
adopted. In particular, it ordered the demolition by November 15 of the most
controversial Soviet era monument in Riga: ‘It was easier to live alongside such
objects until February of this year but not any more. . . . Russia’s image as libera-
tor in the world has been ruined and transformed as aggressor’ (Saeima 2022f).
In addition, local governments renamed streets carrying names related to the
Soviet occupation. Additionally, a section of the street that hosts the Russian
embassy was renamed ‘Ukraine’s independence street’

To limit Russia’s soft power, in April the Latvian Parliament banned Latvian
sportsmen and sportswomen from participating in any sport competition in
Russia and Belarus (the latter allowed Russia to use its territory and provided
support for Russia’s invasion of Ukraine), partly because ‘one of the directions
of Russia’s use of “soft power” is sport’ (Saeima 2022g). Subsequently, uproars
emerged in the news that some sportsmen prefer to represent Russian sports
clubs at the expense of being barred from representing Latvia henceforth.

Finally, on a more practical note, Latvia strived to accelerate its energy inde-
pendence from Russia, one of the last sectors where the role of Russia remained
meaningful. Latvia was largely dependent on natural gas deliveries from Rus-
sia. Although already conceptually agreed earlier, in July the Latvian Parliament
banned the import of natural gas from Russia as of 1 January 2023 (Saeima 2022h).0
Among measures to ensure alternative supplies, the intention to construct a liqui-
fied natural gas terminal in Latvia was approved (Saeima 2022i). Meanwhile, the
increase in prices of natural gas and electricity and dependent commodities and
services became one of the main factors of concern for most members of society.

8 Later, in December 2022, the broadcasting licence of TV Rain was revoked since the
media outlet did not distance from the narratives of the Russian state sufficiently (Na-
tional Electronic Mass Media Council 2022c), and the channel ceased its operations
from Latvia.

9 In the same month, Russia‘s Gazprom announced that it terminated natural gas ex-
port to Latvia, similar to other EU countries.
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Measures initiated and taken by the private sector and society

Private companies came up with their own initiatives in support of Ukraine and
in defiance of Russia. A day after the invasion of Ukraine started, the largest
grocery chains announced that they would withdraw products made in Russia
from the shelves (Delfi 2022¢). A platform called ‘Entrepreneurs for Peace’ raised
almost 3 million euros for assistance to Ukraine (Entrepreneurs for Peace 2022).
In addition, Ukrainian flags were a common sight on flagpoles and buildings, as
well as in temporary logos of private companies.

Although public demonstrations are generally atypical for Latvia, the war al-
tered this trend. In the early weeks of the war, frequent protests were held at the
Russian Embassy, while support was expressed at the nearby Ukrainian Embas-
sy. Among the highlights, in March, the largest march in recent decades called
‘Together with Ukraine! Together against Putin!’ gathered around 30 thousand
people (Delfi 2022f). In May, several thousand people joined a march in Riga and
the following concert ‘On abolishing the Soviet heritage’, organised by members
of civil society. The organisers of the event, among other things, demanded to
‘demolish all monuments and memorial signs of USSR or Russia’s occupation
rule’ and, controversially, ‘the expulsion from Latvia and stripping of citizenship
of non-loyal persons to the Latvian state’ (TVNET 2022b).

Various other donation campaigns were launched to help Ukraine and Ukrai-
nians. More than 5 million euros was donated by members of society to the de-
fence of Ukraine and a similar amount in humanitarian assistance, including
more than 400 sport utility vehicles delivered by the so-called ‘Twitter convoy’
(Cabinet of Ministers of Latvia 2022).

A notable donation campaign aimed at Latvia was also launched. ‘Demoli-
tion of the occupation monument’, aimed at financing the demolition of the
best-known Soviet-era monument in Riga, collected more than a quarter mil-
lion euros consisting of almost 18 thousand separate donations (Ziedot.lv 2022).
Subsequently, the Parliament decided to demolish the monument. It was torn
down in August 2022.

Finally, Latvian volunteers also went to fight for Ukraine, including a mem-
ber of the Latvian Parliament. There was also a surge in interest in joining the
National Guard, a voluntary force formally part of the National Armed Forces.
In March, 1.8 thousand people applied to join the organisation, almost ten times
more than the month before (LSM.lv 2022¢).

