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Violence as Communication?
Latvian Fascists’ Attacks on Jews in the 1930s
In the last decades, scholarly research on Second World War and the
Holocaust has turned towards Eastern Europe. However, it often tends to
neglect the political developments in this region preceding the German
occupation. Lacking knowledge about the political context in these
countries, such studies present the local population as passive objects of
German ambitions rather than as active subjects. The Latvian fascist party
Pērkonkrusts (Thunder Cross), however, is a notable exception: When
Germany attacked the Soviet Union in June 1941, various local agents
sought to use the situation for their own agenda, which they had already
developed long before the war. Pērkonkrusts was founded in 1932 (initially
as Ugunskrusts/Fire Cross) with the aim of establishing an authoritarian,
homogenous state of Latvians defined by racist criteria. Their propaganda
attacked Germans and Jews in particular. But while Pērkonkrusts
condemned the lasting economic dominance of Baltic Germans in Latvia,
they denounced Jews as a biological threat towards the Latvian people that should disappear. From
the very beginning, they frequently expressed their racist antisemitism as unprovoked, physical
violence. This presentation examines how Pērkonkrusts’ attacks not only threatened Latvian Jewish
citizens, but also communicated their agenda to non-Jews and brought anti-Jewish violence into
everyday life. It illustrates how Pērkonkrusts’ combination of physical violence and propaganda
fostered not only the exclusion and dehumanisation of the Jews, but also the disintegration of
Latvian society as a whole, paving the way for genocide.
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