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Útdráttur 

 
Markmið rannsóknarinnar er að framkvæma samanburðar-tilviksrannsókn (e. 

comparative case study) til að greina og lýsa mismunandi áhrifum af regluverki 

Evrópusambandsins á réttindi hinsegin fólks í Eystrasaltslöndunum. Höfundur mun 

þannig greina hvers vegna Eistland hefur stigið fleiri framfaraskref í þágu hinsegin 

réttinda, í samburði við Lettland og Litháen. Evrópusambandið beitir sér með virkum 

hætti í þágu aukinna mannréttinda fyrir hinsegin fólk. Öllum aðildarríkjum 

Evrópusambandsins, auk þeirra ríkja sem hyggjast sækja um aðild að sambandinu, ber 

skylda til að innleiða reglugerð Evrópusambandsins um bann við hvers kyns mismunun á 

grundvelli kynhneigðar á vinnustað. Fyrrum kommúnistaríki í Austur-Evrópu urðu aðilar 

að Evrópusambandinu í kringum fyrsta áratug 21. aldarinnar. Stækkunin náði til 

Eystrasaltsríkjanna Eistlands, Lettlands og Litháens, sem voru öll hluti af Sovétríkjunum 

fram til ársins 1991. Rannsóknir um stækkun Evrópusambandsins til austurs benda til þess 

að megin hvati fyrrum kommúnistaríkja Austur-Evrópu til þátttöku í nánara 

Evrópusamstarfi megi rekja til efnahags- og öryggisástæðna. Til að umsóknarríki séu 

metin hæf til aðildar að Evrópusambandinu, þurfa ríkin að uppfylla 

Kaupmannahafnarskilyrðin (e. Copenhagen criteria) um lýðræðisþróun og mannréttindi. 

Þrátt fyrir að öll nýju aðildaríkin sýndu fram á umbætur í réttindum hinsegin fólks í kjölfar 

aðildarviðræðna við Evrópusambandið byrjuðu að myndast brestir í málaflokknum meðal 

nokkurra ríkja eftir að þau öðluðust fulla aðild að sambandinu. Dæmi um slíka bresti má 

t.a.m. finna í Póllandi, Lettlandi og Litháen. Eistland hefur aftur á móti stigið framfaraskref 

í átt að bættum réttindum í þágu hinsegin fólks og er eina ríki Eystrasaltslandanna sem 

heimilar staðfesta sambúð einstaklinga, óháð kyni. Það er mat höfundar að regluverk 

Evrópusambandsins hafi haft svipuð áhrif á þróun réttinda hinsegin fólks í öllum þremur 

aðildarríkjum rannsóknarinnar, en að regluverk sambandsins hafi haft mismunandi áhrif 

á stöðu málaflokksins í löndunum þremur eftir að ríkin öðluðust fulla aðild að 

sambandinu. Evrópusambandið mun áfram gegna mikilvægu hlutverki í stuðningi við 

réttindi hinsegin fólks í nýju aðildarríkjum sambandsins. Bæði með beinum og óbeinum 

stuðningi í réttindabaráttu hinseginfólks, en einnig með aukinni fræðslu til íbúa ríkjanna 

um mikilvægi málaflokksins. Evrópusambandið hefur haft áhrif á réttindastöðu hinsegin 

fólks í Eistlandi, Lettlandi og Litháen en ólík þróun réttinda í hverju tilfelli gefur til kynna 
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að aðrir þættir hafi einnig áhrif á réttindi hinsegin fólks í aðildarríkjum rannsóknarinnar. 

Höfundur heldur því fram að hugtakið „þjóðareinkenni“, sem vísar til ríkjandi gilda innan 

samfélags og hvar borgarar ríkis staðsetja land sitt á hinu alþjóðlega litrófi, sé meginþáttur 

til skýringar á framsæknari aðgerð Eistlands í garð réttinda hinseginfólks samanborið við 

Lettland og Litháen. 
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Abstract 

The goal with this comparative case study is to construct an explanation for the different 

impact the EU has on LGBTI rights within the Baltic states and to analyse why Estonia has 

taken more progressive measures toward LGBTI rights in comparison to Latvia and 

Lithuania. The EU actively advocates for LGBTI human rights. For instance, the Union 

requires their member-states (MS) and new applicant-states (AS) to implement EU 

regulation that forbids any discrimination based on sexual orientation in the workplace. 

Former communist countries in Eastern-Europe joined the EU eastern-enlargement in the 

early 2000’s. The enlargement included the Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, 

which were all part of the Soviet Union until 1991. Research on the eastern-enlargement 

suggests that the post-communist states were mainly motivated to join the EU due to 

economic and security reasons. However, in order to be eligible for membership, the AS 

need to meet the Copenhagen criteria on democratisation and human rights. Although 

all new MS showed progress in LGBTI rights during their application period, some process 

reversed once some of the AS became MS. For instance in the case of Poland, Latvia and 

Lithuania. In comparison, Estonia has taken further steps for LGBTI rights and is the only 

Baltic state that legally recognises gender neutral partnership. I suggest that the EU had 

similar effects on LGBTI rights developments in all cases during the MS’s application 

period, but differential effects after they gained full membership status. The EU will still 

play an important role in advocating for LGBTI rights in post-communist MS by turning 

the national spotlight on the topic and through both direct and indirect support for LGBTI 

human rights activism in those states. The EU has had an effect on LGBTI rights in all three 

MS in this case study, but the different evolution of rights in each case indicates that other 

factors have also had an effect on MS’s LGBTI rights. I argue that the main explanatory 

factor for Estonia’s progressive measures towards LGBTI rights in comparison to Latvia 

and Lithuania, can be explained through national identity. National identity refers to 

dominant values within a society and where the citizens place their country on the global 

spectrum.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 European Union influence on LGBTI rights in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania  

 

The rights of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex (LGBTI) persons in Europe have 

taken drastic changes from the end of the Second World War. The changes did not appear 

in a complete vacuum, and a combination of factors played a role in the evolution of 

LGBTI rights on the continent. Firstly, it is important to mention LGBTI activism at the local 

level. Activists have adopted a specific image of post-war Europe, based on tolerance and 

democratic principles, to campaign for equal rights.  For them, LGBTI rights are equated 

with human rights, an idea that became central to the development of activist strategies 

in Europe. Secondly, the relatively small size of continental Europe in comparison to other 

continents is a good foundation for transnational activism, regardless of linguistic and 

cultural differences within Europe. However, it is important to bear in mind that LGBTI 

rights in Europe have not developed at the same pace. The Iron Curtain that fell between 

West and East Europe during the Cold War marked a political and ideological barrier 

within the continent. It prevented the expansion of transnational LGBTI rights activism to 

Eastern Europe until after the fall of the Berlin Wall. 1  

 

The legacy of communism in Eastern Europe was not favourable towards LGBTI rights 

and actively repressed homosexuality. In Poland, the secret police conducted a major 

operation against homosexual men in Poland from 1985 to 1988 that implicated 11,000 

people, even though homosexuality was not a crime in Poland at the time. For instance, 

the secret police blackmailed homosexual people by threatening to reveal their sexual 

orientation unless they provided them with secret information. In other states such as 

Romania and the Soviet Union, homosexuality was a criminal offence.2 That includes the 

Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, who used to be a part of the Soviet Union 

until their independence in 1991. The three Baltic states share many similarities, for 

                                                
1 Ayoub and Paternotte, “The International Lesbian and Gay Association,” 1-3. 
2 O’Dwyer. “Does the EU Help or Hinder Gay-Rights,” 13. 
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example similar historical experiences and economic developments.3 These neighbour 

states also share one of the most successful rebuilding processes of former Soviet states, 

after the Cold War era. The Baltic countries went through rapid democratisation 

processes and rearranged their economic systems to ensure a quick integration into the 

North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) and the European Union (EU). In order for a 

country to be eligible to join the EU, it has to meet certain requirements. One of them is 

the Copenhagen accession criteria, that obliges applicant-states (AS) to the EU to 

recognise democratic and liberal values, that includes protection and respect of 

minorities.4 The Treaty of Amsterdam, which entered into force in 1999, gave the EU the 

capability to protect human rights, including LGBTI rights, and further developed the 

perception of fundamental rights in the EU.5 However, despite those shared 

resemblances and pressures from the EU to improve LGBTI rights, the governments of 

the Baltic states have taken very different approaches towards LGBTI rights.6  

 

According to the EU’s Agency for Fundamental Human Rights, Lithuania has the 

highest amount of recorded homophobic rhetoric by elected representatives in the EU, 

and spiteful views towards LGBTI people are common across the political spectrum. 

According to the International Lesbian and Gay Association in Europe (ILGA-Europe), 

Latvia is the EU state which has the lowest score of LGBTI rights across all MS. Statements 

from Latvian elected officials towards LGBTI people have been similar to those in 

Lithuania, with the President of Latvia has referred to homosexuality as a “road to 

nowhere”. Estonia, on the other hand, ranks higher than Latvia and Lithuania on ILGA-

Europe’s index regarding rights and protection for LGBTI people. The government of 

Estonia managed to narrowly pass a gender-neutral partnership bill through the Senate 

in October 2014. The bill provides same-sex partners limited adoption rights and a state-

recognition of same-sex partnerships.7  

                                                
3 Pelz, “Europeanization, National Party Systems,” 44. 
4 Ibid., 6 
5 Slootmaeckers, The EU Enlargement and Gay Politics, 22. 
6 Pelz, “Europeanization, National Party Systems,” 4. 
7 Ibid., 3. 
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Researches on the impact of EU Eastern enlargement on LGBTI prejudice, activism 

and rights indicate that in many Central and East EU AS and member-states (MS), the 

discourses of national identity clashes with the concept of non-heteronormative 

sexualities. In some cases, politicians both from Eastern EU states or third-countries have 

used those clashes for their own political purposes, by drawing divisions between the 

‘traditional East’ and the ‘decadent West’.8 This was the case for the Baltic states, that 

experienced an explosion of LGBTI-rights into the domestic politics in the first decade of 

the 21st  century, that mobilised a large sum of citisens around both sides of the issue.9 

1.2 Purpose and Research Question 

 

The purpose of this comparative case study is to analyse and describe the influence of 

the EU on LGBTI rights in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. In order to understand why 

Estonia has taken more progressive steps regarding LGBTI rights in comparison to their 

southern neighbours, the impact of the EU on LGBTI rights and the concept of national 

identity in each case will be analysed. The analysis will be based on two theoretical 

frameworks, the theory of Europeanization and Constructivism. The zero point of the 

research begins in the year 1999, when all cases begun formal negotiation to join the EU. 

I have applied empirical methodology on the case study that consists of two data sources. 

Firstly, I will conduct empirical interviews with representatives from the national LGBTI 

organizations in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. The choice of interviewees is based on the 

methodological framework of purposive sampling, where individuals that meet specific 

requirements are selected. The sample could include for example, individuals that have 

a professional knowledge on the topic, fall under a certain demographic category or 

belong to a specific group.10 The goal with the interviews is to gather personal 

perspectives on the topic from members of the LGBTI communities in Estonia, Latvia and 

Lithuania. Secondly, empirical data and other pre-existing data will be used. That will 

include empirical literature and analysis on EU regulations, news articles, domestic laws 

in the Baltic states with addition to statements of leading political figures and evolution 

                                                
8 Slootmaeckers, The EU Enlargement and Gay Politics, 117. 
9 Auers, Comparative Politics and Government of the Baltic States, 131. 
10 Wang and Park, Student Research and Report Writing, 120. 
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of governmental positions in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania regarding LGBTI rights. The 

research question that I seek to answer is the following: 

How does the EU influence the evolution of LGBTI rights in its 

member states Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania?  

In order to better illustrate individual factors of the question above, I propose the 

following three hypotheses that might explain the situation of LGBTI rights in each case: 

1. The EU had most influence on LGBTI rights evolutions in Estonia, Latvia and 

Lithuania during their application period. 

2. The EU is able to influence legal rights of LGBTI people in Estonia, Latvia 

and Lithuania, but is unable to influence their social status directly. 

3. Since Estonia has a pronounced Nordic identity, they have more 

progressive LGBTI rights than Latvia and Lithuania. 

 

1.3 Overview and Structure of Thesis 

 

The structure of this thesis is as follows. In chapter two, the theoretical framework will 

be explored. The chapter begins with an introduction to the theory of Europeanization 

with a special focus on “Top-down” Europeanization. Afterwards, I introduce the theory 

of Constructivism. Chapter three describes the methodologic and analytical framework 

of the presented case study, including the comparative design explanation on the 

independent variables. Chapter four explains the mechanism between the EU and LGBTI 

rights. Including common goals of the Union regarding the topic and a comparison of EU 

influence on LGBTI rights between old and new MS. Chapter five focuses on the case 

studies and analysis of the Baltic states and LGBTI rights, their shared historical overview 

from Soviet republics to EU member-states, followed by a discussion on the evolution of 

LGBTI rights during EU application and after membership. Each case gets a separate 

discussion section followed by a summary. The chapter also describes the analysis of the 

case study, which includes a step by step explanation of the complete process and use of 

data. Finally, a discussion and conclusion of the thesis, followed with the bibliography and 

appendixes. 
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2 Theoretical Framework  

 

The chapter explores the theoretical framework of the thesis. The theories of 

Europeanization and Constructivism will be introduced and connected to the topic of EU 

influence and national identity in the Baltic states. The chapter starts by exploring the 

theory of Europeanisation, with a general overview of its function and different aspects. 

Here I intend to justify my decision for choosing the “top-down” aspect of the theory 

instead of the “bottom-up” aspect before discussing the “top-down” approach in more 

detail. Afterwards the chapter turns its focus towards the theory of Constructivism, 

where the theory will be used to explore in detail the concept of identity. Finally, a 

theoretical discussion where I intend to justify my choice of theories and discuss their 

interplay with the topic and with each other. The chapter then ends with a short summary 

of the main points. 

2.1  The theory of Europeanization 

 

The theory of Europeanization generally focusses on an interplay between the EU and its 

member states or a third party. The theory can be split up in two different viewpoints: 

“top-down” Europeanization and “bottom-up” Europeanization.11 The “top-down” angle 

inspects how the EU shapes processes, institutions and political outcomes in both 

member countries and third-party countries. This viewpoint investigates whether and 

how states “download” EU protocols and institutions that afterwards impact domestic 

changes.12 In the “bottom-up” viewpoint, the phenomenon to be interpreted and its 

roots are reversed. The bottom-up perspective evaluates how member countries and 

other domestic players shape European polity, EU politics plus EU policies. Including an 

estimation of whether and how member countries are capable to “upload” their domestic 

concern to EU polity and institutions.13 I estimate that the theory of Europeanization can 

                                                
11 Cini and Borragán, European Union Politics, 110. 
12 Ibid., 111. 
13 Ibid., 110. 
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work as a useful tool, by focusing the spotlight on how or if the EU influences LGBTI rights 

in each case.  

 

The importance of the EU on the everyday lives of its citizens has steadily evolved. 

Throughout the years the organisation has increased its policy competences, which now 

range from cooperation in the fight against crime, environmental research and social 

policies. However, those policies do not occur in a vacuum and are formulated by EU 

actors and coalitions that shape the Union. The viewpoint of “bottom-up” 

Europeanization can serve as a useful illustration to understand different factors that 

formulate EU regulations and norms, for example by analysing which coalitions and 

individual actors are most active in moulding the EU, and if the bigger MS are in a better 

position to voice their interests than smaller MS.14 Two main approaches are often used 

in order to conceptualize the function of the “bottom-up” method; constructivist 

approaches and rationalist approaches. According to constructivist approaches, actors 

can be influenced, they are open for new ideas and can change their flexible benefits if 

there are sufficient arguments for them to do so. According to rationalist approaches, 

actors calculate the benefits and costs of different alternatives strategically. They have 

defined their interest firmly and they strive towards them through their power resources, 

for example votes in the EU Council and material resources, such as economic strengths.15  

 

Although the viewpoint of “bottom-up” Europeanization is a useful tool for analysing 

different individual factors that shape the EU, I argue that the “bottom-up” aspect is not 

suitable for the purpose of this comparative case study. The purpose of this comparative 

case study is to analyse and describe the influence of the EU on LGBTI rights in Estonia, 

Latvia and Lithuania, not the other way around. Therefore, I believe the “top-down” 

viewpoint would be a more suitable theoretical aspect for this research. The decision to 

choose one viewpoint over the other is not uncommon, and few Europeanization 

students have pursued to combine the two approaches together. However, I argue that 

it is important to mention that the EU MS that have the capacity and power to upload 

                                                
14 Ibid., 112. 
15 Ibid., 116.  
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their requests and interests to shape the EU, are less likely to experience struggle 

downloading EU norms and regulations.16 

2.1.1 “Top-down” Europeanization 

 

The goal of “top-down” Europeanization is to clarify the causal mechanisms and 

conditions that spark domestic changes in MS and in third countries by EU actions. It seeks 

to understand how or if the EU political processes, institutions and polities promote 

domestic change, without stirring the convergence of national policies, polities or politics. 

The “top-down” viewpoint bases its analysis on two different aspects of neo-

institutionalism, on the constructivist and the rationalist approaches. The approaches 

disagree in their presumptions on how organizations matter. However, both branches 

assume that organizations intervene or filter the domestic impact of Europe.17 

 

The constructivist approach is based of sociological institutionalism which argues that 

actors are directed by a mutually shared meaning of what comprises as appropriate, 

socially accepted behaviour. Instead of trying to maximize their own interest, actors 

pursue to accommodate social expectations. The constructivist approach considers 

Europeanization to be an evolution of new norms, structures of meaning, rules and 

practices that influence MS to incorporate into their domestic structure. In situations 

where normative discrepancies occur between MS interpretation towards certain norms 

and EU policies, actions have to be made. Norm entrepreneurs socialize domestic actors 

towards new suitable rules and norms, by the means of social learning and persuasion. 

Norm entrepreneurs that are active and achieve making EU policies echo with domestic 

beliefs and norms, are more likely to effectively generate domestic change.18 The EU 

often wields conditionality to motivate AS to adopt EU norms, granting rewards to AS that 

comply or refuse some aspects if a AS fails to comply. Before accession, the reinforcement 

by reward is particularly visible.19 The rationalist approach is based of rational choice 

                                                
16 Ibid., 119. 
17 Ibid., 114. 
18 Ibid., 115. 
19 Godzisz, “The Europeanization of anti-LGBT,“ 3-4. 
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institutionalism which argues that the EU promotes domestic adjustment by modifying 

their opportunity structures. The modification is a two-face process. In phase one, a 

discrepancy between domestic norms and the EU generates claims for domestic 

adaptation. In phase two, the decision made by MS to download EU institutions and 

policies are formed by benefit-cost calculation of the strategic actors that have interests 

in the matter. By interpreting some alternatives to be more expansive than others, 

institutions can either enable or constrain definite actions by strategic rational actors. 

Therefore, Europeanization restrains some actors in their abilities to accomplish their 

goals, while providing other actors more resources to exert influence.20   

 

I argue that “top-down” Europeanization can serve as a useful theoretical tool in 

order to analyse the influence of the EU on LGBTI rights in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. 

Although it is an approach within a larger theory, it contains its own sub-viewpoints of 

constructivist approaches and realist approaches. However, I believe that the theory fails 

to fully explain the concept of national identity and its effect in this cooperative case 

study. To explore this notion further, the concept of national identity will be introduced 

in the following section on Constructivism.   

2.2 Constructivism 

 

According to Constructivism, human beings are able to change the world by exchanging 

ideas. The theory emphasizes that actors’ behaviour, how they interact with one another 

and how others interpret their actions can create and change the meaning of norms.21 

Therefore, the collective topics of international relations, such as international 

institutions, are a product of human interaction within a social world that take special 

political, cultural and historical form.22 The social construction of international politics 

assess how interaction manufactures and reproduces the social structures, conflictual or 

cooperative, that formats actors’ interests and identities.23 I assume that the theory of 

                                                
20 Cini and Borragán, European Union Politics, 114. 
21 Karns, Mings and Stiles, International Organizations, 59. 
22 Dunne, Kurki and Smith, International Relations Theories, 163. 
23 Karns, Mings and Stiles, International Organizations, 60.  
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Constructivism can be a practical approach for this multiple-case study by underlining 

both the social similarities and differences, and the interactions between the individual 

member states and the EU as a collective unit. 