Conclusions: from securitisation to hypersecuritisation

Although before the second Russian war on Ukraine, Russia was rather often
securitised in Latvia, it was mostly done so by security-related and other state
institutions and politicians at a low or moderate intensity. Since February 2022,
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the range of securitising actors has widened significantly to include a variety
of both state-related actors and nonstate actors, from media and private com-
panies to members of the civil society. Russia was securitised as an existential
threat across various security sectors. The escalation of language in securitisa-
tion acts went beyond what had been normally applied to other countries to in-
clude ‘genocide’, ‘terrorism’, and ‘occupiers’ in everyday public deliberations. As
aresult, Russia was securitised and perceived as a predominant existential threat
to the Latvian state and society, although some parts of the Russian-speaking
community did not share this perception.

In an external constellation, the Latvian case was also part of the regional and
global securitisation of Russia. Latvia, as a state, through its formal represen-
tatives and ordinary people, became part of the securitisation of Russia at the
international level. Latvia and the other two Baltic states were among the most
belligerent and active in this regard.

Countermeasures to deal with Russia as an existential threat went beyond
what was previously seen. These measures included, first, targeting Russia and
its citizens: requesting sanctions and international isolation; designating Rus-
sia a state sponsor of terrorism and complicit in genocide; closing two Russian
consulates and expelling their staff; limiting entry of Russian citizens to Latvia.
Second, it included measures aimed at protecting the national security of Lat-
via: banning television channels registered in Russia and websites of Russian
media and institutions; investigations and detentions related to support for Rus-
sia; banning import of Russian natural gas and looking for alternatives; increas-
ing the national defence budget and restoring conscription. Third, it included
measures aimed at supporting Ukraine and thus preventing Russia from future
military adventures possibly in the Baltics: military and humanitarian support to
Ukraine and Ukrainians; international advocation of Ukraine via international
organisations, especially the EU and NATO. Finally, countermeasures, clearly
initiated and referred to Russia’s war in Ukraine, but not of imminent and exis-
tential character, were the de-Sovietisation and de-Russification initiatives. The
most well-known were the demolition of Soviet-era monuments and renaming
of streets.

In terms of hypersecuritisation, there is no doubt about the exponential
increase of Russia’s securitisation in Latvia, in other words, going beyond the
‘normal’ levels of securitisation. The number and intensity of securitisation acts
and modes, as well as the number and intensity of securitisation actors was daz-
zling. Looking from the specific case study addressed in this article, it would
be completely illogical for Latvia (or Lithuania, Estonia, Poland and others) not
to (hyper-)securitise Russia in the respective circumstances: a much larger and
mightier country has launched a brutal war on another neighbour; the invader

CE]JISS, Volume 17, Issue 2, 2023



Small Powers, Geopolitical Crisis and Hypersecuritisation 153

has previously invaded and occupied the smaller country (the referent object),
along with others; the invader levelled similar accusations to the recently in-
vaded country as it did against the smaller country.

Similarly, the countermeasures were also largely appropriate since they were
proportional to the potential existential threat to the state and the population,
and the benefits largely outweighed minuses. Some measures might raise ques-
tions of the direct link with existential threats to the national security, for ex-
ample, restricting Russian television channels and websites, de-Sovietisation
and de-Russification initiatives. These were presented as a direct reaction to the
actions of Russia in Ukraine and as a continuation of previous efforts. What pre-
viously stood out of the margins of acceptance became possible under the new
circumstances. Although seemingly directly unrelated to the war in Ukraine,
they were predominantly aimed at short- and long-term prevention of destabili-
sation of the Russian speaking community in Latvia.

In the beginning of this article, a reformulation of hypersecuritisation was
proposed. This version omits the negative connotation built into the initial defi-
nition, that is, that hypersecuritisation per se is negative, since hypersecuritisa-
tion might be a necessity when a state faces threats of scale. The proposed redef-
inition is the following: a securitisation process(es) advancing significantly be-
yond the previous levels of securitisation in terms of securitisation intensity and
the number of securitising actors. Depending on the specific case, the margin
between ‘normal’ and ‘hyper’ will depend. In the case of Russia’s securitisation
in Latvia, the watershed moment was 24 February 2022 when the securitisation
expanded immediately and exponentially. Before the war, Russia was securitised
often but mostly by institutions and politicians with low or moderate intensity.
After the war broke out, the range of securitising actors and securitised issues
widened significantly. Russia was securitised as an existential and immediate
threat in multiple security sectors. The language used in the securitisation acts
became unprecedently emotional and strong.

-
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