 

Because humans are social beings, neither they nor countries, which are socially 

constructed, can be separated from the framework of normative definition that forge 

who they are and the possibilities feasible to them. The definition of sovereignty is more 

than anything else a social and constitutive section, to such an extent as the earlier 

condition for recognizing the sovereignty of countries is a shared acceptance and 

understanding of the concept.24 In examining international organisations, Constructivism 

focuses on their capability to socialize individual countries and policymakers. That can be 

examined by analysing different factors, for example strategic calculation, normative 

suasion and role-playing that combines socializing to organizations. Actor’s identities can 

be altered by the influence of an international organisation, and their interests can 

change when the norms of the international organisation grow into the actor’s norm. This 

includes the socializing influence the EU has on its candidate members.25 

 

According to the scholar Alexander Wendt (1992), international organisations are 

able to alter states’ interests and identities. His constructivist argument is based on 

symbolic interactionist sociology and structurationism. That includes “sociological social 

psychological” structure of systematic theory where interests and identities are the 

dependant variable.26 Actors obtain identities expectations about self and role specific 

awareness by engaging in such collective meanings. According to Went’s (1992) 

description on Peter Berger’ analysis, every individual incorporates many identities 

connected to institutional roles, for example, citizen, student, daughter and sister. 

Likewise, a country is able to incorporate many identities, for example, “empire”, “leader 

of the free world” and “sovereign”, to name a few. The actor’s commitment to each of 

his or her identities vary, and some identities are more important to the actor than 

                                                
24 Dunne, Kurki and Smith, International Relations Theories, 164. 
25 Karns, Mings and Stiles, International Organizations, 61. 
26 Wendt, “Anarchy is what States Make of it,” 394. 
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others. Each identity is an essential social interpretation of the actor, based on the ideas 

actors universally have towards one another, and, about themselves, which forms the 

framework of the social world. Identities are the foundation of interests, however it is 

important to mention that actors define their interests through defining situations and 

do not own a collection of interests that they pursue separately from all social context.27 

 

An organisation is a rather steady framework of interests and identities. Such types 

of frameworks are generally systematized in formal norms and rules, however, the rules 

and norms have only a motivational force based on the integrity of actors’ cooperation in 

collective knowledge and socialization. Organisations are fundamentally subjective 

realities that do not reside separately from actors’ understanding about how the world 

works. As collective knowledge, organisations are able to exist above the actors that 

happen to manifest them during a specific time period. Therefore, organisations come to 

challenge persons as more or less forceful social facts, though they remain as a function 

of what actors universally “know.” From this perspective, institutionalization is a 

mechanism of internalizing new interests and identities, the socialization process is not 

just a behavioural mechanism, but also a phycological mechanism.28 International 

organisations can also burden their members and operate against their constituents’ 

interest. They may compete over a certain territory and sometime pursue different 

individual goals. That type of flawed behaviour can establish a bureaucratic culture that 

condones mission-defeating behaviours, lack of accountability and inefficient practices.29 

 

In order to understand the concept of identity, it is important to understand how 

identities are constructed. According to symbolic interactionism, the principle of identity-

construction is based on the idea of the “looking-glass self,” which claims that the self is 

a mirror-image of an actor’s socialization. Therefore, the self is based on the actor’s 

actions and how those actions are portrayed by others, and vice versa.30 That leaves the 

                                                
27 Wendt, “Anarchy is what States Make of it,” 397-398. 
28 Ibid., 399. 
29 Karns, Mings and Stiles, International Organizations, 61. 
30 Wendt, “Anarchy is what States Make of it,” 404. 
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question of what the dominant factor is; are actors able to form their identity 

independently or are they heavily influenced by the socialization. According to Went’s 

(1992) description on George Herbert Mead’s analysis, the self can be split up in to two 

parts which he named the “I” and the “me.” The “me” is the factor of individuality which 

is defined in terms of others, that means behavioural and characterizable expectations of 

an individual’s role identity as “teacher,” or of a country, for example the United States 

as a “leading world power,” and are a social creation. The “I” is the factor of individuality 

in which the reaction and appropriation to roles and its equivalent existential liberty lies. 

However, it is important to mention that roles are not played automatically, based on 

some pre-existing scripts. In contrast, the roles are “taken” and suited in distinctive ways 

by each individual actor. Since roles are taken, actors always possess the ability for 

“character planning,” by analysing different alternatives and through critical self-

reflection in order to create changes in their lives. Although, there is a limited capacity 

that actors have to exercise this identity change, and the dissension to undergo identity 

transformation has at least two preconditions. Firstly, the estimated reward of the 

intentional role change have to be greater than the cost. Other actors that have history 

of interactions with one another could oppose the role change and react with negative 

consequences towards the actor that changed his identity. Secondly, there has to be a 

certain motivation for an actor to begin rethinking his role in the social world. The 

motivation is often a response from internal or external shifts that changes the social 

situation, that constrain the actor from carrying on with his act under the conditions of 

prior self-conceptions.31  

 

I argue that Constructivism theories can serve as a useful theoretical tool to explore 

the concept of national identity, as a factor in the influence of the EU on LGBTI rights in 

Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. The theoretical perspective provides a framework to 

identify the drive behind the three MS’s decision to change their identity, the influence 

of the EU as an international organisation on their socialisation process and how national 

identity can influence different role choices. In order to explore this notion further, both 
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theories, their function, and their interplay with the topic and with each other will be 

discussed in the following chapter. 

2.3 Theoretical discussion 

 

The theoretical approaches of Europeanization and Constructivism have the capability to 

explore the topic of this comparative case study separately. As previously mentioned in 

the chapter on Europeanization, I argue that the “top-down” viewpoint can help to clarify 

the causal mechanisms and conditions that spark domestic changes regarding LGBTI 

rights in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania because of EU actions. The clarification can be 

conducted by analysing how or if the EU political processes, institutions and polities 

promotes domestic change regarding LGBTI rights in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, 

without stirring the convergence of national policies, polities or politics.32 On the other 

hand, as previously mentioned in the chapter on Constructivism, by examining the social 

construction of international politics, we can assess how interactions between the EU and 

Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania manufactures and reproduces the social structures, 

conflictual or cooperative, that formats those MS’s interests and identities regarding 

LGBTI rights.33 However, my argument for choosing those particular theories is not based 

on their ability to analyse the topic separately, but rather, because I contend that these 

theories add each other up. This argument will be further discussed in the following 

chapter. 

2.3.1 The interplay of the theories 

 

In the chapter Purpose and Research Question, I set forward three hypotheses and one 

research question which will be the main focus in my comparative case study. In order to 

understand why Estonia has taken more progressive steps regarding LGBTI rights in 

comparison to their southern neighbours, the impact of the EU on LGBTI rights and the 

concept of national identity of each case will be analysed. I argue that the theoretical 

                                                
32 Cini and Borragán, European Union Politics, 115. 
33 Dunne, Kurki and Smith, International Relations Theories, 163. 
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framework of Europeanization, with an emphasis on the “top-bottom” aspect can be 

especially useful to test the first hypothesis; the EU had most influence on LGBTI rights 

evolutions in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania during their application period. 

Europeanization will also be a useful theoretical approach to test the second hypotheses; 

the EU is able to influence legal rights of LGBTI people in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, but 

is unable to influence their social status directly. However, even though “top-bottom” 

Europeanization contains both rationalist and constructivist approaches, I contend that 

the theory lacks the empirical tools to test the third hypothesis; whether Estonia’s 

pronounced Nordic identity, is the reason they will have more progressive LGBTI rights 

than Latvia and Lithuania. I argue that the theoretical framework of Constructivism, with 

emphasis on the works of Alexander Wendt on the interplay of identities and interests, 

can be useful to test the third hypothesis, by analysing multiple factors that construct the 

concept of identity. 

2.4 Summary 

 

The disciplines of Europeanization and Constructivism, within the field of international 

relations have certain similarities but also aspects that set them apart. Both theories 

enhance the necessary emphasis to analyse the interplay of national identity with EU 

influence on its MS, whether it is through EU policies and domestic adoption, interest and 

identities, adoption of EU norms or the process of socialization. This chapter has looked 

at the theoretical notions of Europeanization and Constructivism and described how both 

theories focus on the dual interplay-process between international organisations and 

states, using different measures. By exploring both theories through a step by step 

process, comparing them with one another and connecting them with the topic, I argue 

that I have provided a clear theoretical framework around the comparative case study. 

The following chapter will explore the methodological aspects of the thesis. 
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3  Methodology and analytical framework 

 

In this chapter, the methodological outline of the thesis is introduced. The chapter begins 

with a thorough discussion on the comparative design of the research, focusing on the 

research data collection, structure, design and other key elements. There I put forth my 

justification for my decision to define the term “case” as an object rather than using other 

definitions for the term. Afterwards the chapter shift its focus towards a detailed 

explanation of the independent and dependant variables. Beginning with the 

independent variables which are EU accession process and membership and the concept 

of National identity, before explaining the only dependant variable of the thesis which is 

LGBTI rights. The purpose of this comparative case study is to analyse and describe the 

influence of the EU on LGBTI rights in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, in order to understand 

why Estonia has taken more progressive steps regarding LGBTI rights in comparison to 

their southern neighbours.  

 

My theoretical motivation for analysing this particular topic can be split up into two 

parts. Firstly, I aim to gain a better understanding of the evolution of human rights 

internationally, especially regarding the rights of LGBTI persons. After reading ILGA-

Europe’s Rainbow Map from the year 2018, which measures legal and social status of 

LGBTI persons in Europe, I noticed that Estonia scores 18-23% higher regarding LGBTI 

rights than their southern neighbours, Latvia and Lithuania.34 Secondly, I aim to 

understand the political developments of Eastern Europe, and the changes in the region 

after the end of the Cold War. In order to understand individual factors of each case, each 

country will be analysed separately before comparing them individually to each other. 

Also, in light of Estonia’s score in ILGA-Europe’s measurements of 2018 in comparison 

with Latvia and Lithuania, a special focus will be given to the possible factors that separate 

Estonia from its Baltic neighbours. The research and writing process was conducted from 

January to May 2019. 

                                                
34 “Rainbow index May 2018,” ILGA-Europe: The International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex 
Association, accessed October 15, 2018. 
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3.1 Comparative design 

 

The thesis is based on qualitative research design and I use the analytical framework of a 

comparative case study as the method of evaluation. The main strengths of the 

qualitative research design can be split up in two factors. Firstly, qualitative research 

design is suitable for a broad analysis of a topic, without pre-existing notions about the 

case or its situation. Secondly, it provides the researcher with the opportunity to gather 

data samples reflecting the participant’s own perspective.35  

3.1.1 Comparative case study 

A comparative case study can be conducted between cultures, societies, organizations or 

groups of individuals. Most commonly, comparative research focuses on the differences 

and similarities between two groups of people or organisations. Such type of research 

should be systematically written, structured and include a systematic description of 

which aspects of the cases are different and which aspects are similar. It is important to 

bear in mind, that the comparative case study has to focus on the same variables in every 

case in question. For example, if the goal of a research is to compare how social services 

in two cities have developed over a certain time period, the comparison should 

consistently focus on the developments of the social services. Similarly, if the goal of a 

research is to compare how education, religion, political structure and women’s status 

affect the economic development in two states, the comparison should consistently focus 

on those factors.36 

 

Furthermore, there are various distinct concepts of the term “case,” which are 

essential to understand the lasting divide between qualitive and quantitative social 

science. A case can be empirical, theoretical or both. It can be common, it can be global, 

or it can be unique in some way.37 According to comparative social science approaches, a 

case is defined as barrier around specific time periods and places, e.g., the United 
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Kingdom (place) after World War 2 (time). In this approach, variables are put on the 

centre stage. However, according to Charles C. Ragin and Howard Saul Becker (1992), the 

variables-oriented approach is not universally accepted as the only definition of a case 

and claim that an alternative case-oriented approach can also be used to define a case. 

According to the case-oriented approach, cases can be coordinated or conflicting event 

sequences. Moreover, macrolevel narratives, historical outcomes, or generic macrosocial 

processes can also be considered as cases. Therefore, cases don’t need to be a 

macrosocial unit like a state. 38  

Case Conceptions   

Cases are formulated into two main divisions. Firstly, by whether a case is assumed to be 

specific or general. Secondly, by whether a case is seen to comprise of a theoretical 

construct or an empirical unit. The first division involves the generality of case categories. 

That is, whether the case designations are general. General designations would for 

instance be firms, cities, families or individuals; and then one would question whether 

they are somewhat external to the conduct of research or whether they are specific. For 

example, the “anti-neocolonial revolution” or the “authoritarian personality.”39 

 

 
Table 1.1 illustrates the main divisions in formulating cases.40 

 

 

 

                                                
38 Ibid., 5. 
39 Ibid., 8. 
40 Ibid., 9. 
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Based on the divisions found in table 1.1, there are four feasible beginning points 

when one analyses the origins of a case. Firstly, cases are found. In this category, scholars 

view cases as empirically bounded and real, but, specific. Additionally, the cases must be 

established and identified as cases during the period of the research process.41 Secondly, 

cases are objects. In this category, scholars also see cases as empirically bounded and 

real, nevertheless they don’t feel the need to establish their empirical boundaries or 

validate their existence during the period of the research process, as cases are 

conventionalized and general. These scholars commonly establish their case classification 

on current definitions existing in research literatures. For example, a scholar who likes to 

describe occurring international inequality, would acknowledge the conventional 

definition of nation-states as suitable cases for the analysis. Thirdly, cases are made. In 

this category, scholars view cases as distinctive theoretical constructs that fuse together 

during the research process. Therefore, cases are neither given nor empirical, but are 

steadily enforced on empirical evidence as they take their form during the period of the 

research process. Fourthly, cases are conventions. In this category, scholars view cases as 

general theoretical constructs, although they still see these constructions as the results 

of interaction and shared scholarly work and thus as foreign to any specific research 

effort.42 

 

 I argue that the second beginning point, where cases are defined as objects, is the 

most feasible starting point to analyse the origins of the cases in this research. The 

purpose of this comparative case study is to analyse and describe the influence of the EU 

on LGBTI rights in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. Since the purpose is to analyse and 

describe occurring international inequality regarding LGBTI rights in three cases that are 

all nation-states, I assume that the conventional definition of nation-states would be 

suitable for the goal of this research. 

                                                
41 Ibid., 9. 
42 Ibid., 10. 
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Data selection 

Robert K. Yin (2014) argues that pattern matching logic is one of the most desirable 

techniques to use for case study analyses.43 According to the research design, a quasi-

experiment or experiment may have multiple dependent variables – that is, a collection 

of compatible results.44 Yin says that a multiple-case study method has specific 

advantages and disadvantage in comparison to a single-case method. The evidence from 

a multiple-case study is frequently considered more compelling. Thus, the long-term 

study is considered to be more prosperous.45 However, the decision to do a multiple-case 

study instead of another method should not be taken lightly. The process of a 

comparative case study research can depend a lot on resources and time, which can be 

more than one student can handle. A comparative case study faces similar criticism as 

other qualitive methods; it is usually built up on empirical views from a limited number 

of samples. Therefore, the replication logic, where a single experiment is repeated one 

or more times is essential for the original findings to be considered robust.46 

 

The thesis’ data collection is based on two types of qualitative data sources. Firstly, 

empirical data and other pre-existing data and secondly, data from empirical interviews. 

Four factors were dominant during the collection process of empirical data and other pre-

existing data for this comparative case study. Firstly, EU regulations, directives and other 

appropriate data concerning LGBTI people. Secondly, constitutional rights, legal 

protections and other regulations regarding LGBTI people in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. 

During the specific data gathering, I considered three speculations throughout the 

process: Are there any constitutional rights, legal protections and other regulations 

regarding LGBTI people in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania? If so, what do they detail and 

when did they come into effect? Are those specific rights, laws or regulations a result of 

EU influence; a result of other foreign influence; or a result of domestic pressure, or a 

combination of several of these factors? Thirdly, news articles and reports from domestic 
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organisations in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania concerning the situation of LGBTI people. 

Finally, empirical data from other research related to the topic were also used as sources, 

such as doctoral theses, journal articles and books, that form the starting point of the 

research. However, I must note that my collection of pre-existing data samples is bound 

to certain limitations. As I do not speak Estonian, Latvian, Lithuanian nor Russian, the 

samples only consist of pre-existing data in English. It is likely that quality of the research 

might not be as accurate as it could have been, due to the language restrictions when 

selecting data. Therefore, the empirical interviews with the local residences of the cases 

can provide vital information regarding the situation of LGBTI people in the area, that 

might not by analysed in this comparative case study otherwise.  

 

The second type of data source I retrieved is data acquired from empirical interviews 

with representatives from the national LGBTI organizations in Estonia, Latvia and 

Lithuania. The choice of interviewees is based on the methodological framework of 

purposive sampling, where individuals that meet specific requirements are selected. That 

could include for example, individuals that have a professional knowledge on the topic, 

fall under a certain demographic category or belong to a specific group.47 The intended 

goal of the interviews is to gather personal perspectives on the studied topic from 

members of the LGBTI communities in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania.  

 

Three interviews are conducted in total, with one interviewee from each Baltic state. 

All interviewees had experience working or volunteering for a national LGBTI organisation 

and meet all the requirements of the research. The interviewees are required to have 

good understanding of the situation of LGBTI people and good knowledge of the 

development of LGBTI rights in their country. The process of choosing the samples is 

conducted through the national LGBTI organisations in the countries being studied. Each 

organisation is contacted via email, with representatives from the organisations assisting 

me as gatekeepers – i.e.  the organisation put me in contact with the interviewees. The 

empirical interviews are conducted via phone and webchats and all interviewees are 
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asked the same standard eight questions, with minor changes regarding the name of each 

state. It is important to underline the fact that the size of the sample only consists of 

three individuals. Therefore, their answers are not suitable to be projected as social facts 

in the Baltic states. The main goal with the interviews is to gather personal perspectives 

on the topic from members of the LGBTI communities in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, 

and analyse if there is any correlation between the pre-existing data and the personal 

perspectives from members of the LGBTI communities in the three Baltic states. 

3.2 Independent and dependent variables explanation 

 

The concept of “independent variable” in social sciences is generally used to refer to the 

root that affects other variables in a hypothesis’ connection. On the other hand, the 

concept “dependant variable” is a reference to the consequence or effect from an 

independent variable in a hypothesis connection. The amount of independent and 

dependent variables in a research varies in regard to the purpose of the analysis and the 

construct of the research questions. According to Gabe T. Wang and Keumjea Park (2016), 

some studies have one independent variable and one dependent variable, while others 

can have many dependant variables and only a single independent variable, and vice 

versa. It is important to bear in mind during the process of identifying dependent and 

independent variables, that a dependant variable has to be capable to modify or change 

do to impact from an independent variable. If a variable can neither be changed nor 

modified than it cannot be used as a dependent variable.48  

 

When applying this framework onto the purpose of this thesis and its research 

question, I identify one dependent variable. The research question is ‘How does the EU 

influence the evolution of LGBTI rights in its member-states Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania?’  

Therefore, I argue that the only dependent variable in this research is LGBTI rights. In 

order to label and identify both independent variables of this thesis, I will also have to 

underline the purpose of the case study. The purpose is to analyse the impact of the EU 

on LGBTI rights and the concept of national identity of each case, in order to understand 
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why Estonia has taken more progressive steps regarding LGBTI rights in comparison to 

their southern neighbours. Therefore, I argue that there are two independent variables in 

this comparative case study. Those variables are EU accession process and membership, 

and the concept of national identity, even though the concept of national identity is not 

mentioned in the research question. 

3.2.1 EU accession process and membership  

 

The first independent variable of the thesis is EU accession process and membership. This 

sub-chapter begins with a brief introduction of the EU, followed by a definition of the 

concept of influence. The section then ends with a detailed explanation of the function of 

this variable for the research process.  Today the European Union is entrenched as a 

transcendent organization in the complicated and progressive process of European 

integration. The organization started with its predecessor, the European Communities, in 

the 1950’s with six member states.49 Throughout the years the European Communities 

grew both in the number of member states and common policy areas. The signing of the 

Maastricht Treaty in 1991 marked the birth of the modern EU that was more than a 

simple super national organization. It was also an intergovernmental collaboration on 

universal security, home affairs, foreign and justice policy matters.50  

 

As previously mentioned in the chapter on “top-down” Europeanization, the EU often 

wields conditionality to motivate AS to adopt EU norms, granting rewards to AS that 

comply or refuse to implement regulations, i.e. punishes, if an AS fails to comply. Before 

accession, the reinforcement by rewards is particularly visible.51 The constructivist “top-

down” Europeanization approach considers Europeanization to be an evolution of new 

norms, structures of meaning, rules and practices that influence MS to incorporate into 

their domestic structure.52 Based on this theoretical explanation, I argue that the 

definition of influence in the context of this thesis is a constructivist effect from an 
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international organisation toward domestic changes in its MS. Those influences can be 

organised into three categories: 

• Social influence refers to changes in values and views by MS citizens towards 

LGBTI people in accordance with dominant values of the EU. 

• Political influence refers to MS’ requirement to transpose EU regulations 

regarding LGBTI rights. 

• Economical influence refers to access to EU markets and economic prosperity, 

which can function as a motivation for MS to take part in a comprehensive 

cooperation within the EU. The sub-concept of comprehensive cooperation 

refers to the fact that the EU is more than just an economic cooperation. The 

EU is also a comprehensive intergovernmental collaboration on universal 

security, home affairs, foreign and justice policy matters between MS.53 

 

In light of this, I argue that the EU accession process and membership is an important 

variable for the function of this research. By splitting this independent variable up in two 

parts, I am able to analyse in more detail the influence of the EU during the accession 

process and compare it to the influence during the membership period. Furthermore, I 

assume that by identifying three categories for the definition of identity, I am able to 

analyse different types of EU influence on LGBTI rights in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. 

However, I believe that this variable alone is not suitable to test the third hypothesis of 

the thesis, that because Estonia has a pronounced Nordic identity, they will have more 

progressive LGBTI rights then Latvia and Lithuania. Therefore, the independent variable 

of national identity is also important for the analysis of this research.  

3.2.2 National identity     

 

The second independent variable of the thesis is the concept of national identity. This 

sub-chapter begins by defining the concept and briefly connecting it to the Baltic states. 

The section then ends with a detailed explanation of the function of this variable for the 
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research process. According to the scholar Richard C. M. Mole (2012), it is impossible to 

properly study the politics and history of the Baltic states without a good understanding 

of the power and function of identity. By understanding why people treasure their 

national identities and struggle so hard to maintain them, we are able to obtain a proper 

perception of the history of Lithuania, Latvian and Estonian people.54 However, it is 

important to note that scholars differ in their definitions of the concept, both in regard 

to its origin, structure and function.  

 

The viewpoint of constructivism regards national identities and nations as assembled 

creations made by the establishments in order to accomplish numerous economic and 

socio-political goals. According to the constructivist Ernest Gellner (1996), the 

establishments require an interchangeable, culturally standardised, literate, and mobile 

public that knows how to handle industrial equipment, communicate with co-workers 

and are able to follow directions in order to achieve high levels of productivity. In the eyes 

of the scholar Craig Calhoun (1997), the creation of national identity is a manipulative and 

self-conscious project, performed by the establishments in their attempt to protect their 

power by assembling followers based on national ideology.55  

 

The viewpoint of primordialism regards nations as natural societies, integrated 

through mutual history, culture and biology that can be traced back centuries. 

Primordialism is often used by nationalists and dictated early scholarship regarding the 

topic of nationalism, which saw nations as the foundational societies of history, the main 

essence in historical development and their primary analytical principles. While in ethno-

symbolism, the solution lies in ethnicity. According to the scholar Anthony Smith (1998), 

national identities cannot be created out of nothing, but instead have stronger heritage 

in pre-modern ethnic groups than abundance of today’s scholars are willing to admit. 

Smith regards pre-modern ethnic groups under his own concept called ethnies, which 

produce and specify symbols, values and memories that enforce a certain form of kinship 

                                                
54 Mole, The Baltic States from the Soviet Union to the European Union, 1. 
55 Ibid., 3. 



32 

within a population. Smith argues that the evolution from ethnie to nation can either 

create ethnic or civic nations, determined by which one is chosen. 56 

 

Based on the discussion in this sup-chapter, I argue that the concept of national 

identity is an important variable for the function of this research. I find Smith’s definition 

of national identities to be reasonable and believe that it is suitable for the purpose and 

goals of this thesis. Ethno-symbolism views national identities as a social construct that is 

built on a common symbolic foundation shared by a group of individuals. In contrast to 

constructivism, that regards national identities as a creation made by the establishments 

and primordialism, that regard nations as un-constructed natural societies. By basing the 

concept on ethno-symbolist definition of national identity, I am able to analyse in further 

detail the evolution of national identities in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. That could 

include my speculation regarding why those three Baltic states have different national 

identities regardless of their shared decades under Soviet Union rule. In addition, I assume 

that this independent variable is suitable to test the third hypothesis, However, I do not 

believe it will be useful in testing the first hypothesis, that the EU had most influence on 

LGBTI rights evolutions in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania during their application period. 

Therefore, the independent variable of EU accession process and membership is also 

important when conducting this research. 

3.2.3 LGBTI rights 

 

The only dependent variable of this research is LGBTI rights. The variable is based on a 

variety of concepts that have to be properly defined in order to understand how it is 

affected by the independent variables. In order to avoid confusion, the concepts will be 

organised and categorised into three factors: 1) LGBTI people, 2) legal rights and 3) social 

status.  

 

The concept of LGBTI people is an umbrella definition for individuals that identify 

their gender or sexual orientation differently than cisgender people. A cisgender 
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individual is a person who identifies with the assigned gender role associated with its 

biological sex and is attracted to the opposite sex.57 According to the Constitution of the 

International Gay and Lesbian Association (ILGA), the goal of the organisation is to work 

towards equality and human rights for intersex people, trans people, bisexuals, gays and 

lesbians on the global level and fight against discrimination of LGBTI people.58 It is 

important to bear in mind that the definition of LGBTI people is a floating concept and 

other definitions which include more diverse definitions of sexual identities also belong 

within the concept. However, do to the international aspect of this comparative case 

study, I intend to use the ILGA definition of LGBTI people throughout the thesis.  

 

The concept of legal rights refers to legal protections and civil human rights for LGBTI 

people, provided by a state. That can include for example, laws that allow same sex 

marriages, constitutional protections for sexual minorities, and laws that protect intersex 

children from unnecessary surgeries.59 The last factor of the dependant variable focus on 

the social status of LGBTI people within Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. This factor focuses 

on, for example, how positive or negative the studied societies are towards the visibility 

of LGBTI people. Therefore, I argue that an analysis on the development of LGBTI people’s 

legal rights and social status can clarify how the two independent variables effect the 

evolution of LGBTI rights in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. 
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4 The European Union and LGBTI rights 

 

This chapter explores the structure, function and development of the EU with special 

focus on LGBTI rights. The chapter begins with a brief description of the fundamental 

structure, history and ideology behind the organisation, in order to establish a proper 

framework around the individual sub-chapters of the section. Afterwards, the chapter 

turns its focus towards the common goals of the EU regarding human rights in general, 

and the process of integrating LGBTI rights as part of human rights. That includes a 

discussion on treaties and regulations on the topic. Finally, the chapter discusses and 

analyses the development of LGBTI rights in the EU’s MS, where the development of MS 

who joined before the eastern enlargement period will be discussed and analysed 

separately from MS who joined the organisation during that specific period. The chapter 

ends with a brief summary of the main factors and findings from the analysis. 

 

History, fundamental structure and ideology 

Although numerous suggestions had been drafted for a pan-European or federal 

European Union throughout the 1920s and 1930s, the existence of the modern EU is the 

result of series of actions towards European integration during the post- Second World 

War era.60 This time period marked the birth of new regional organisations, for example 

the Council of Europe in 1949 and the Organization for European Economic Cooperation 

(OEEC) in 1948. The creation of the Council of Europe was a crucial starting point for a 

standardised political collaboration in Europe. Although the OEEC was established by the 

request of the US government to manage US economic aid from the Marshall Plan, the 

organisation was also dedicated to advocate for further trade liberalisation among its 17 

Western European member states. However, both of these institutions had similar 

limitations to their structure. By trying to include as many countries as feasible they were 

able to encourage more inclusivity, but, because they relied on unanimity voting with 

each MS having veto power, their goals had to be limited to what was realistically 

possible. Some advocated for super national assimilation with additional pooling of 

                                                
60 Cini and Borragán, European Union Politics, 12. 



35 

sovereignty, for example the Foreign Minister of France, Robert Schuman, wanted to go 

further and form a structural framework for a ‘United Europe’. In May 1950, he suggested 

the Schuman Plan, that included pooling of the steal and coal resources of Germany and 

France under a supranational jurisdiction. Schuman argued that this cooperation would 

make armed conflicts between Germany and France fundamentally impossible, it would 

strengthen economic developments by expanding the total supply of steel and coals, in 

addition to promoting modernization of production. For Schuman, this isolated sectoral 

integration was a starting point in the mechanism of creating tighter political and 

economic integration. It was considered the first stable bedrock of a European federation 

and essential to maintaining peace in the region.61 In 1952, the European Coal and Steel 

Community (ECSC) was established. That same year marked the foundation of Europe’s 

first supranational institutions such as the Court of Justice and the Special Council of 

Ministers.62 This community, that started with six MS in 1952 would throughout the years 

grow and reorganise into the modern European Union that is operating today.63 

 

The EU is unparalleled among international institutions, given its ability to oblige 

states’ governments to accommodate to its requirements and rules. As a broad structure 

for integration on a regional level, where states pool their sovereignty, it has had far-

reaching effect on its MS. The capabilities of the EU have increased throughout the years, 

and it is now able to legislate in a vast spectrum of policy domains. Thus, academic 

literature has to a greater extent concentrated on the EU’s effect on the domestic field 

or the transformation of national policies, behaviour and structures as a reaction to the 

requirements of the EU, a development which is generally defined as ‘Europeanization’.64  

4.1 Common goals 

 

In order to understand the common goals of the EU regarding human rights in general 

and the process of integrating LGBTI rights as part of human rights, it is important to 

                                                
61 Ibid., 13. 
62 Ibid., 14. 
63 Ibid., 11. 
64 Jonsdottir, Europeanization and the European Economic Area, 1. 



36 

discuss EU’s social policies and the social dimension of European integration. According 

to the scholars Michelle Cini and Nieves Pérez-Solórzano Borragán (2016), all EU actions 

performed in line with the social policy chapter of the Treaty of the EU falls under the 

social dimension of European integration. The Treaty refers to the fundamental 

agreement between all MS of  the EU, it has undergone certain formal reforms 

throughout the years, for example in Nice, Amsterdam and most presently in the Lisbon 

Treaty.65 I argue that an analysis on the development of the Treaty reforms regarding the 

social policy chapter and regulations regarding EU’ social policies can provide further 

knowledge regarding the integration process of LGBTI rights into their universal 

objectives. 

4.1.1 Treaties and regulations 

 

The Treaty of Rome, which came into effect in 1957, did not specify the Europeanization 

of social policies which were to remain as a domestic affair to most extent. The main 

reason for that is that most of the national representative were against it during the 

negotiations. The West-German government, for example, requested a free market, 

neoliberal procedures to social affairs, that included the field of social security and labour 

issues. However, the Treaty encompassed certain amount of compromises for the more 

interventionist representatives, for example, the creation of a European Social fund and 

the inclusion of equal pay for both sexes.66 The social policies regarding human rights 

improved due to the reforms of the Amsterdam Treaty, which came into effect in 1999. 

The reforms incorporated Article 19 into the Treaty on the Functioning of the European 

Union (TFEU) regarding Community action to combat discrimination. Based on the 

aforementioned legal foundation, vital directives on fighting discrimination based on age, 

disability, religion, ethnic origin sex and sexual orientation have been ratified in recent 

years.67 In addition to Article 19 of the TFEU, another principle for EU LGBTI rights can be 

located in the Citizen Directive. The mandates found in the Citizen Directive establish a 

gender-neutral wording for partners and family unions. Based on the Directive’s clear 
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language, EU law undeniably requires a host MS to acknowledge the marriages of same-

sex couples that got married in their home state, even though that MS has not legalised 

same-sex marriage.68 

 

One of the fundamental values of the EU is respect and the recognition of equality, 

together with respect for human rights, including the rights of people that belong to 

minority groups, the rule of law, democracy, freedom and human dignity. According to 

Article 2 of the Treaty on the European Union (TEU), these values are universal to the MS; 

in a community where equality between women and men, solidarity, justice, tolerance, 

non-discrimination and pluralism prevail. Furthermore, according to Article 21 of the 

Charter of Fundamental Rights, the right to non-discrimination is established. The Charter 

comprises of fourteen bases of discrimination, including discrimination based on sex and 

sexual orientation. The Charter applies to EU bodies and institutions due to the principle 

of subsidiarity, according to which the central authority should have a subsidiary function, 

performing only those tasks which cannot be performed at a local level. It also applies to 

MS’ national governments, during implementation of EU laws.69 The EU has been, 

arguably a front runner of all the major multilateral organisations in promoting LGBTI 

rights. Unlike other multilateral organisations, the EU has a certain area of authority to 

achieve conditional qualification on AS, based on the Copenhagen Criteria, and fixed legal 

standards that all MS have to comply to within the sphere of minority rights.70 This 

includes Council Directive 2000/78/EC, a universal framework for equal treatment in 

occupation and employment in order to combat discrimination based on age, disability, 

religion, race and sexual orientation. However, it is important to bear in mind that there 

no current EU legislation exists that directly fights discrimination based on sexual 

orientation outside employment.71 
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Based on the discussion above, I argue that the EU systematically begun 

incorporating LGBTI rights as part of human rights during the last decade of the 20th 

century. From that time period until today, the EU has been able to reach universal 

agreements between its MS regarding LGBTI rights through the means of regulations, 

laws and reforms of fundamental treaties. However, it is vital to bear in mind that the MS 

differentiate when it comes to implementing LGBTI rights into their national legislation, 

and, according to ILGA-Europe’s measurements, some states are more progressive than 

others in promoting LGBTI rights.72 These changes within the EU regarding LGBTI rights 

did not appear in a complete vacuum, and a combination of factors played a role in their 

evolution, for example LGBTI activism at the local level.73 The effect of this factor on the 

MS of the EU will be analysed further in the next sub-chapter. 

4.2 Old and new member-states 

 

Denmark’s first gay rights organisation was established by Axel and Eigil Axgil and their 

associates in 1948. The signing of the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights was a 

motivation for gay rights organisations like the one in Denmark, to lobby for gay rights. 

The political pressure from the Danish organisation gradually started to increase the 

types of legal safeguards for lesbian and gay people in Denmark. Four decades after the 

establishment of Denmark’s first gay organisation, Axel and Eigil became one of the first 

same-sex couple to enter into registered partnership in Denmark. Even though 

improvements for LGBTI people’s rights moved slowly in Europe and were met by harsh 

opposition, those legal improvements have provided a voice to a diverse minority group 

in contemporary European politics. It is crucial to be aware that legal acknowledgement 

of LGBTI rights differ between European countries. While some states on the continent, 

like Denmark, provide their LGBTI citizens with wide-ranging legal protection and are 

leading campaigners for LGBTI rights on the global level, others, like Romania, just 

recently decriminalized homosexuality.74 But how come there is such a vast difference 
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between those two EU MS, even though they both agreed to common EU norms? In order 

to gain a deeper understanding on the LGBTI rights gap between EU states and how this 

multilateral organisation influences LGBTI rights differently across its MS, I suggest that a 

separate analysis on MS that joined before the eastern enlargement and those who 

joined after the eastern enlargement needs to be conducted.  

4.2.1 Before Eastern enlargement 

 

Throughout the first half of the 20th century, national LGBTI organisation attempted to 

form a transnational movement in Europe. One of the first attempts was the World 

League for Sexual Reform (G. Weltliga für Sexualform) in 1928. Although this movement 

did not last long, it inspired other groups to reorganise internationally. In the 1950s, the 

International Committee for Sexual Equality was created in the Netherlands. The group 

existed for a decade and managed to unite most of the homophile groups that existed at 

that time period. In 1978, a lasting transnational LGBTI organisation was created with the 

formation of the International Lesbian and Gay Association (ILGA). Even though ILGA has 

a global calling, most of its founding member organisation came from European states 

and it focused on Europe as its priority. Soon after its foundation, ILGA began to lobby at 

the European level. In 1981 the organisation sent out a press release directed towards 

members of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE), asking them to 

incorporate the Report on Discrimination against Homosexuals. In the press release, ILGA 

emphasised that by incorporating the report PACE would have been able to take a vital 

step towards elimination of all discrimination and shown an important initiative in 

providing all European citizens human rights protections, regardless of their sexual 

preference or orientation.75 Although it is hard to pinpoint which actions had the greatest 

effect on increasing EU support for LGBTI rights, we begin to see changes in official EU 

statements and treaties in 1994 with the Roth Report issued by the European Parliament 

(EP), underlining the significance of finding preventive actions to fight discrimination 

against lesbians and gays. Examples of preventive actions that would follow can be found 

in the Copenhagen accession criteria and Article 1 of the Amsterdam Treaty, which gave 
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the EU certain tools to combat vide range of discrimination, that includes discrimination 

on the bases of sexual orientation.76 

 

Based on the discussion above, it seems that neither the EU nor its predecessors were 

very determined in promoting LGBTI rights until the last decade of the 20th century. After 

analysing the discussion from the theoretical viewpoint of bottom-up Europeanization, 

which evaluates how member countries and other domestic players shape European 

polity, EU politics and EU policies.77 I contend that a combination of domestic LGBTI 

activism in European states and LGBTI activism on the global level, had influence on EU 

incorporating active LGBTI rights protections in their policies, regulations and treaties. As 

previously mentioned in chapter 4.2, it was the political pressure from local LGBTI 

activism and lobbying that gradually started to increase the types of legal safeguards for 

lesbian and gay people in Denmark,78 not EU regulations or other directives. Therefore, I 

argue that the majority of the development of LGBTI rights in MS that joined the EU 

before the eastern enlargement are not the result of direct EU influence.   

4.2.2 During and after eastern enlargement 

 

According to Connor O’Dwyer (2012), the habitat for the development of LGBTI rights 

movements in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), can be described by two underlying 

features. Firstly, the characteristics from the communist period, and secondly, tension 

regarding European integration. The communist period in CEE is more than less a steady 

element of the political opportunity framework and is, entirely negative in the context of 

LGBTI rights. On the other hand, the tension regarding European integration is more 

disputed, both among activists and scholars. In contrast to the communist period, this 

tension regarding European integration has shifted extensively over the last 20 years and 

have been crucial for the development of LGBTI organisations. Although contending 

factions disagree whether the pressure and tension of European integration has 
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supported or burdened LGBTI rights movements, both factions acknowledge that they 

are an essential part for national debates around LGBTI rights in CEE states.79 

Furthermore, even though socialist states had their restrains against homosexuality, for 

example Romania and the Soviet Union were homosexuality was a criminal offence,80 

homosexual activists endured in different variations and shapes throughout CEE and had 

some connections with homosexual activists in the West, before 1989. However, it is 

important to mention that homosexual activism was less advanced in the CEE states 

before 1989 than it was in many states in Western Europe. After the fall of the Berlin 

Wall, the habitat for the development of LGBTI rights movements in CEE states began to 

change. Collaborations with international activists was reinforced and local LGBTI rights 

activism in CEE countries started to connect the fight for LGBTI liberties with their state’s 

enrolment in modern reunited Europe.81 In CEE member states to the EU, the domestic 

debates regarding LGBTI rights have been placed in the middle of the discourse on anti- 

and pro- EU politics. For example, in Latvia, the pressure from the EU regarding unbiased 

rights for LGBTI people is viewed as an assault against the country’s future by the alleged 

international gay lobby.82 To better comprehend the situation of LGBTI rights within the 

course of EU enlargement, the policy changes can be categorised in two related but 

analytically different groups, depending on whether they have an indirect or direct effect 

on the changes.83 Those categories are illustrated further in table 2.1. 
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Table 2.1 illustrates the co-progression of EU’s principal and LGBTI rights policies and EU enlargement. 

Note: The blue arrows symbol large changes at the EU level heading towards an expanded focus on principal 

rights and LGBTI rights. The red arrows symbol changes that effected rights of LGBTI people directly during 

EU enlargement process. This table is based on Fig. 2.1 in The EU Enlargement and Gay politics.84 

 

The EU has brought some valuable legal changes to their CEE MS during their 

application period, due to EU conditionality. For example, according to O’Dwyer’s (2012) 

conclusion in his analysis of Poland, the impact of EU accession has had some influence 

on the political discourse in the country. The political discourse is less homophobic than 

before and the infrastructure of Polish LGBTI rights organisations has improved.85 This 

correlates with other analyses on the LGBTI rights in CEE MS. According to Mattias 

Kristoffersson, Björn van Roozendaal and Lilit Poghoysan (2016), the greatest influence 

of EU leverage was on the AS legislative arena during the accession process. This led to 

the largest and fastest flood of LGBTI rights legislations in Europe. However, the societal 

views towards LGBTI people in CCE countries were not strongly affected by the EU 

accession process.86 
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Based on the discussion above, I contend that that the EU promoted LGBTI rights 

during and after negotiations with CEE applicant states. When the discussion is analysed 

from the viewpoint of top-down Europeanization, which seeks to clarify how or if the EU 

political processes, institutions and polities promote domestic change, without stirring 

the convergence of national policies, polities or politics in their MS and third countries,87 

it is clear that the aspiration of the CEE countries to join the EU influenced them to 

incorporate certain regulations and legal rights for LGBTI people into their domestic legal 

system during the accession process. Although LGBTI activism existed on the domestic 

level in the CEE countries during the communist period, it was less advanced than 

amongst their colleagues across the Iron Curtain and the eastern activists were unable to 

push LGBTI rights legislation through political lobbyism. Therefore, I argue that the 

majority of LGBTI rights developments between 1991 and 2004, in MS that joined the EU 

during the eastern enlargement are the result of direct and indirect EU influence.   

4.3 Summary  

 

The evolution, structure and function of LGBTI rights in the EU and its member states is 

arguably the result of diverse developments throughout the continent. With its structural 

changes from the ECSC in 1952 to the modern EU of today, the organisation is able to 

oblige states’ governments to accommodate to its requirements and rules, to a degree 

which is unparalleled among international institutions. This chapter looked at the 

progression of EU regulations, laws and treaty amendments, incorporating LGBTI rights 

as part of EU’s fundamental rights. That includes, for example, the Copenhagen criteria 

and the conditionality that requires all AS to incorporate legal protection for LGBTI people 

in the work place. By exploring both MS that joined the EU before the eastern 

enlargement and MS that joined during EU’s eastern enlargement, this chapter provides 

detailed analysis on how and why the EU wielded more influence on domestic LGBTI legal 

rights in AS during EU’s eastern enlargement than in older MS application period to the 

Union. The following chapter will explore the case studies of the thesis, where LGBTI 

rights in the Baltic states will be analysed and compered. 
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5 Case studies and analysis – The Baltic states and LGBTI rights 

 

In this chapter, the impact of the EU on LGBTI rights and the concept of national identity 

in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania are explored. In order to establish a structural foundation 

under the sub-chapters of this section, the chapter begins with a brief general description 

on ILGA-Europe’s annual reviews and data. The focus point is then shifted towards a 

shared historical overview of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, where their developments 

from Soviet republics to EU member states are described. Thereafter, an analysis on the 

evolution of LGBTI rights in the Baltic states before, during application and after EU 

membership status will take place. In that sub-chapter, each case will be analysed 

separately, followed with a comparison. Finally, the chapter turns its focus on EU 

influence on LGBTI rights values in the Baltic states, where the concepts of traditional 

values and EU values are introduced, including an analysis on the concept of national 

identity and LGBTI rights, where the idea of westernisation and, Estonia and the Nordic 

countries are in a special focus.  

 

ILGA-Europe’s annual reviews and data 

From 2009, ILGA-Europe has published an annual review of the human rights 

situation of trans, bisexual, gay, lesbian and intersex people in Europe.88 The reviews are 

based on data collection of LGBTI rights developments in 49 countries. The Annual Review 

of 2018 states that the data collection is founded on the best available local knowledge 

within the states in question and the review has been verified to build its information on 

primary documents. The main focus point of the Report can be split up in two parts, 

Firstly, domestic events regarding LGBTI issues, and secondly, the works of LGBTI non-

governmental organisations (NGOs), regarding acknowledgments of LGBTI rights in those 

49 states.89 Therefore, I argue that the pre-existing data found in ILGA-Europe’s annual 

reviews can serve as a vital tool when analysing and comparing the cases of this thesis. 

                                                
88 ILGA-Europe, "Annual Review 2018”, 8. 
89 Ibid, 9. 



45 

5.1 Shared historical overview 

 

According to John Hiden and Patrick Salmon (2013), it is impossible to understand the 

present situation in the modern Baltic states without understanding their historical past. 

In 1940 the people of Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia lost their independence for half a 

century. This daunting period was not new for the people in the Baltics, who had just 

declared independent of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania in 1918, after the end of the First 

World War.90 From the middle ages until their independence in 1991, Estonians, Latvians 

and Lithuanians were mostly ruled by other European states, for example, Russia, Poland, 

Germany, Denmark and the Sweden. The status of Lithuania during the middle ages can 

be viewed as an exception due to its independent monarchy and later when the  Polish-

Lithuanian Commonwealth was formed in 1385.91 A considerable part of Eastern Slavic 

lands were incorporated into Lithuania throughout the 14th century, making it a dominant 

force in Eastern Europe.92 However, historical scholars tend to disagree regarding the 

power balance and cultural influence between the Lithuania and Poland, arguing that the 

Lithuanian ruling class became fully Polonized in the end of the 16th century.93  

 

Importantly, human settlement in the area began thousands of years prior to the 

middle ages. Thus, native Lithuanians, Latvians and Estonians living in the three republics 

today can trace their ancestry to the tribes that settled in the Baltic region about 4,000 

years BC. However, the tribes had a diverse background, some of them spoke languages 

that were relatively similar to neighbouring tribes while other tribes were be unable to 

understand one another.94 Some historians argue that cultural diversity between the 

northern and southern parts of the Baltic region was not relatively clear  until the first 

half of the first millennium AD.95 According to historical scholars of European language 

identity, there are two vast language categories in the three Baltic states, the Finno-Ugric 
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and the Indo-European language families, each of them containing diverse languages.96 

When the languages of Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian are split up into these two vast 

European language categories, we can detect that not all three languages belong to the 

same group. Estonian belongs to the Finno-Ugric language category alongside with 

Finnish, while both Latvian and Lithuanian are members of the Indo-European language 

family.97 

 

I argue that this part of the historical discussion, which reaches all the way back to 

the settlement of the Baltic region is an important foundation for my case study in two 

ways. Firstly, by understanding the tense relationship Estonians, Latvians and Lithuanians 

had with their European neighbours throughout the centuries, we are able examine 

whether or how the past influences their modern decisions in international relations. 

Secondly, by understanding the linguistic origins of Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian, we 

are more capable to analyse the topic with regard to the concept of national identity. 

However, due to the purpose of this thesis and its research question, the main portion of 

this shared historical overview will be focused on the Baltic countries’ evolution from 

Soviet republics to EU member states. 

5.1.1 From Soviet republics to EU member states 

 

The lifespan of the newly established Baltic republics, that all gained independence 

shortly after WW1, only lasted for approximately 20 years.98 The Soviet Union annexed 

Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia in 1940, as a ‘request’ from their newly established and 

Soviet controlled ‘People’s Assemblies.’99 The annexations were followed by a wave of 

violent suppression of religious belief, deportations, mass killings and nationalization of 

all private property in the name of the proletarian regime. Every policy decision regarding 

economic, political or social life in the member states of the Soviet Union was legitimized 

with reference to Marxist-Leninist standards. According to Mole (2012), the Marxist-

                                                
96 Plakans, A Concise History of the Baltic States, 9. 
97 Joenniemi, and Prikulis, The Foreign Policies of the Baltic Countries, 10. 
98 Smith, The Baltic States, 41. 
99 Lieven, The Baltic Revolution, 84. 



47 

Leninist standards were hegemonic rhetoric that served to justify the social engineering 

objectives and the domination of the new republics within the Soviet Union.100 In an 

attempt to implement these new standards into the identities of the Baltic populations, 

a “Sovietisation” of the general public was conducted. The Sovietisation included 

“cultural revolutions” of Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian societies. The school 

curriculums were modified to include mandatory teaching of the Russian language, the 

constitution and history of the Soviet Union, and Marxist-Leninist ideology.101 The period 

of Soviet rule also included suppression of national unity of the nationalities living in the 

Union. For example, during Latvia’s Soviet era, the old national freedom monument 

located in a large park in the capital city of Riga was off limits to the public and guarded 

by Soviet honour guards. The Soviet authorities feared that the monument could become 

a centre point for public protesters.102  

 

Although the scale of forceful “Sovietisation” was reduced after Stalin’s rule in the Union, 

it re-emerged in the late 1970s. Russian language became a standard requirement for 

more varieties of professions, and teaching of the language expanded to the kindergarten 

level.103 Regardless of the forceful assimilation by the Soviet authorities, national 

opposition began to emerge within the Baltic states throughout the 1970s and the 1980’s. 

Although spark of opposition began in all three states throughout the 1970s, the Latvian 

opposition activity was much weaker than the activities in Lithuania and Estonia. 

However, in 1987 their activities began to be more organized. One of the reasons behind 

this difference is that the Latvian activists had both fewer links with other Soviet 

dissidents abroad and foreigners in general, and published fewer dissident literature. On 

the other hand, Estonian activists had good connections in Finland and were able to get 

additional information from Finnish television and radio broadcasts due to language 

similarities. Likewise, Lithuanian activists had close ties with their colleagues in Poland 

and the Catholic Church, which supported their activities.104  
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In March 1985, Mikhail Gorbachev emerged as the General Secretary of the Communist 

Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU). Due to the dire situation of the Soviet economy, which 

was on the edge of collapsing, Gorbachev introduced two recovery programs that 

included a fundamental reorganisation of the Soviet system.105 Firstly, he introduced 

glasnost, which aimed to introduce democracy to the Soviet Union, counter the hardliner 

conservative wing of the CPSU and inspire the citizens to take active part in reorganising 

the economy. Secondly, he introduced perestroika, which aimed to streamline and 

modernize the political system and the economy, by providing a certain degree of private 

ownership. By implementing those actions, Gorbachev indirectly admitted that other 

interest than the interests of the state existed and he encouraged the people of the Soviet 

Union to criticize the traditional communist system.106 Criticism was raised for instance 

on Soviet centralism, which paved the way for protests regarding the status of individual 

republics and rights for the diverse national groups living in the Union.107 

 

The newly obtained freedoms provided through the reorganisation of glasnost and 

perestroika were seized by the national movements in the Baltic states. For example, in 

1987, several hundreds of young Latvians conducted a big “snake-dance” around the 

national old national freedom monument in Riga, as a sign of opposition to Soviet 

authorities.108 An act which was unthinkable a few years before since the monument was 

off limits to the general public and protected by armed honour guards.109 The demand 

for reforms became more organised with the emergence of the formations of alleged 

Popular Fronts in all three Baltic states during 1988. However, these were not political 

parties; their members had a diverse social background, including reformists within the 

ruling communist establishment.110   
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The beginning of the Baltic revolution was marked by activists in all three states 

beginning to unmask the illegitimacy of the Baltic annexation into the Union and their 

protests towards the historical injustice of the Soviet regime. The revolution was based 

on a variation of small grassroot organisations led mostly by young people, unbroken by 

the oppression of the Stalin period.  The protests from the Baltic revolution can be divided 

into three groups, based on their motivations for protesting the Soviet regime. First of all, 

a faction existed which was driven by environmental interests. An example of this faction 

is the Environmental Protection Club in Latvia, who opposed the government’s large 

industry project for harming the environment in Latvia. Secondly, there were activists and 

organisations who were motivated by religious convictions. This includes the Lutheran 

Rebirth and Renewal organisation in Latvia, that withheld a firm opposition against the 

Soviet state atheism, even though their main official goal was to rebuild and protect old 

churches in the country.111 The religious motivation was a fundamental factor in 

Lithuania, where the main opposition against the Soviet regime came from the Catholic 

Church.112 On that note, it is important to mention that religious motivation had much 

less influence in Estonia than in the other Baltic states and was not an important factor 

in the Estonian opposition.113 At last, a faction of organisations and activists existed which 

was mainly motivated by the implementation of human rights as well as combatting the 

injustice in the Baltic states by the Soviet regime. This form of motivation was very 

common in Estonia, where one of the most momentous protest in the state was 

organised by the Estonian Group for the Publication of the Secret Protocols of the 

Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, in 1987.114 Although all three groups had different motivations 

for their activism, they sometimes worked together to organise demonstrations, 

sometimes over state borders. An example of such broad cooperation is the ‘Baltic Way’ 

demonstration in 1989, where two million Estonians, Latvians and Lithuanians held hands 

in hands across the Baltic states to create a continues human chain of solidarity.115 
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On 20 August 1991 after 51 years of Soviet era, the Baltic states of Lithuania, Latvia 

and Estonia re-emerged as independent countries. The Marxist regime had attempted to 

suppress Lithuanian, Latvian and Estonian national identities with the goal of 

incorporating a united Soviet identity that encompassed every nationality within the 

Union. The dissolvement of the Soviet Union reversed the hegemonic relationship 

between the Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian majorities in each country and the Russian-

speaking minority living in all three Baltic states, who had a rather dominant position 

during the Soviet period.116 The old generalisation found both in the West and in the 

Baltic countries that fused all Soviet actions as Russian actions had a drastic influence on 

the de-Sovietization in the Baltics, that tended to fuse everything Russian as threat to the 

new republics. This was especially visible in Latvia and Estonia, where discrimination and 

systematic exclusion of the Russian-speaking minority from the society was conducted by 

the states.117 As a direct aftermath of the essence of the central planning system in the 

Soviet Union, the economic circumstances in the Baltics closely entangled with other 

former Soviet Union states, Russia in particular.118  Therefore, the European policies of 

the Baltic states mainly focus on pursuing a stable, deeper and broader association with 

other European states, especially with Western Europe, after a long period of forced 

interruption due to the Cold War.119 

 

After the primary cause of the Baltic state’s insecurity was eliminated with a large 

removal of Russian troops located in the region, the Republics of Estonia, Latvia and 

Lithuania faced a new security dilemma. Because all three states had refused to join the 

newly established Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), which includes the former 

Soviet republics, and a membership to NATO and the EU seemed to be a mirage in the 

distant future, the Baltic states feared that they could soon find themselves back under 

Russia’s sphere of influence. In order to prevent history from repeating itself, all three 

states ranked NATO and EU membership status as their priority foreign-policy objective. 

Although security issues here an influential motivation for this foreign-policy direction, 
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two other factors also played a vital role in the decision. Firstly, the membership to those 

organisations could help disconnecting the new republics from their Soviet past, by 

connecting Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania as part of the Western civilisation, thus 

reinforcing their European identity. Secondly, the membership status could strengthen 

the economic and political reforms of the Baltic states. However, it is vital to mention that 

universal agreement did not exist regarding the benefits from joining these Western 

organisations.120 Unlike the governments in the newly independent countries, the public 

opinion was slower to accept the fact that re-entering Europe involved more than simply 

gaining a membership card. Instead, it would be a multifaceted and lengthy process. The 

developments were often viewed as foreign commands, giving rise to conspiracy theories 

and populist phrases such as “Europe will never understand us.”121  

 

Within these overall experiences and trends, the degree of progress in the three 

republics indicate a significant difference between them, with Estonia as the ‘shining star 

from the Baltics’. Therefore, the economic progress of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania after 

their independence can be viewed as an experiment in itself. All three countries are 

rather similar regarding geography, size, income levels and share the standardize 

experience from the Soviet structure and the obstacles that this experience has 

created.122 Furthermore, as of the publication of this thesis, the Baltic countries still 

remain the only former Soviet states to become both members of NATO and the EU.123 

 

I argue that vital factors for the comparative case study can be found in the second 

half of the shared historical overview of the Baltic states. During the Soviet era, the 

regime in Moscow attempted to suppress Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian national 

identities with the goal to incorporate all nations of the Union under a universal Soviet 

identity. The fact that the Soviet government was unable to accomplish their goals seems 

to support my decision to explain the concept of identity from the viewpoint of ethno-
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symbolism rather than constructivism. Unlike ethno-symbolism, constructivism regards 

national identities and nations as assembled creations made by the establishments in 

order to accomplish numerous economic and socio-political goals.124 By understanding 

the main three motivations for activism during the Baltic revolution, we are able to 

analyse the magnitude of each motivational factor separately in each country, and, 

explore whether and how they affect the progression of LGBTI rights in Estonia, Latvia 

and Lithuania. Furthermore, the knowledge of the different discourses regarding the EU 

having either a positive or negative effect on the survival of the Baltic countries’ identities 

and independence, can provide as useful analytical tools during the examination of EU 

influence on LGBTI rights in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. 

5.2 Evolution of LGBTI rights before EU application, during the application 

process and after membership status 

 

The debate on LGBTI rights reached new heights in the Baltic states during the first 

decade of the 21st century. The discussion mobilised a large sum of citizens around both 

sides of the issue. A large portion of the general population living in the Baltic states today 

remain conservative on LGBTI rights, which makes the battle quite difficult for local LGBTI 

rights organisations. Thus, the organisations struggle to find wide-range backing for their 

activities. The first LGBTI pride march in a Baltic state was held in Estonia in 2004 and a 

year later in Latvia. The first Pride march in Lithuania did not take place until 2010. The 

Pride events have been an important tool for advocating human rights of sexual 

minorities. During the first Latvian Pride, participants got attacked by anti LGBTI 

extremists who threw eggs and excrement at the participants. During the 2006 Pride in 

Estonia, the march was attacked by counter-demonstrators, and were followed by the No 

Pride march, similar to counter-demonstrations in Latvia. Furthermore, the first united-

Baltic Pride demonstrations was hosted in May 2010 in Vilnius, Lithuania. The 

demonstrations are now a yearly event with over a thousand participants and even two 

members of parliament.125 In order to perform a detailed analysis on the evolution of 
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LGBTI rights in the Baltic states before EU application, during the application process and 

after EU membership status, developments in each case are analysed separately, 

followed by a comparison. 

5.2.1 Estonia 

 

According to my interviewee from Estonia, the main effect from the independence on 

LGBTI rights, was the decriminalisation of homosexuality in 1991. During the first years of 

the new republic, the LGBTI movement in the country was in its grassroot stage and 

during that time, the situation of LGBTI rights in Estonia had not changed apart from the 

decriminalisation. The interviewee mentioned that during 1991, LGBTI rights in other EU 

countries were not in the same place as they are today. However, the interviewee thinks 

that Estonian people felt freer to express themselves, knowing that the Soviet Union’s 

penal code was not in force. Furthermore, the interviewee says that LGBTI people mostly 

stayed hidden during the Soviet rule. The situation did not change right away after 

independence, and, even people who felt more free to express themselves did not go out 

to the streets right away.126 

 

“The first years I do not think that people felt more 
differently, you have to start from somewhere, so 
annulled penal code was a good starting point for 
that.”127 

 

This description sounds similar to Daunis Auers’s (2015) description discussed on the 

previous page, however there is no mention of the matter in the literature during the first 

years of Estonia’s independence. In addition, the first LGBTI pride march in Estonia was 

held in 2004.128 Based on the data from the interview, it seems that the progression of 

LGBTI rights in the new republic begun with one fundamental change regarding LGBTI 

legal rights and an adjustment to those new freedoms. In comparison, Iceland 
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decriminalised homosexual activity in 1940,129 which meant that Icelandic lesbian, 

bisexual and gay people had enjoyed 51 years without the threat of criminal prosecution 

and incarceration by the state, when Estonian gay, bisexual and lesbian people gained 

this fundamental right in 1991. Thus, while the experience to remain hidden from 

authorities in order to avoid being arrested for homosexual activity was the reality for the 

older generations of lesbian, bisexual and gay people in Iceland in 1991, it was arguably 

the reality of the vast majority of gay, bisexual and lesbian people in the new republic of 

Estonia. I argue that the fundamental structure of Soviet Union made it virtually 

impossible for LGBTI activist to even campaign against the criminalisation of 

homosexuality before independence, since all criticism against the state and its laws was 

heavily suppressed until the reforms in 1987.130  

 

I argue that the combination of criminalisation of homosexual activity and over 50 

years of restrictions on free speech are major factors in explaining why most LGBTI people 

decided to remain hidden during the first years of Estonian independence. According to 

my research findings, LGBTI people in Estonia felt more free to express themselves with 

the elimination of the old Soviet restrictions. Estonians needed time to adjust to these 

new freedoms and establish local LGBTI activist organisations. Therefore, I agree with my 

interviewee that even though many LGBTI people in Estonia remained hidden during the 

first years of independence, the decriminalisation of homosexual activities was an 

important starting point for the progression of LGBTI rights in the country. 

 

The interview then turned its focus on the application period to the EU from 1997 

until Estonia became an EU MS in 2004, and whether the application had any effect on 

LGBTI rights in Estonia. According to my interviewee, Estonia was obliged to transpose 

the directives of the Copenhagen Criteria into their legal framework, which specifically 

prohibited discrimination based on sexual orientation in regard to employment, social 

security, education and healthcare. Although the transpose of the Copenhagen Criteria 
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was accepted by Estonian authorities, it did not enter into force until 2009.131 When asked 

what effect the EU has had on LGBTI rights in Estonia since the country became a EU MS, 

my interviewee replies that the question can be answered from two viewpoints. Firstly, 

the legislation side and secondly, the public opinion side. The legislation side refers to the 

varieties of different directives and legislations that the MS have to transpose. The 

Estonian Parliament has to adopt EU directives and legislations, including those that refer 

to human rights and combating discrimination. However, my interviewee mentions that 

Estonia does not support every obligatory directive or frame decision. According to my 

interviewee, an example of this can be found in the decision of the Estonian government 

to refuse to transpose EU frame decision concerning criminalisation of hate speech. The 

Estonian government was willing to pay the fines instead.132  

 

This example made by my interviewee is about Framework Decision 2008/913/JHA, 

on combating certain forms and expressions of racism and xenophobia by means of 

criminal law. According to article 10, the MS’ deadline to transpose the Framework 

Decision into their domestic laws and regulations was 28 November 2010.133 However, 

based on a 2014 report made by the European Commission on the implementation of this 

specific Council Framework Decision, a number of MS have not transposed correctly 

and/or fully all the aspects stated in Decision 2008/913/JHA.134 Estonia is one of these 

MS. Estonian law still requires xenophobic and racist hate speech to result to 

endangerment of the property, health or life of a person in order to be considered as a 

criminal offence.135 Regarding my interviewee’s comments on the Copenhagen Criteria, 

during the period of post-independence, Estonia went through profound neoliberal 

reforms which did hint certain feeling of openness, at least subjectively. However, this 

sense of openness only endured in the gap of larger socio-political and socioeconomic 
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developments that were taking place in newly independent Estonia. The priority of the 

State during the post-independence era was to rapidly gain accession to the EU and 

NATO. The discussions with the EU began in March 1998 and came to an end in December 

2002. During that period Estonia agreed to EU’s accumulated legislation (like all other 

AS), a collection of over 12,000 legal acts, including the Copenhagen Criteria, which 

specifies a universal commitment by all MS to the EU to defend minority rights.136 

Therefore, it can be argued that even though Estonian authorities prioritised to gain quick 

access to the EU, they were not necessarily enthusiastic about adjusting and transposing 

all EU laws, framework decisions and regulations into their domestic legal framework. 

 

Furthermore, my interviewee indicated that the legislation side and the public 

opinion side are in many ways two sides of the same coin regarding implementations of 

LGBTI rights. According to my interviewee, the parliament cannot be expected to adopt 

a legal frame work, when the public opinion, or more precisely, the people, are not 

demanding changes. My interviewee underlines that the pressure on the government to 

put forward the bill in parliament originated from the grass root, from the Estonian LGBTI 

organisation and other human rights organisations that lobbied the parliament.137 The 

interviewee thinks that the evolution of LGBTI rights have become more progressive after 

the country became a MS to the EU. However, my interviewee emphasised that it is 

important to look at the complete picture and that discrimination of LGBTI people is still 

lurking in the continent, even in states who are considered more progressive than 

Estonia. Furthermore, my interviewee underlines that activists, human rights 

organisations and other NGOs have been more assertive and active in their attempts to 

influence legal reforms towards inclusive equal rights in Estonia.138 

 

 The interviewee’s comments sound similar to other reports regarding the LGBTI 

situation in Estonia before the parliament approved the gender-neutral bill. According to 
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the United States Department of State report (2013), advocacy groups for LGBTI rights 

reported that discrimination and harassment against LGBTI people continued to persist 

in 2013. In addition, the advocacy groups stated that the Estonian government provided 

limited financial backing when responding to the situation and little effort has been made 

by the authorities to study the situation further. This resulted in many LGBTI people 

hiding their sexual orientation and refraining from reporting incidents to law 

enforcement authorities.139 The Estonian Human Rights Centre describe the situation of 

LGBTI people in Estonia in their report for the year 2013. In the chapter on court cases, a 

case handled by the chairman of the NGO SEKY regarding the states refusal to certify 

same-sex partners the possibility to marry is laid out. Furthermore, a court case was also 

conducted that same year regarding same-sex marriage recognition in Estonia of 

marriages conducted in a foreign country. The Estonian Human Rights Centre put forward 

recommendations for the state in order to improve the situation of LGBTI people. The 

recommendations detailed that the parliament should pass a Cohabitation Act, which 

would provide same-sex partners a recognised legal relationship equal to marriage.140 

Two years later, in their report for 2014-2015, they state that 2014 will be remembered 

in history as the year when the Cohabitation Act was passed, creating a more equal 

society in Estonia.141 Therefore, it can be argued that Estonian activists, NGOs and other 

grassroot organisations were able to pressure the government to implement further legal 

rights for LGBTI people living in Estonia. 

 

When all the data discussed in this sub-chapter are analysed from the theoretical 

viewpoint of Europeanization, we are able to identify factors that match together. As 

previously mentioned in chapter 4.1.1, the EU has a certain area of authority to achieve 

conditional qualifications on AS based on the Copenhagen Criteria, and fixed legal 

standards that all MS have to comply to within the sphere of minority rights.142 This 

matches with my interviewee description and other data regarding Estonia’s EU 
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application period which implicates that the legal protection for LGBTI people from 

employment discrimination based on sexual orientation was the result of EU 

conditionality, and not from a domestic initiative.  

 

However, based on my data, it seems that even though AS and MS agree to oblige by 

a universal agreement between all EU MS, it does not mean that a state will necessarily 

transpose the EU directive into its legal framework directly. For example, it took the 

Estonian authorities five years to properly transpose the Copenhagen Criteria into its legal 

framework. The situation is quite similar to the rationalist approach of “top-down” 

Europeanization theory regarding EU promotion of domestic adjustment. The approach 

views the modification domestic adjustment as a two-face process. In phase one, a 

discrepancy between domestic norms and the EU generates claims for domestic 

adaptation. In phase two, the decision made by MS to download EU institutions and 

policies are formed by benefit-cost calculation of the strategic actors that have interests 

in the matter.143 In this scenario, the discrepancy between domestic norms and the EU 

generates claims for domestic adaptation of the Copenhagen Criteria. According to data 

from the Human Rights Centre of Estonia from 2012 regarding attitudes toward LGBTI 

topics, 57% of Estonians regarded homosexuality as unacceptable and 34% would refuse 

to buy from shopkeepers that they know to be either lesbian or gay.144 If this data is 

similar to attitudes towards LGBTI topics between 2004 and 2009, it could explain why 

strategic actors within the governmental and legislative system would be hesitant to 

transpose the directive. The fear of losing votes for implementing LGBTI rights when the 

majority of Estonians view homosexuality as unacceptable can arguably affect the cost-

benefit calculation of elected officials. 

 

Furthermore, according to my data, the public opinion side, works of human rights 

organisations, other activism and NGOs can play its part in pressuring the parliament to 

adopt legal frameworks; as was the case with the legalisation of the gender-neutral 

partnership in 2014. The Registered Partnership Act was voted into law in the Estonian 
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Parliament on 9 October 2014, two years later the law entered into force on 1 January 

2016. According to the Estonian Human Rights Centre, the Estonian Parliament has not 

passed any legislation that specifically requires the implementation of the act into 

practical situations of people’s everyday life, for example, ensuring equal treatment of 

families. The Estonian Human Rights Centre states that it will work towards 

implementation of the missing requirements for equal treatment.145  

 

When the development is analysed from the constructivist approach of “top-down” 

Europeanization theory regarding EU promotion of domestic adjustment, we are able to 

identify certain synonyms between this evolution and the theoretical approach. 

According to the constructivist approach, in situations where normative discrepancies 

occur between MS’ interpretation towards certain norms and EU policies, actions have 

to be taken. Norm entrepreneurs socialize domestic actors towards new suitable rules 

and norms, by the means of social learning and persuasion. Norm entrepreneurs that are 

active and achieve making EU policies echo with domestic beliefs and norms, are more 

likely to effectively generate domestic change.146 In this scenario, the article 21 of the EU 

Charter of Fundamental Rights, where the right to non-discrimination is established, 

including discrimination based on sex and sexual orientation,147 can arguably be viewed 

as an good example of a EU norm on the issue of LGBTI rights. The EU also supports ILGA-

Europe financially and thereby strengthening LGBTI activist organisations in the region.148 

ILGA-Europe has worked hard in strengthening the LGBTI organisations on the national 

level. For example, by providing advice, training, creating opportunities and opening the 

doors needed to lobby the EU Commission. This support network has bolstered the 

capacity of LGBTI rights organisations to ensure that all deficiency regarding 

implementation of anti-discrimination laws are properly documented. That includes 

LGBTI rights activism in Estonia, where lack of proper cooperation with policymakers and 

politicians at the national level was met by influencing the policies at the EU level.149 
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Based on these factors and data, it seems that the active socialization of domestic actors 

by LGBTI rights activist and norm entrepreneurs, influenced domestic change in Estonia 

and played a vital role in implementing the Registered Partnership Act.  

 

In most recent years, Estonia has experienced further developments regarding the 

evolution of LGBTI rights in the country. In 2016 the authorities in Harju County were 

forced by the ruling of the circuit court to register the same-sex marriage of a Swedish 

citizen and an Estonian citizen that were married in Sweden into the population 

register.150  This ruling is directly related to the EU Citizen Directive’s clear language, 

where EU law undeniably requires a host MS to acknowledge the marriages of same-sex 

couples that got married in their home state, even though that an MS has not legalised 

same-sex marriage.151 Based on the data analysis found in this sub-chapter, I argue that 

the EU has both direct and indirect influence on the development of LGBTI legal rights in 

Estonia. 

5.2.2 Latvia 

 
Similar to my Estonian interviewee, my interviewee from Latvia describes the 

independence of Latvia from the Soviet Union as a big milestone for LGBTI people in 

Latvia due to the decriminalisation of homosexual activity. However, the interviewee 

mentions that the Russian media is very influential in Latvia and Latvian people are often 

influenced by the homophobia in Russia. In my interviewee’s view, the only positive 

change that has occurred for LGBTI people in Latvia is the decriminalisation of 

homosexual activity. On that note, my interviewee says that although homophobic 

attacks in the country are not a common occurrence, LGBTI persons in Latvia lack many 

legal rights. For example, the right for same-sex partnership and legal framework for 

transgender rights.152  
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When my interviewee’s description is compared with data and analysis from ILGA-

Europe, we are able to locate similarities between the data and the description. LGBTI 

equality developments in Latvia, continue to remain very slow. The country’s policies 

regarding LGBTI rights have not been changed, as was recommended to Latvian 

authorities by ILGA-Europe’s annual review of 2017. According to the annual country 

report conducted by the United States State Department, LGBTI persons in Latvia have to 

endure societal discrimination.153 Furthermore, when the EU countries are separated 

from other European states in ILGA-Europe’s 2018 Rainbow index and analysed as a 

group, Latvia ranks as the least LGBTI friendly MS in the EU, with a total score of 16%. Ro 

put that into perspective, the overall highest-ranking country in the index is Malta, with 

a total score of 91%.154  

 

The situation for LGBTI people in Russia has been getting worse throughout the years, 

reaching a drastic low-point when the situation in the territory of Chechnya was revealed 

in news media in the spring of 2017. According to ILGA-Europe, LGBTI persons living in 

the territory were illegally detained in unofficial detention centres, enduring vast human 

rights violations, such as torture and even murder, due to their perceived sexual 

orientation. The struggle of the journalists that revealed the dire situation of LGBTI 

people in Chechnya to the world was not welcomed by Russian authorities. As a response, 

the Russian parliament legalised a bill on ‘foreign agents’ including a specific list of certain 

media outlets that limited the freedom of investigative journalists to explore and report 

on the situation in Chechnya.155 According to the Danish Institute for Human Rights, LGBTI 

people were the most discriminated minority group in Latvian media. The homophobic 

statements originated mostly from rhetoric by politicians and in editorial material. These 

statements include for example, indications that LGBTI is a sickness and that LGBTI people 

serve the interests of foreign actors.156  
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It can be argued that viewers of Russian media programs, or Latvian press with similar 

editorial policy are likely to see negative attitudes towards LGBTI persons in the media 

with either non or highly censored discussion of the serious human rights violations of 

LGBTI people in Chechnya. Therefore, I agree with my interviewee that the high viewing 

rate of Russian media programs in Latvia could influence higher proportion of 

homophobic tendency with the population. Furthermore, based on the Lithuanian score 

and review by ILGA-Europe, I agree with me interviewee that Latvia lacks many laws and 

regulations regarding the protection of LGBTI people’s human rights. However, I disagree 

with my interviewee’s earlier statement that the decriminalisation of homosexual activity 

is the only positive development for LGBTI people in Latvia. I believe the obligations of 

the Copenhagen Criteria which provides legal protections against discrimination in the 

work place, based on sexual orientation, have also been a positive development.157 

 

The interview then turned its focus on the application period to the EU from 1999 

until Latvia became an EU MS in 2004, and whether the application had any effect on 

LGBTI rights in Latvia. According to my interviewee, LGBTI rights did not improve during 

that period. It was not until 2006 when the first Pride march was held in Riga, that proper 

discussions regarding LGBTI situation in Latvia begun both within the general public and 

the parliament itself. The discussions were not met with a progressive attitude from 

Latvian authorities, according to my interviewee. In 2006, the Latvian government 

proposed a constitutional amendment in order to define marriage as a union between a 

man and a woman, this action excluded all LGBTI people. Furthermore, my interviewee 

states that Latvian authorities wanted to revoke the protections against discrimination 

based on sexual orientation in the work environment. This plan was, according to my 

interviewee, stopped by the President, who allegedly agreed with the government but 

noticed that because Latvia was a MS to the EU, the country could not push forward such 

an anti-social legislation. In addition, my interviewee stated that in 2016 the Latvian 

government passed a so called morality law, which prevents teachers from discussing 

LGBTI issues in class.158” 
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When my interviewee’s description is compared with data and analysis from the 

Danish Institute for Human Rights, we are able to locate similarities between the data 

and the description. According to the data, Latvia has made certain improvement in 

recent years regarding legal human rights protection. This development is to some degree 

due to pressure from human rights organisations and from the EU. The improvements 

include some legal human right protections for LGBTI persons. However, surveys indicate 

that 45% of Latvians support a profession-ban on lesbian and gay persons, banning them 

to work in certain occupations. For instance, LGBTI people in Latvia cannot join the army 

service and they are not allowed to work within the school system. Furthermore, apart 

from certain legal protections, other improvements for LGBTI rights are lacking, with 

discrimination and hate speech still being widespread within the society.159 It is worth 

noting that Latvian authorities have been implementing the Employment Directive 

2000/78/EC, which prohibits discrimination based on sexual orientation in the workplace. 

However, Latvian authorities only meet the minimum requirements of the Directive and 

the implementations were adopted with noticeable resentments.160 

 

In 2007, new constitutional amendments entered into force in the Latvian 

Constitution, including Article 110, specifying that marriage is a union between a woman 

and a man, a definition that the State shall support and protect.161 The affect from Article 

110 has had widespread effect on the evolution of LGBTI rights, effecting other areas 

aside from marriage equality for same-sex couples. In 2015, a change was made to the 

Education Law with the addition of the “morality clause,” with the purpose to guarantee 

an “ethical education” system which would harmonize with constitutional values, 

especially in regard to the family and marriage. The LGBTI rights organisation Mozaīka 

has raised concerns over the “morality clause,” arguing that it generates self-censorship 

in the school system and restrict teachers from discussing LGBTI issues.162 
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Next, the interview topic moved towards the years after Latvia became a MS to the 

EU; I asked what effect the EU has had on LGBTI rights in the country in comparison to 

the different time periods. According to my interviewee’s view, it seems that Latvia’s 

status as an EU state can provide LGBTI certain protections from some legal 

discriminations, even if homophobic politicians gain seats in the government. My 

interviewee mentions that the previous Minister of Justice was openly homophobe and 

that the previous government was unable to pass certain discriminating laws, due to the 

fact that Latvia is an EU member state and has agreed to certain obligations. On that note, 

my interviewee states that the previous government wanted to re-criminalize 

homosexual activity but were unable to do so due to EU restrictions. According to my 

interviewee, the EU helps LGBTI people in Latvia indirectly, by preventing further 

exclusion from Latvian society. In addition, my interviewee thinks that politicians benefit 

from being in the EU, because of the economic opportunities and better prosperity. The 

major political parties are generally not willing to leave the EU even though they do not 

agree with some of its regulations, apart from one party, Saskaniea which is weary pro-

Russian163 

 

Although I was unable to acquire direct data regarding my interviewee’s speculation 

towards the former government’s will to re-criminalise homosexuality, it is clear that 

prominent members of Latvian society can be referenced stating strong homophobic 

statements. One example can be found in a statement made by Andris Berzins the 

President of Latvia, who referred to homosexuality as a “road to nowhere” in 2014.164  In 

addition, Ainars Bastiks, a former Minister for Children and Family Affairs, stated in 2007 

that Riga Pride is offensive, because it portrays ‘an abnormality’ as ‘a normal 

occurrence.’165 Another example can be found in a statement made by the former Prime 

Minister, Aigars Kalvitis in 2005. In his statement, Kalvitis used religion in order to justify 

his view for banning Riga Pride, saying that the country is based on Christian values and 

that it is unacceptable to allow LGBTI people to march next to the Dome Church in the 
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very heart of Riga. This type of justification for LGBTI discrimination seems at first glance 

to be in line with many social science researches, which have shown that the independent 

variable “firm religious belief” corelates strongly with the dependant variable “negative 

attitudes towards LGBTI people.” However, other social science researches indicate that 

Latvian society has low levels of religiosity. Therefore, it can be argued that the 

widespread negative perspective towards LGBTI persons found in Latvian society is not 

necessarily the result of deep conviction in Christian doctrine, but rather the role 

Christianity has as a constructed concept in the Latvian national identity.166 

 

As previously mentioned in chapter 5.1.1, all three Baltic states ranked NATO and EU 

membership status as their priority foreign-policy objectives after gaining independence, 

in order to prevent them from falling back under Russia’s sphere of influence. Although 

security factors were influential motivators for the Baltic states to apply for EU 

membership, the possibility of a stronger economy and political reforms for the Baltic 

countries through EU cooperation, also played a vital role in motivating the states to join 

the Union.167 The importance of the EU as a security shelter, and a political and economic 

support for Latvia, at least in the opinion of most political parties, seems to influence the 

policy pecking order of politicians that receive a cabinet position, who are not willing to 

leave the EU over LGBTI issues. Regardless of those EU restrictions that often hinders- the 

MS from implementing new discriminatory legislation against LGBTI people, Latvian 

authorities have managed to create new barriers against LGBTI rights developments. 

 

According to my interviewee it is hard to compare between on the one hand, the 

time period when Latvia was undertaking its application process to the EU and on the 

other hand, the time period after the country became a MS. In 2006 the LGBTI 

organisation Mozaīka was founded, and still remains the only LGBTI organisation in Latvia. 

That same year the first Riga Pride march was held and LGBTI rights received public 

attention and became a discussion point in Latvian society. In my interviewee’s view this 

did not happen as a result to Latvia’s MS status in 2004, but because there were proactive 
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individuals who wanted positive change towards better rights for LGBTI people.168 

According to a submission to the United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC), there is 

very limited amount of reliable and representative reports about the LGBTI situation in 

Latvia. Domestic research is virtually non-existent and the national census statistics does 

not cover the situation of LGBTI people. The only reliable data has been gathered by NGOs 

or irregular surveys by researchers at different university departments of anthropology 

and sociology.169 The Latvian justice system does not consider transphobic or 

homophobic motives as an aggravating factor under criminal law. There are no official 

documents on the magnitude of attacks and violence against LGBTI people, the police 

does not report if a victim is a member of the LGBTI community and very few cases reach 

the courts. In order to combat the situation, the Danish Institute for Human Rights and 

the LGBTI rights organisation Mozaīka developed a training program in 2010 on tackling 

transphobic and homophobic hate crimes, for Latvian police officers.170 Furthermore, 

after the Estonian parliament narrowly passed through the cohabitation laws in 2014 that 

provided legal protections for all forms of couples regardless of sex, Juris Puce, a city 

council member in Riga and leader of the “For Latvia’s Development” party called on 

parliamentarians in Latvia to propose a similar bill. After his proposal was swiftly rejected 

by the Parliament, Puce began to collect 10,000 signatures to gain the citizens support of 

the partnership law. According to Latvian laws, if a proposition is signed by 10,000 citizens 

it can by submitted for the consideration of the Latvian Parliament and the threshold was 

reached in December 2017. However, on 7 March 2018, a petition for an introduction of 

partnership legislation which would legally acknowledge all unmarried partnerships, 

including same-sex couples, was rejected by the Mandate, Ethics and Submissions 

Committee in the Latvian parliament.171 This indicates that LGBTI activism in Latvia has 

been proactive in fighting towards equal rights, even though it has not been able to reach 

its primary goals.  
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When the data collection is compared and analysed from the theoretical viewpoint 

of Europeanization, we are able to identify factors that match with the theoretical 

perspective. Due to obligations of the Copenhagen Criteria, the EU has a certain area of 

authority to achieve conditional qualification on AS, including an established legal 

framework regarding minority rights, that all MS have to comply with.172 This seems to 

align with previously mentioned data regarding Latvia’s EU application period which 

implicates that the legal protection for LGBTI people from employment discrimination 

based on sexual orientation was the result of EU conditionality, and not from a domestic 

initiative. 

 

Furthermore, Latvian authorities only meet the minimum requirements of the 

Employment Directive 2000/78/EC, which prohibits discrimination based on sexual 

orientation in the workplace, and the implementations were adopted with noticeable 

resentments from domestic authorities.173 The constitutional amendment of Article 110, 

specifying that marriage is a union between a woman and a man,174 followed with the 

addition of the “morality clause” to the Education Law in 2015, which restricts teachers 

from discussing LGBTI issues,175 indicates that Latvian officials have little intention to 

improve LGBTI rights more than they are required to by EU directives. This sounds similar 

to the two-face process in the rationalist approach of “top-down” Europeanization theory 

regarding EU promotion of domestic adjustment. In phase one, a discrepancy between 

domestic norms and the EU generates claims for domestic adaptation. In phase two, the 

decision made by MS to download EU institutions and policies are formed by benefit-cost 

calculation of the strategic actors that have interests in the matter.176  Because security 

factors and the possibility of a strong economic reforms for the state through EU 

cooperation, were influential motivators for Latvia to apply for EU membership,177 it can 
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be argued that Latvian strategic actors viewed it more beneficial to comply with the 

minimum requirements of the Employment Directive 2000/78/EC, rather than risking 

rejection of their EU application.  

 

According to the constructivist approach of “top-down” Europeanization theory 

regarding EU promotion of domestic adjustment, in situations were normative 

discrepancies occur between MS’ interpretation towards certain norms and EU policies, 

actions have to be made through the works of norm entrepreneurs that socialize 

domestic actors towards new suitable rules and norms, by the means of social learning 

and persuasion. Norm entrepreneurs that are active and achieve making EU policies echo 

with domestic beliefs and norms, are more likely to effectively generate domestic 

change.178 Similar to the Estonian analysis from the constructivist approach of “top-

down” Europeanization theory, the Article 21 of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights,179 

can arguably be viewed as an good example of a EU norm on the issue of LGBTI rights for 

this comparative case study. Before I further analyse from this theoretical perspective, I 

would like to reaffirm that the EU also supports ILGA-Europe financially and thereby 

strengthening domestic LGBTI activist organisations in the region.180 This support can also 

be seen in Latvia, where ILGA-Europe and the local LGBTI activist organisation Mozaīka, 

sent a joint report submission to the UNHRC, on the situation for LGBTI people in 

Latvia.181 On that note, it is also worth mentioning other European cooperation; for 

example, Mozaīka and the Danish Institute for Human Rights, who begun working 

towards the social learning of the Latvian police.182 Prior factors and data, including the 

rejection of the equal partnership legislation petition by the Latvian Parliament, indicate 

that the active socialization of domestic actors by LGBTI rights activist and norm 

entrepreneurs, have so far been unsuccessful in making EU policies echo with domestic 

beliefs and norms to effectively generate general domestic change. 
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Based on the data analysis found in this sub-chapter, I argue that the EU has both 

direct and indirect influence on the development of LGBTI legal rights in Latvia. This 

argument is to a large extent based on the requirements of the Copenhagen Directive, 

including the Employment Directive 2000/78/EC, and the resentments from Latvian 

authorities to improve LGBTI rights. However, it seems that the EU has certain restriction 

in promoting LGBTI rights in Latvia further than the minimal requirements of the MS. 

Although EU restrictions often hinder the MS from implementing new discriminatory 

legislation against LGBTI people, Latvian authorities have managed to create new barriers 

against LGBTI rights developments, through the constitution amendment in 2007 and the 

“morality clause” to the Education Law in 2015. 

5.2.3 Lithuania 

 

According to my interviewee from Lithuania, the independence from the Soviet Union 

were not the only factor that affected the development of LGBTI rights in Lithuania. The 

development occurred slower than many Lithuanian LGBTI people from the Soviet era 

had hoped for. The interviewee states that when Lithuanian authorities decided to join 

the Council of Europe, the government had to decriminalise same-sex relations in order 

to be eligible for membership.183 Although I was unable to locate data with direct 

reference to my interviewee’s description regarding Lithuania’s motivation for 

decriminalisation of homosexual activity, it seem to match with the membership 

requirements of the Council of Europe. On 14 May 1993, Lithuania gained its membership 

to the Council of Europe and became the 28th MS of the organisation.184 In order for a 

country to be eligible to join the Council of Europe, a state must first ratify the European 

Convention on Human Rights.185 That includes Article 8, which states that all people have 

the right to respect for their family and private life, their home and their correspondence. 

Although paragraph two of that same Article states that public authority can intervene 

through national laws for the protection of morals or health, Article 14 states that the 
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protection of freedoms and human rights listed in the Convention, shall be guarded from 

all on grounds of discrimination.186 Therefore, I argue that Lithuania would have been 

unable to join the Council of Europe without decriminalising homosexual activity. 

 

The interview then turned its focus on the application period to the EU from 1999 

until Lithuania became an EU MS in 2004, and whether the application had any effect on 

LGBTI rights in Estonia. According to my interviewee, Lithuania was obliged to establish 

minimal rights for LGBTI people and provide protections against discrimination based on 

sexual orientation in order to become eligible for membership to the EU.187 However, 

when the focus shifted towards the period after Lithuania gained membership status, my 

interviewee says that there has been a stagnation in LGBTI rights developments and even 

a backlash after the country became a MS, due to the politicians, who feel free to do and 

say what they want. According to my interviewee, many homophobic bills made it to 

parliament during the post-application period. Furthermore, my interviewee states that 

even though the EU is able to pass through resolutions on the subject, it does not have 

any power to change those legislations.188 

 

When this description is compared with other data, we are able to identify some 

similarities. Unlike other multilateral organisations, the EU has a certain area of authority 

to achieve conditional qualifications on AS based on the Copenhagen Criteria, and fixed 

legal standards that all MS have to comply to within the sphere of minority rights.189 This 

includes Council Directive 2000/78/EC, a universal framework for equal treatment in 

occupation and employment in order to combat discrimination based on age, disability, 

religion, race and sexual orientation. However, it is crucial to bear in mind that no current 

EU legislation exists that directly fights discrimination based on sexual orientation outside 

employment.190 In 2010, the Law on the Protection of Minors entered into force. 
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According to the law, all information that “slanders” family values or advocates for an 

idea of family and marriage other than the definition specified in the Constitution, was 

defined to be harmful for children.191 According to Article 38 of the Lithuanian 

Constitution, marriage is specified as a union between a woman and a man.192 The 

European Parliament (EP) responded to the bill on the Protection of Minors by issuing a 

resolution in 2009. In the resolution, the EP underlines the fundamental values of the EU 

community, which includes human rights and fighting against discrimination based on 

sexual orientation.193 This international pressure led to re-writing of the original wording 

of the bill, taking out sentences that explicitly banned the “propaganda of polygamous, 

bisexual or homosexual relations.”194 However, even though some aspects of the bill was 

ratified, the current law directly obstructs the right to freedom of expression of LGBTI 

people.195 As a response to the new law, the EP issued another resolution in January 2011, 

stating that the laws discriminate on the basis of sexual orientation and violates freedom 

of expression. The situation was also brought to the attention of the UNHRC, in a joint 

submission from ILGA-Europe and LGL on the status of lesbian, gay, bisexual and 

transgender rights in Lithuania. In the report, the organisations emphasise that persistent 

actions need to be taken in order to reform the circumstances of the LGBTI community 

in Lithuania.196  Therefore, I agree with my interviewee’s view that there has been a 

backlash in the development of LGBTI rights in Lithuania, however, I disagree that the EU 

does not have any power to change those legislations. Although the EU does not have a 

direct say in the matter, the reaction of the Lithuanian authorities to the EP’s 2009 

resolution indicates that the EU is able to influence the developments to some extent 

through international pressure.  
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During the 2017 session in the Lithuanian Parliament, MPs discussed widerange 

legislation bills that could have a critical effect on LGBTI rights in the country. One of those 

was a proposal to legally recognise same-sex partnership. Although the bill was ultimately 

voted down in Parliament, it managed to receive votes from 29 parliamentarians, out of 

the total 141 MPs.197 That same year two bills were put forward for the Parliament, under 

the name “the Law on Strengthening the Family” number XIIP-4255 and XIIP-4256. The 

bills seek to further restrict constitutional definition of “family life,” for LGBTI people, by 

stating that a union between a woman and a man is a bedrock of a family as fundamental 

and primary environment and community, which is most acceptable for the education, 

development and upbringing of children. This action would hamper the possibility of 

exercise the constitutional protections regarding “family life” for same-sex couples.198 

 

The backlash seems to have reached a level which is beyond legal restrictions 

against LGBTI people, with an increase in homophobic attacks. Hate crime and hate 

speech has often managed to proceed with little response from the authorities, even in 

cases where NGOs directed victims to report to the police, they were seldom assisted 

appropriately. Some progress was made after authorities began to recognise that the lack 

of data did not project the status of hate crime in Lithuania, due to the fact that they were 

seldom reported. In June 2017, a round table discussion was conducted to combat the 

situation. Participants included representatives from NGOs, the Police Department and 

the Ministry of the Interior. In order to provide better assistance for victims of hate 

speech and hate crimes, LGL- National LGBT Rights Organization of Lithuania launched an 

app and a website under the name UNI-FORM, which made it easier to report these type 

of crimes against LGBTI people.199 According to the 2018 Human Rights Report, 

conducted by the United States Department of State, an arsonist set fire to the office 

door of the LGL in August 2018. Similar attacks were also conducted by an unknown 

suspect in August and September against Romas Zabarauskas, an openly gay film 
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director.200 International human rights and LGBTI advocacy groups and NGOs have voiced 

their concerns regarding the possible homophobic essence of the attack on the LGL office, 

and have requested the Lithuanian authorities to investigate the attack thoroughly. As a 

reaction to the arson attack, the director of the Human Rights Division of the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, Donatas Butkus and Linas Linkevicus, the Minister for Foreign Affairs of 

Latvia, visited the LGL office to assert their solidarity with the LGBTI people due to the 

alleged homophobic attacks.201 

 

When the data collection is correlated and analysed from the theoretical 

perspective of Europeanization, we are able to identify factors that match with the 

theoretical perspective. As previously mentioned, due to the obligations of the 

Copenhagen Criteria, the EU has a certain area of authority to achieve conditional 

qualifications on AS, including an established legal framework regarding minority rights, 

that all MS have to comply with.202 This matches with my interviewee’s description and 

other data regarding the EU application period of Lithuania, which implies that the legal 

protection for LGBTI people from employment discrimination based on sexual orientation 

was the result of EU conditionality, and not a domestic initiative. Furthermore, the data 

indicates that although evolution of LGBTI legal protections improved during Lithuania’s 

application period, the LGBTI situation in the country began to experience backlashes 

after the country became a MS to the EU. According to my interviewee, some politicians 

began to feel freer to put forward bills that restricted the rights and freedom of LGBTI 

people after Lithuania gained its MS status.203 However, it seems that those same 

politicians were pressured to re-write a legislative proposal, due to international tension, 

including the EP who said the proposal was in contrast to the EU’s fundamental values.204 

This sounds similar to the two-step developments in the rationalist approach of “top-

down” Europeanization theory regarding EU promotion of domestic adjustment. In step 
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one, a discrepancy between domestic norms and the EU generates claims for domestic 

adaptation. In step two, the decision made by MS to download EU policies and are formed 

by cost-benefit calculation of the strategic actors that have interests in the matter.205   

 

Based on the constructivist approach of “top-down” Europeanization theory 

regarding EU endorsement of domestic adjustment, in circumstances where normative 

discrepancies occur between MS interpretation towards certain norms and EU policies, 

actions have to be made through the works of norm entrepreneurs that socialize 

domestic actors towards new suitable rules and norms, by the means of social learning 

and persuasion.206 I argue that Article 21 of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights,207 can 

be seen as an good example of an EU norm on the issue of LGBTI rights for this 

comparative case study. Furthermore, it is vital to re-establish that the EU supports ILGA-

Europe financially and thereby strengthens domestic LGBTI activist organisations in the 

region.208  This assistance can also be found in Lithuania, where ILGA-Europe and the local 

LGBTI activist organisation LGL, sent a joint report submission to the UNHRC, regarding 

the domestic situation for LGBTI people.209 After analysing the work of LGL it seems that 

the organisation has been active in monitoring and advocating for LGBTI rights in 

Lithuania. The organisation has issued annual reports of the LGBTI status in Lithuania 

since 2010,210 and advocated for improvements within the police in combatting hate 

speech and hate crimes.211 However, due to the social and legal developments in 

Lithuania after the country became a MS to the EU, as was discussed in this sub-chapter, 

it seems that LGBTI rights activist, have so far been unsuccessful in making EU policies 

echo with domestic beliefs and norms to effectively generate general domestic change. 
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I argue that the EU has both direct and indirect influence on the development of 

LGBTI legal rights in Latvia. This argument is to a large extent based on the requirement 

of the Copenhagen Directive including the Employment Directive 2000/78/EC. However, 

it seems that the EU had more influence in promoting LGBTI rights in Lithuania during the 

AS period, in comparison to the period after it became a MS. Although EU restrictions 

often hinder the MS from implementing new discriminatory legislation against LGBTI 

people, Lithuanian authorities have managed to create new barriers against LGBTI rights 

developments, for example through the Law on the Protection of Minors in 2010. On that 

note, it is worth mentioning that the EP did manage to influence the original proposal 

through international pressure but was unable to influence a complete withdrawal of the 

bill.  

5.2.4 Comparison 

 

When the development of LGBTI rights in each case is compared, we are able to locate 

both similarities and differences between the cases. All three cases went through 

decriminalisation of homosexual activity after their countries gained independence from 

the Soviet Union. However, it seems that the decision of the Lithuanian government to 

join the Council of Europe motivated the authorities to decriminalise homosexual activity, 

rather than a domestic initiative. When the focus is turned towards the application period 

to the EU, the data analysis indicates that all three cases shared a similar LGBTI rights 

evolution. I argue that this is due to the universal requirements of the Copenhagen 

Criteria; all applicant states to the EU have to transpose into their domestic system in 

order to gain membership status. Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania were all required to 

transpose Council Directive 2000/78/EC, a universal framework for equal treatment in 

occupation and employment in order to combat discrimination based on age, disability, 

religion, race and sexual orientation. Therefore, it can be argued that the EU had a direct 

influence on the development of LGBTI rights in all three cases during their application 

period. 

 

When the focus is shifted towards the period after Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania 

became MS to the EU, we can locate notable differences in LGBTI rights in Estonia in 
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comparison to Latvia and Lithuania. According to the data in previous sections, both 

Lithuania and Latvia experienced legislative backlashes regarding LGBTI rights after the 

countries became MS to the EU, in comparison to the developments during the 

application period. In Latvia, the government amended Article 110 in the Latvian 

Constitution to specifically define marriage as a union between a man and a woman, 

followed by adding the “morality clause,” to the education system that generates self-

censorship in the school system and restricts teachers from discussing LGBTI issues. 

Similarly, in Lithuania, the government approved the Law on the Protection of Minors. 

Despite international pressure, including from the EP, which led to the ratification of the 

original proposal, the current law directly obstructs the right to freedom of expression of 

LGBTI people.  

 

In comparison, the development of LGBTI rights in Estonia have increased in a 

different direction than in the other two Baltic states. Based on the data from previous 

sections, it seems that Estonian activists, NGOs and other grassroot organisations were 

able to pressure the government to implement further legal rights for LGBTI people living 

in Estonia. This is evident in the process of the Registered Partnership Act, which provides 

same-sex couples with legal recognition. In the aftermath of the legalisation of the 

Registered Partnership Act, activists, NGOs and other grassroot organisations in Latvia 

and Lithuania begun to campaign and push for similar legislations. However, neither the 

Latvian nor the Lithuanian parliament have approved a proposition similar to the Estonian 

Registered Partnership Act. I argue that possible reasons for the different developments 

regarding LGBTI rights in Estonia, in comparison to Latvia and Lithuania, cannot be 

explained through the legislation developments alone. In order to comprehend the 

complete picture, the interplay and effect of the concepts of values and national identity 

on this comparative case is analysed in the following sub-chapter. 
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5.3 EU influence on LGBTI rights values in the Baltic states 

5.3.1 EU values and traditional values 

 

After discussing the legal developments with my interviewees, the interviews turned their 

focus towards possible tension in Latvian, Lithuanian and Estonian societies and whether 

my interviewees felt there was tension between the values promoted by the EU and their 

domestic traditional values. According to my interviewee from Latvia, this type of tension 

seems to exist in Latvia. My interviewee says that there is a large Russian minority living 

in Latvia, many people listen or view media programs that portray the politics of the 

Russian President Vladimir Putin as a positive role model for Latvia, and, the “openness” 

of EU values are in contrast to traditional Latvian Values. Furthermore, my interviewee 

mentions that campaigners against progression of LGBTI rights have used slogans which 

state that “LGBTI people want do destroy traditional Latvian values, do not let them do 

that.”212  

 

When this description is compared to other data, we are able to identify certain 

similarities. According to Latvia’s official statistics database, in 2018, around 62% of the 

total population identify their ethnicity as Latvians while 25% identify their ethnicity as 

Russian.213 After Latvia gained independence, the Russian minority and their identity 

experienced exclusion from Latvian society. The lack of legal protection and recognition 

of Russian as a minority language increased this isolation. Some progress has been made 

in improving the legal human rights of the Russian minority in Lithuania due to pressure 

from the EU. That includes the Charter for Regional or Minority Languages and Protocol 

No. 12 to the European Convention on Human Rights.214 According to Oliver Danjoux 

(2002), the status of Latvian as the country’s common language was still weakly 

established in 2002. During the Soviet era, many job advertisements stated that they 

were only hiring Russian speakers. Furthermore, in areas where ethnic Russians are in a 

majority, the Russian-language is still used as the internal working language for business 
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and commerce, rather than Latvian.215 Due to the fact that Putin and his government have 

been remarkably successful in their media strategy, with Russian state media channels 

dominating the information landscape in Russia,216 it can be argued that viewers of 

Russian media programs living in Latvia are more likely viewing news programmes that 

portray President Putin and Russian policy in a positive way. On that note, as was 

previously mentioned in a segment on Latvia’s LGBTI rights, the Danish Institute for 

Human Rights argues that LGBTI people were the most discriminated minority group in 

Latvian media in their 2009 report. The homophobic statements originated mostly from 

rhetoric by politicians and in editorial material. These statements include for example, 

indications that LGBTI is a sickness and that LGBTI people serve the interests of foreign 

actors.217  

 

Although I was unable to locate the exact reference that my interviewee stated 

regarding the anti LGBTI slogans, there are statements recorded in the official records of 

the Latvian Parliament that indicate societal tension regarding values. For example, in 

2006 the MP Janis Smits stated: 

 

“We must say a clear “no” to all those wise men from 

the West, who want to suggest that our people 

undertake voluntary suicide because, as you know, 

children do not come from homosexuals.”218 

 

Therefore, I argue that tension can be found in Latvian society between traditional 

values and EU values, in regard to LGBTI rights. It seems that individual politicians, the 

Latvian and Russian media, might play a part in heightening the tension by portraying 

LGBTI rights as something foreign and remote. 
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According to my interviewee from Lithuania, this type of tension can also be located 

in Lithuania. My interviewee said that the decision of the Constitutional Court to grant a 

Belarusian individual who got married to a Lithuanian person of the same-sex in Denmark, 

a residence permit, was condemned by the Lithuanian Bishop Conference. Furthermore, 

my interviewee highlights that the Catholic Church is rather powerful in Lithuania and has 

been participating in a variation of political decision-making processes. In my 

interviewee’s view, although most Lithuanians are not religious, the majority of the 

people supports the Catholic Church, that includes a firm stand against LGBTI rights.219 

 

When this summary is compared to other data, we are able to pinpoint certain 

similarities. Based on the court news, published by the Constitutional Court of the 

Republic of Lithuania, the Court ruled it unlawful to refuse issuing a temporary residence 

permit to a spouse of a Lithuanian citizen on the basis of sexual orientation and/or gender 

identity. According to the Court’s ruling, although the spouse is neither a citizen of the 

European Free Trade Association (EFTA) nor the EU, the Court ruled that the right to 

family reunification applies for all spouses regardless of their sexual orientation and/or 

gender identity.220 Based on a news article published by France24, the ruling of the 

Constitutional Court was criticised by the Lithuanian Catholic Bishops Conference. In their 

statement, the Conference stated the Constitutional Court had established a “new legal 

category” of same-sex families. Furthermore, their statement outlines that marriage is 

the foundation of the family carried out upon the free bilateral consent of a woman and 

a man. Additionally, the Conference stated that the hypothesis that the concept of family 

is gender-neutral is not in line with the teachings of the Church.221 When the focus is 

turned towards data from the Atlas of European Values, which was designed through the 

collaboration of European Values Study and Fontys Hogeschool,222 we are able to identify 

information regarding Lithuanian’s believe in God in addition to their views towards the 

Church as an answer provider for moral problems and problems regarding family life. 
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Picture 1.1. Illustrates the percentage of Lithuanians that agreed with the following statements 

in 2008. The yellow percentage number represents the portion that believe churches in their 

country are giving adequate answers to the moral problems and needs of the individual. The 

green percentage number represents the portion that agree that churches in their country are 

giving adequate answers to the problems of family life. Finally, the red percentage number 

represents the portion that believes in God.223 

 

According to the data illustrated in picture 1.1, it seems that vast majority of 

Lithuanians believe in God and think that churches in Lithuania provide sufficient answers 

regarding the needs of the individual, moral problems and problems concerning family 

live. Therefore, I argue that tension can be found in Lithuanian society between 

traditional values and EU values, in regard to LGBTI rights. The Lithuania’s Catholic 

Bishops Conference has taken a firm stand against rights for same-sex families and it 

appears that the Catholic Church is an influential entity in the country. It can be argued 

that due to 74% of Lithuanians trust the Catholic Church to provide sufficient answer to 

problems regarding family life, the Church’s position towards LGBTI rights could influence 

the values of the majority of the population. Furthermore, l question why my interviewee 

stated that the majority of Lithuanians are not religious. According to data from the Atlas 

of European Values, 87% of Lithuanians believes in God. However, it is worth mentioning 

that the answer dose not incorporate religious practises or church attendance. 
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According to my interviewee from Estonia, it is complex to answer whether there is 

a tension in Estonian society between values promoted by the EU and traditional Estonian 

values. My interviewee says that we have to consider that there are changes occurring all 

over the EU with right wing conservatives gaining support, even in MS that are considered 

to be progressive. Furthermore, my interviewee thinks that we cannot separate EU values 

from traditional Estonian values, and, that it is important to take the history of Estonia 

into consideration. Throughout the centuries, Estonia was mostly subject to a foreign 

power, most recently the Soviet Union. According to my interviewee, the memory of 

Soviet restrictions is still engraved into local population and therefore, they value the 

right to freedom of speech as a high priority. My interviewee mentions that the definition 

of the concept of free speech in the mind of the Estonian public can sometimes differ 

from the EU definition, as the latter aims to protect groups and individuals from hate 

speech. According to my interviewee, many Estonians view that as a new restriction 

against their right to express themselves. In addition, my interviewee says that Estonia is 

a multicultural country with a considerable Russian population. Furthermore, my 

interviewee states that the Russian population is considered to be more conservative 

than the Estonians. On that note, my interviewee speculates that this could have 

something to do with the Russian Orthodox Church compared to a relatively little 

religious interest by the Estonian population.224 

 

When this description is compared to other data, we are able to identify certain 

similarities. According to Michael Edward Pelz (2016), the influence of the EU in Estonian 

society can be felt indirectly, mostly from the appearance of the government elites 

socialized in EU values, and through well-financed civilian society organisation, that 

includes the Estonian Human Rights Centre. Although, it is important to point out that 

Pelz argues that it was the Estonian political elites themselves who engineered the 

arguments for the Registered Partnership Act.225 Regarding the discussion on freedom of 

speech, as previously mentioned in the analysis regarding evolutions of LGBTI legal rights 

in Estonia, according to the European Commission report, Estonia has not transposed 
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correctly and/or fully all the aspects stated in Decision 2008/913/JHA,226 and requires 

xenophobic and racist hate speech to result to endangerment of the property, health or 

life of a person in order to be considered as a criminal offence.227 When the view of the 

general public is further analysed, it seems that acceptance towards LGBTI rights are 

gaining some foothold in Estonian society. According to data from the Estonian Human 

Rights Centre on attitudes towards LGBTI topics in Estonia, overall acceptance has 

increased between 2012 and 2017. For example, in 2012, 40% said that their attitude 

towards their children would not worsen if they came out as LGBTI, in 2017, the 

percentage had risen to 56%. However, the overall percentage of people regarding 

homosexuality as acceptable has gone up and down during those years. In 2012, 38% 

viewed homosexuality as acceptable, this percentage got lower in 2014 with 34% of the 

population viewing homosexuality as acceptable. Nevertheless, in 2017 the overall 

percentage of Estonians consider homosexuality to be acceptable increased to 41%.228 

 

According to Statistics Estonia, the total population in 2017 composed of 1,315,635 

people. Approximately 69% identified their nationality as Estonians and approximately 

25% identified their nationality as Russians.229 When the focus point is turned towards 

the religious affiliation of the general population, we are able to locate a noticeable 

differentiation between national identities. According to the data, 82% of people with no 

religious affiliation identify their nationality as Estonians. However, it is important to 

specify that I was unable to acquire data from 2017 and will therefore use information 

from the year 2011. Those differentiation are illustrated further in table 3.1. There are 

certain weaknesses in relaying on older population data source, as the demographics are 

likely to change between the years.  
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Table 3.1. Illustrates the religious affiliations of the Estonian population. The table categorises the Estonian 

population in terms of the three most populated religion affiliations and the two most populated national 

identities of the total population.230  

 

Based on previously discussed data, I argue that there is less tension in Estonian 

society between traditional values and EU values regarding LGBTI rights, compared to 

Latvia and Lithuania. Although the influence of the EU in Estonian society can be felt 

indirectly, to most part through the well-financed civilian society organisation and 

political elites socialized in EU values, it seems that LGBTI rights are slowly getting more 

accepted by the general Estonian public. However, the data also indicates that tension 

may be luring due to a different understanding regarding freedom of speech between EU 

framework decisions and Estonian authorities, in addition to the general population. 

Furthermore, I agree with my interviewee’s statement that many identified Estonians do 

not tend to have a religious affiliation. However, I am unable to accurately confirm my 

interviewee’s statement that Estonian residents which identify as Russian tend to be 

more conservatives than residents that identify themselves as Estonians. 

5.3.2 LGBTI rights, national identity and westernisation 

 
After discussing EU values and traditional values with my interviewees, I turned the focus 

towards the concept of national identity and asked whether they thought there were 

tensions regarding the idea of westernisation in Latvian, Lithuanian and Estonian 

societies. My interviewee from Latvia thinks this tension might be more dominant in rural 

areas and within the Russian community. Furthermore, my interviewee states that the 
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majority of those two groups are likely to assume that the EU poses a threat to Latvian 

traditional values.231 

 

As previously mentioned, Russian media, especially the media outlets owned by 

the Russian government, are accessible all over the Baltic states and are rebroadcasted 

in Latvia. These media programs are popular with the older generation who are weaker 

in West European languages, but are fluent in Russian, and people that identify 

themselves as ethnic Russians.232 According to Mole (2012), attitudes regarding the West 

as a perceived threat against a preferred perception of national identity are evident in 

Latvian society, since it was assumed that Europe wanted to push their ‘secular agenda’ 

on Latvian society. An example of this can be found in the Latvian Parliament after the EP 

had informed them that they were required to transpose Council Directive 2000/78/EC, 

which would make all discrimination based on sexual orientation in the work place illegal. 

The parliamentarian debate on the Directive, centred around homosexuality posing a 

threat to the continuation of the Latvian nation. Some politician stated that 

homosexuality goes against Latvian values and that it is ‘irreligious’, ‘anti-family’ and 

‘unnatural’, while Latvian national identity was defined as ‘religious’, ‘family-cantered’ 

and natural.233 This sounds similar to other research findings related to the topic, such as 

the book The EU Enlargement and Gay Politics (2016),edited by Koen Slootmaeckers, 

Heleen Touquet and Peter Vermeersch. According to the book’s authors, it seems that 

the capability of the EU to advocate more tolerance towards LGBTI people by means of 

‘social learning’ is restricted. This is due to the fact that discourses of national identities 

in many Central and Eastern MS to the EU clashes with non-heteronormative sexualities, 

tend to have greater resonance among the people. Furthermore, it seems that politicians 

in third-countries are also able to exploit EU’s tolerance towards LGBTI people by drawing 

boundaries between the ‘traditional East’ and the ‘decadent West’ for their own political 

gain.234 
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Therefore, I argue that we are able to identify tensions within Latvian society 

between the idea of westernisation and LGBTI rights on one hand, and the concept of 

national identity on the other. It seems that the transpose of EU’s Employment Equality 

Directive sparked tension within the Latvian Parliament, with MPs claiming 

homosexuality as a threat to the future of the Latvian nation and that it contradicts 

Latvian national identity. Furthermore, the data also indicates that Russian media, 

especially the media programmes owned by the Russian government, is accessible all 

over Latvia, where it is popular within the ethnic Russian people group and older 

generations of Latvians. When this factor is compared with data regarding politicians 

(from countries that are not EU member states) ability to exploit EU’s tolerance towards 

LGBTI persons as contrast to the ‘traditional East’, it can be argued that it could influence 

perceptions of the EU, LGBTI tolerance and the definition of national identity within 

Latvian society.  

 

According to my interviewee from Lithuania, tensions exist around EU regulations 

requirements on LGBTI rights, and they are perceived as something foreign that 

contradicts Lithuanian values. However, my interviewee thinks that although there is 

noticeable disapprovement within Lithuanian society regarding EU’s obligations in terms 

of LGBTI rights, the majority population wants to remain within the EU even though they 

might by unhappy with transposing LGBTI rights.235 An example of this tension can be 

identified in the 2013 Pride in Vilnius. According to Rasa Navickaite (2013), the leader of 

the LGL organisation explained to him that the 2013 Pride was intentionally organised the 

same month as Lithuania started its chairmanship in the EU. This was done to underline 

that European values are also welcomed in Lithuania. The connection of “the general 

authority of the West,” the EU and LGBTI rights became the focus point of the debate 

about the Pride in Lithuanian society instead of the actual rights of LGBTI persons.236 The 

Pride was met by protestors that carried signs stating that Western European states were 

countries of sodomy that aimed to destroy and demoralise supposedly pure Lithuanian 
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nation and family. One sign in the protest said “EU = USSR,” indicating that LGBTI rights 

were a new form of foreign pressure and imperialism against Lithuania.237 

 

Pelz (2016), argues that the status of LGBTI rights in Lithuania and Latvia remains 

connected with unresolved debates regarding the characteristics of demographic 

concerns, national identity and the role of the EU in each state.238 This can be connected 

with mistakes during the EU application era, as many legal reforms, including those 

regarding LGBTI rights, were conducted without any social discussion or debate amongst 

the general public. According to a Lithuanian activist, this could have been conducted 

better by educating and discussing LGBTI rights with the public systematically throughout 

the application process, instead of the Lithuanian public feeling LGBTI rights were forced 

upon them by foreign actors.239 However, it is important to mention certain differences 

in the demographics between Latvia and Lithuania. Unlike both Estonia and Latvia, 

Lithuania’s national identity is more homogeneous with a much smaller number of the 

population identifying as ethnic Russians.240 Negative attitudes towards LGBTI people 

were also stated in the EP, by Lithuanian members of European parliament (MEP). One 

example is the statement made by Mr. Sarunas Birutis, a MEP from Lithuania who 

disapproved of the display of gay pictures in the EP. During a session, he stated that the 

European Parliament (EP), and in particular lobbyists for sexual minorities have 

implemented an aggressive policy, with the goal to make it legal for same-sex families to 

adopt children.241 

 

Based on this data, I argue that we are able to identify tensions within Lithuanian 

society between the concept of national identity on one hand, and the idea of 

westernisation and LGBTI rights on the other. The protest in reaction to the 2013 Vilnius 

Pride, with signs stating that tolerance towards LGBTI people as a western idea that goes 

against Lithuanian national identity, indicates that some people view LGBTI rights as alien 
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to Lithuanian society. It seems that there were little to no discussions about LGBTI people 

in Lithuania during Lithuania’s application period to the EU. This factor could have 

arguably increased the societal tension regarding LGBTI rights in Lithuanian society since 

the required legal changes regarding the topic were viewed as foreign pressure, instead 

of human rights demands from Lithuanian LGBTI persons. 

 

According to my interviewee from Estonia, some people oppose the idea of 

westernisation of Estonia, and states that these people usually have conservative values. 

According to my interviewee, far-right movements are gaining ground all over Europe, 

including Estonia. Furthermore, my interviewee discusses the upcoming parliamentarian 

elections this March (the interview was conducted 20 February), and the Conservative 

People's Party of Estonia (EKRE). My interviewee says that EKRE began to gain more 

support in the years after the Registered Partnership Act was passed through the Estonian 

Parliament. Furthermore, my interviewee states the party is opposed to LGBTI people, 

refugees and considers European news as western propaganda. In addition, my 

interviewee mentions that EKRE used the legalization of registered partnership in Estonia 

as a platform in their first years and that they are measuring relatively high in this year’s 

election polls. However, my interviewee highlights that this is not very different from the 

rhetoric made by far-right parties in other EU member states, for example in Hungary and 

Poland.242 

 

According to Pelz (2016), an Estonian government official said that the Registered 

Partnership Act was a vital element in Estonia’s development into a Westernized, and to 

a greater extent, a Nordic state. Furthermore, a firm support towards minority rights 

would demonstrate that Estonia does not want to belong to the East. In a response to the 

bill, an organisation was established under the “Foundation for the Protection of Family 

and Tradition,” that managed to collect 35,000 signatures demanding the government 

not to recognise the law. According to opinion polls, it seems that the population is split 

equally between those who oppose the Registered Partnership Act and those who 
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support it. In addition, the polls also show that a vast majority of ethnic Russians oppose 

the legalization. 243  This sounds similar to discourses of national identities in many Central 

and Eastern MS to the EU, where the clashes between traditional and non-

heteronormative sexualities, tend to have greater resonance among the people.244 On 

March 3, the BBC reported that EKRE, the far-right party, came in third place in the 

general elections with 18%. According to the BBC, the party campaigned for a referendum 

on EU membership, focusing on anti-immigration rhetoric and promising to cut taxes. 

Furthermore, the BBC says that the two main parties, the Reform Party and the Centre 

party, who have often been part of the Government since Estonia’s independence, both 

strongly support NATO and EU membership.245 According to Bloomberg reports, EKRE 

managed to gain seats in the government. The article quotes the Centre Party Prime 

Minister Kristi Raik on EKRE’s effects on EU matters. Raik said that it would be simpler for 

the government to assume a bit more Eurosceptic position than on average, without 

making any meaningful changes regarding Estonia’s position within the EU.246 

 

Based on previously discussed data, I argue that there is less tension within 

Estonian society, in comparison to Latvia and Lithuania, between the idea of 

westernisation and LGBTI rights on one hand, and the concept of national identity on the 

other. Although the legalisation of the Registered Partnership Act was met with 

opposition from the general public, I was unable to accurately locate anti-westernisation 

rhetoric, similar to those found within Latvian and Lithuanian anti-LGBTI campaigners. 

The tension between traditional and non-heteronormative sexualities can be identified 

within Estonia, however, the disputes seem to mostly exist within the domestic sphere, 

rather than the opponents framing LGBTI rights as something that is forced upon Estonian 

society from the West. The Estonian general elections of 2019 resulted in an increased 

support for the far-right party EKRE. Although the party has a firm stand against LGBTI 

rights and the Registered Partnership Act, it seems that the party did not focus its 
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campaign against LGBTI rights, but rather on a referendum regarding EU membership, 

anti-immigration policies and promises to cut taxes. 

5.3.3 Estonia and the Nordic countries 

 

The last segment of sub-chapter 5.3 turns its focus towards regional European identities 

in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. Estonia scores 18% higher in ILGA-Europe’s 

measurements than Lithuania, and 21% higher than Latvia. The segment starts by 

comparing my interviewees’ views toward possible explanations regarding the difference 

between those neighbouring countries. The focus then turns towards their view 

regarding their home countries identifying as a Baltic state, compared to identifying as a 

Nordic country, before comparing their answers with other data. The segment ends with 

a theoretical analysis on sub-chapter 5.3 from the perspective of Constructivism.  

 

According to my interviewee from Latvia, Estonians have always been more 

progressive, with the aim of moving toward similar directions as Norway, Finland and 

Sweden. My interviewee thinks that Latvians might be stuck somewhere in the middle, 

they would like to be more progressive but many of the politicians are stuck in the Soviet 

era. Furthermore, my interviewee mentions that Latvia has a strong Russian 

parliamentary party which my interviewee thinks is very influenced by Russia , which 

might be a factor in these differences.247 When my interviewee from Lithuania was asked 

the same question, my interviewee said that the main reason for the different score in 

ILGA-Europe measurements are the different views towards religion. According to my 

Lithuanian interviewee, Estonians are either Lutherans or not very religious, while 

Lithuanians are mostly Roman Catholic. On that note, my interviewee highlights that the 

Catholic Church in Lithuania is highly respected by the Lithuanian population, due to its 

important role during Lithuania’s fight for independence.248 According to my interviewee 

from Estonia, the reason for the different score in ILGA-Europe measurements is that 

Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania do not have anything substantial in common except for its 
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Soviet past and the fact that these countries are neighbours. Furthermore, my 

interviewee states that Lithuanian and Latvian are part of a different language group than 

Estonian. Also, they have different cultures due to influences from their churches and 

that Estonia has been trying to increase their connections with the Nordic countries. 

However, my interviewee emphasises that all three states have good relations with one 

another and the LGBTI rights organisations are in regular communications.249 

 

My interviewee from Latvia states that Latvians do not identify their country as a 

Nordic state. On that note, my interviewee thinks that Latvians in general identify their 

country as a Baltic country, some people living in the eastern part of the country might 

identify themselves with Russia because of the language, but most people identify 

themselves as Latvians.250 When my interviewee from Lithuania was asked the same 

question, my interviewee did not know anyone in Lithuania that identifies as a Nordic 

person, because Lithuania is a Baltic state with its Baltic way. Furthermore, my 

interviewee thinks that the Baltic way demonstration, when Estonians, Latvians and 

Lithuanians formed a human chain across the Baltic states, might have influenced the 

Baltic identity in Lithuania.251 According to my interviewee from Estonia, the 

categorisation of the Baltic states is only a common regional name for three countries 

that are culturally and politically different. On that note, my interviewee states that 

Estonians has always been close to Finnish people, and the country increased their 

relations with both Finland and Sweden after independence, and assumes that it 

influenced Estonians to feel as Nordic people in addition to trying to look more similar to 

a Nordic country. Furthermore, my interviewee says that because of its history with 

Russia, Estonia has always been seen as an Eastern European state. Therefore, it was seen 

as a great milestone when the UN recognised Estonia as a Northern European country.252 
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When my interviewee’s descriptions are compared with other data, we are able 

to identify certain similarities. According Danjoux (2002), there is a noticeable language 

barrier between Lithuanians, Latvians and Estonians and the majority of their population 

generally do not understand one another.253 Estonian belongs to the Finno-Ugric 

language category alongside with Finnish, while both Latvian and Lithuanian are members 

of the Indo-European language family.254 Furthermore, when the focus light is turned 

towards the Latvian party system and governments, it seems that governing the State is 

to a certain extent a form of balancing acts, including four Latvian or mixed parties and a 

Russian Party, which is openly homophobic.255 Other data indicates that, Russian media, 

especially media outlets owned by the Russian government, are accessible all over in 

Latvia. These media programs are popular with the older generation and people that 

identify themselves as ethnic Russians.256 On that note, it seems that politicians in third-

countries are also able to exploit EU’s tolerance towards LGBTI people by drawing 

boundaries between the ‘traditional East’ and the ‘decadent West’ for their own political 

gain.257  

 

As previously mentioned in sub-chapter 5.1.1, the religious motivation was a 

fundamental factor in the Lithuanian independence movement and the main opposition 

against the Soviet regime came from the Catholic Church.258 The religious motivation had 

much less influence in Estonia than in the other Baltic states and was not an important 

factor in the Estonian opposition.259 On that note, it seems that a vast majority of 

Lithuanians believe in God, and they think that churches in Lithuania provide sufficient 

answers regarding the needs of the individual, moral problems and problems concerning 

family life.260 
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When we further analyse data regarding Nordic and Baltic identities, we are able 

to identify certain differences in identity priorities between Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. 

According to Mikko Lagerspetz (2003), Estonian officials, particularly foreign policy-

makers, have made many attempts to alter the public perception of Estonia by re-defining 

the State from being identified as Baltic, towards being a part of the Nordic region.261 An 

example of this can be seen in a speech made by former President of Estonia, Toomas 

Hendrik. In the speech Mr. Hendrik states that, Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania do not share 

is a common identity and it is time to recognize this difference. Furthermore, he opposes 

the idea of a Baltic identity by saying that the only thing these three states have in 

common is the history of occupations, sovietisation, annexation and russification. 

However, I must note that although Hendrik opposes the idea of a common Baltic 

identity, he is not against Baltic cooperation.262  

 

In 2001, a prominent civil servant from Estonia proposed that Estonia should 

highlight its Nordic identity by changing its flag design from a tricolour flag to a standard 

Nordic cross flag.263 Furthermore, as previously mentioned in section 5.3.2, an Estonian 

government official stated that the Registered Partnership Act was a vital element in 

Estonia’s development into a Westernized, and to a greater extent, a Nordic state. 264 

According to Lagerspetz’s (2003) analysis, a comparison between Estonia, Latvia and 

Lithuania on the basis of factors regarding interests towards different states, media 

coverage points, economic and personal attitudes, indicates Lithuania as the most distant 

from and, Estonia as the nearest, to the Nordic countries.265 However, it is worth noting 

that the UN’s Statistic Division classifies all three Baltic states as part of the Northern 

European region, and has done so at least as early as 2002.266  
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Constructivist analysis on sub-chapter 5.3 

When the data collection is correlated and analysed from the theoretical 

perspective of Constructivism, we are able to identify factors that match with the 

theoretical perspective. As previously mentioned in chapter 2.2, the social constructivism 

of international politics assess how interaction manufactures and reproduces the social 

structures, conflictual or cooperative, that formats actors’ interests and identities.267 

Organisations are able to exist above the actors that happen to manifest them during a 

specific time period. Therefore, organisations come to challenge persons as more or less 

forceful social facts. From this perspective, institutionalization is a mechanism of 

internalizing new interests and identities, the socialization process is not just a 

behavioural mechanism, but also a phycological mechanism.268 Furthermore, 

international organisations can also burden their members and operate against their 

constituents’ interest.269  

 

I argue that this description of reproduction of social structures and the process 

of socialisation, sounds similar to certain reactions in Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia 

towards EU promotions of tolerance towards LGBTI people. According to Mole (2012), it 

is impossible to properly study the politics of the Baltic states without a good 

understanding of the power and function of identity,270 which further confirms my 

decision to explore the concept of identity in this thesis. As previously mentioned, a 

Latvian MP argued that the Latvian Parliament must reject further social improvements 

of LGBTI rights advocated by the EU, stating that it would endanger the future of the 

Latvian population.271 On that note, Latvian ministers have also been known to take firm 

stands against LGBTI rights, arguing that it is un-Cristian and goes against Latvian values. 

However, data indicates that the widespread negative perspectives towards LGBTI 

persons found in Latvian society is not necessarily the result of deep conviction in 

Christian doctrine, but rather the role Christianity has as a constructed concept in Latvian 
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national identity.272 In the 2013 Vilnius Pride, the connection of “the general authority of 

the West,” the EU and LGBTI rights became the focus point of the debate around the 

Pride in Lithuanian society,273 with anti-LGBTI protesters stating that Western European 

states want to destroy and demoralise supposedly pure Lithuanian nation and family.274 

In comparison, it seems that the EU was more successful in influencing socialisation of 

LGBTI tolerance in Estonia. As previously mentioned, it was the Estonian political elites 

themselves who engineered the arguments for the Registered Partnership Act and the 

Act is not a requirement of an EU framework decision.275 

 

According to symbolic interactionism, the principle of identity-construction is 

based on the idea of the “looking-glass self,” which claims that the self is based on the 

actor’s actions and how those actions are portrayed by others, and vice versa.276 

However, it is important to mention that roles are not played automatically, based on 

some pre-existing scripts, but are “taken” and suited in distinctive ways by each individual 

actor.277 It seems that Estonian officials, particularly foreign policy-makers, have made 

many attempts to alter the public perception of Estonia by re-defining the State from 

being identified as Baltic, towards being a part of the Nordic region.278 The data indicates 

that a prominent civil servant from Estonia proposed that the country should highlight its 

Nordic identity by changing its flag to a standard Nordic cross flag,279 and an Estonian 

government official stated that the Registered Partnership Act was a vital element into 

Estonia’s development into a Westernized, and to a greater extent, a Nordic state.280 

Furthermore, the example of the speech made by former President of Estonia, where he 

states that, Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania do not share a common identity and that it is 
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time to recognize this difference,281 indicates that Estonian officials do not view Estonia 

having a combination of Nordic and Baltic identities. 

 

Based on previously discussed data, I argue that the concept of national identity is an 

influential factor for different LGBTI rights developments between Estonia, Latvia and 

Lithuania. It seems that the interplay of values, religious identities and language can have 

an influence when states position themselves regionally within Europe and on their 

perception toward EU promotion of LGBTI tolerance. Furthermore, I also argue that the 

combination of Estonia pronounced Nordic identity and authorities peruse to re-define 

Estonia as a Nordic Country, can also explain why they have more progressive LGBTI rights 

than Latvia and Lithuania. 
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6 Discussion and Conclusion 

6.1 The question of EU influence and hypotheses 

 
This comparative case study illustrates a theoretical constructed explanation for the 

different impact of the EU on LGBTI rights within the Baltic states, and analyses why 

Estonia has taken more progressive measures toward LGBTI rights in comparison to Latvia 

and Lithuania. The data of the thesis indicates that a combination and interplay of 

different factors, influenced the different development of LGBTI rights in Estonia, Latvia 

and Lithuania. In order to identify and discuss the interplay of those factors and answer 

the question How does the EU influence the evolution of LGBTI rights in its member states 

Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, systematically, we will need to revisit the three hypothesises 

suggested in in chapter 1.2.  

 

Hypothesis 1: The EU had most influence on LGBTI rights evolutions in Estonia, Latvia 

and Lithuania during their application period. 

The data of this comparative case study indicates that the three states went through 

decriminalisation of homosexual activity after gaining independence from the Soviet 

Union. In addition, the analysis indicates that all three cases shared similar LGBTI rights 

evolution, due to the universal requirements of the Copenhagen Criteria, that required 

them to transpose Council Directive 2000/78/EC. Furthermore, after the countries 

became MS to the EU, both Lithuania and Latvia experienced legislative backlashes 

regarding LGBTI rights in comparison to the developments during the application period. 

Therefore, I argue that the EU had most influence on LGBTI rights evolutions in the cases 

during their application period. 

 

Hypothesis 2: The EU is able to influence legal rights of LGBTI people in Estonia, Latvia 

and Lithuania, but is unable to influence their social status directly. 

The data of the thesis indicates that tension can be found in Latvian and Lithuanian 

societies between traditional values and EU values, but to a less extant in Estonian society. 

The transpose of EU’s Employment Equality Directive, sparked tension within the Latvian 
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Parliament, with MPs claiming homosexuality as a threat to the future of the Latvian 

nation and that it contradicts Latvian national identity. Similarly, in Lithuania, the 2013 

Pride march was meet by protestors, stating that LGBTI rights were a new form of foreign 

pressure and imperialism constructed by the West against Lithuania. On that note, it is 

vital to re-establish that the EU supports ILGA-Europe financially and thereby 

strengthening domestic LGBTI activist organisations in the region, including Estonia, 

Latvia and Lithuania. The data analysis indicates that the active socialization of domestic 

actors by LGBTI rights activist and norm entrepreneurs in both Latvia and Lithuania have 

so far been unsuccessful in making EU policies echo with domestic beliefs and norms to 

effectively generate general domestic change. However, active socialization of domestic 

actors by LGBTI rights activist and norm entrepreneurs in Estonia managed to influence 

domestic change in their country and played a vital role in advocating for the 

implementation of the Registered Partnership Act. Therefore, I argue that the EU is unable 

to influence the social status of LGBTI people in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania directly, but 

can influence the development of their situation indirectly through their support of 

domestic activist organisations. 

 

Hypothesis 3: Because Estonia has a pronounced Nordic identity, they will have more 

progressive LGBTI rights than Latvia and Lithuania. 

The data of this comparative case study indicates that unlike Latvians and Lithuanians, 

Estonians perceive their national identities as Nordic rather than Baltic. As previously 

mentioned in chapter 5.3.3, it seems that the interplay of values, religious identities and 

language can influence where states position themselves regionally within Europe, and 

their perception toward EU promotion of LGBTI tolerance. This factor has arguably made 

it easier for Estonian norm entrepreneurs to advocate for further progression of LGBTI 

rights beyond the minimal EU requirements, and for Estonian politicians to justify their 

support of pro-LGBTI rights legislations by connecting them with Estonia’s foreign policy 

goal, which is to be recognised as a Nordic country. Therefore, I argue that Estonia’s 

pronounced Nordic identity influenced the State’s more progressive LGBTI rights 

compared to Latvia and Lithuania. 
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By analysing and comparing all the  above-mentioned factors, we are able to 

understand to what extends the EU is able to influence direct legal changes in the cases 

under analysis, how the EU can influence social changes indirectly by supporting local 

activism, and how the concept of national identity can influence the process.  

 

This research process challenged me to think critically about the topic and its factors, 

including the function of “top-down” Europeanization and “bottom-up” Europeanization, 

not just as theoretical perspectives but rather as actual developments. It seems that 

though the Copenhagen Criteria is able to establish minimal legal protections for LGBTI 

people in AS to the EU, it can risk alienating further developments regarding the matter 

as something foreign. On the other hand, it might be unrealistic to expect un-supported 

domestic LGBTI activism generating rapid LGBTI rights and tolerance developments, when 

historical examples of LGBTI rights progress from domestic activism in older MS, is the 

result of decades long peruse for recognition of LGBTI rights as human rights. Therefore, 

I think that further indirect EU support for domestic LGBTI rights activist organisations in 

Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania could lead to improvements in LGBTI rights. On that note, it 

could reduce the likelihood of LGBTI developments being viewed as something foreign in 

the eyes of the general public, if the demands for LGBTI rights comes directly from their 

own nationals. However, it seems that interplay of factors which formulate the concept 

of national identity of the general population living in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, such 

as, values, religious identities and language, affects the developments of LGBTI rights and 

tolerance within the countries. Therefore, I think that further focus on EU cooperation 

programs emphasising on interaction between MS, for example, school trips to other 

states and multinational study programs, could influence the general socialisation of 

future generations and bridge the gap between the idea of “Eastern values” and “Western 

values.”  
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6.2 Conclusion 

The rights of LGBTI persons in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania have improved since the three 

countries became MS to the EU in comparison to the first years after gaining 

independence at the end of the 20th century. Although all three countries experienced 

similar LGBTI rights developments during their application process, Estonia has taken 

further steps after the country became a MS to the EU, scoring 18-23% higher in ILGA-

Europe’s measurements on LGBTI rights, than their southern neighbours, Latvia and 

Lithuania.  

 

This comparative case study has shown that although all three states share similar 

historical experiences of foreign occupations and geographical location in the Baltic 

region, the populations living in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania do not share a general 

national identity as Baltic people. Due to close linguistic similarities between Estonian and 

Finnish, Estonians define their regional European identity as a Nordic nation rather than 

a Baltic nation. The goal of Estonian officials to alter the world wide perspective towards 

Estonians from an Eastern European, Baltic nation, towards a Western European, Nordic 

nation has influenced both their foreign and domestic policies. The research data 

demonstrates that Estonians are less likely to view EU’s LGBTI rights promotion as a 

Western phenomenon in comparison to Latvians and Lithuanians. In addition, the 

legalisation of the Registered Partnership Act was viewed as an additional step towards 

the Nordic countries by Estonian authorities. Therefore, I argue that the main explanatory 

factor for Estonia’s progressive measures towards LGBTI rights in comparison to Latvia 

and Lithuania, can be explained through national identity.   
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Appendix 1 – Questions regarding Lithuania 

 

1) From your perspective, what effects did the independence of Lithuania from the 

Soviet Union have on LGBTI rights and visibility in Lithuanian society?  

 

2) Lithuania began formal negotiation for EU membership in 1999 and became an EU 

member-state in 2004. In your view: what effect has the application had on LGBTI rights 

in Lithuania?  

 

3) From your perspective, what effect has the EU had on LGBTI rights in Lithuania since 

the country became am EU member-state?  

 

4) In your view: has the development of LGBTI rights in Lithuania been more progressive 

during the application period to the EU or after Lithuania became an EU member-state? 

Why?  

 

5) Do you feel that there is tension in Lithuanian society between values promoted by 

the EU and traditional Lithuanian values? And if so, how does it affect LGBTI rights in 

your opinion?  

 

6) In your opinion, is there any tension regarding the idea of “westernisation” of 

Lithuania? And, why? 

 

 7) The Estonian Parliament legalised same-sex partnership in 2014 and Estonia scores 

18% higher in ILGA-Europe measurements than Lithuania. In your view: what explains 

the difference between those neighbour countries?  

 

8) In your view: to what extent do Lithuanians identify as a Baltic as compared to a 

Nordic country? Why? 
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Appendix 2 – Questions regarding Latvia 

 

1) From your perspective, what effects did the independence of Latvia from the Soviet 

Union have on LGBTI rights and visibility in Latvian society?  

 

2) Latvia was invited to begin negotiation for EU membership in 1999 and became an EU 

member-state in 2004. In your view: what effect has the application had on LGBTI rights 

in Latvia?  

 

3) From your perspective, what effect has the EU had on LGBTI rights in Latvia since the 

country became am EU member-state?  

 

4) In your view: has the development of LGBTI rights in Latvia been more progressive 

during the application period to the EU or after Latvia became an EU member-state? 

Why?  

 

5) Do you feel that there is tension in Latvian society between values promoted by the 

EU and traditional Latvian values? And if so, how does it affect LGBTI rights in your 

opinion?  

 

6) In your opinion, is there any tension regarding the idea of “westernisation” of Latvia? 

And, why? 

 

 7) The Estonian Parliament legalised same-sex partnership in 2014 and Estonia scores 

21% higher than Latvia. In your view: what explains the difference between those 

neighbour countries?  

 

8) In your view: to what extent do Latvia identify as a Baltic as compared to a Nordic 

country? Why? 
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Appendix 3 – Questions regarding Estonia 

 

1) From your perspective, what effects did the independence of Estonia from the Soviet 

Union have on LGBTI rights and visibility in Estonian society?  

 

2) Estonia was invited to begin negotiation for EU membership in 1997 and became an EU 

member-state in 2004. In your view: what effect has the application had on LGBTI rights in 

Estonia?  

 

3) From your perspective, what effect has the EU had on LGBTI rights in Estonia since the 

country became am EU member-state?  

 

4) In your view: has the development of LGBTI rights in Estonia been more progressive 

during the application period to the EU or after Estonia became an EU member-state? Why?  

 

5) Do you feel that there is tension in Estonian society between values promoted by the EU 

and traditional Estonian values? And if so, how does it affect LGBTI rights in your opinion?  

 

6) In your opinion, is there any tension regarding the idea of “westernisation” of Estonia? 

And, why?  

 

7) The Estonian Parliament legalised same-sex partnership in 2014 and Estonia scores 18% 

higher in ILGA-Europe measurements than Lithuania and 21% higher than Latvia. In your 

view: what explains the difference between those neighbour countries?  

 

8) In your view: to what extent do Estonia identify as a Baltic as compared to a Nordic 

country? Why? 

 

 


