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has created new ways to finance enterprises and con-
cerns. The organizations’ members have transformed 
themselves ”to sympathizers, or to consumers of the 
organizations’ activities”.

But capital intensity does not merely lead to the 
obsolescence of mass, membership-based organiza-
tions for both organizations and for members of the 
dominant class. It also leads to the masses, the people, 
turning their backs on the organizations. The common 
person’s way of organizing him– or herself has become 
fragmented. In the postmodern state, mass organiza-
tions are replaced by ”an archipelago of small, apo-
litical, private and individualized areas”. This is the 
state of affairs that, Bötker holds, we can now see in 
Estonia. There is only a weak link between Estonian 
citizens and the Estonian state. The country’s political 
parties lack roots in civil-society groups, membership 
in mass organizations is low, voting is very unstable 
and varies from one election to the other, and so on. 
This is a trend, as we know, which is to be found not 
only in post-Communist countries but in ”old” democ-
racies, as well. Fragmentation in organization and in-
dividualization of experience is a fact in both Estonia 
and Western Europe, argues Bötker. 

The privatization of state property has also had an 
impact on relations between the factions within the 
dominant class, as manifested in party strife. Privati-
zation has contributed to a schism or fissures between 
the factions. This is key, Bötker writes, to understand-
ing the Estonian governments’ internal weakness dur-
ing the 1990s. ”[T]he Estonian governments have been 
torn apart from within, because of capital intensity.” 
The main dividing line between the various factions 
appears between those whom Bötker usually terms 
the ”earlier” (the ”före detta”), or, sometimes, the 
”old”, and the ”new”. This has led to conflicts between 
and within governments which have shifted between 
the ”earlier” and the ”new”, with corresponding shifts 
in attitudes towards the scope and timing of privatiza-
tion. 

Neither ”earlier” Nor ”new” groups have ”broad 
and deep links to civil society”. The ”earlier” groups 
include, ”among others, those actors who had, during 
the old regime, positions that allowed them to control 
the means of production”. The ”new” include ”opera-
tors who previously were outside the dominant class, 
[but who now] could march onto the state arena”. 
Bötker gives various instances of personal ties linking 
Estonian political parties and the country’s economic 
elite. Among governments dominated by the ”new” 
groups, Mart Laar’s first government (1992—1994) 
is given special mention. This was the first time the 
”new” controlled the government — leading to intensi-
fied capital intensity, and also revealing tensions be-
tween the dominant class factions. 

Bötker never fully defines the terms ”earlier” and 
”new”. These terms seem to be taken directly from 
Estonia’s public discussion. It would have been illu-
minating to analyze them, instead of taking them for 
granted.

Key to the growth of capital intensity was Estonia’s 

comprehensive privatization. ”After 
the state’s retreat […] opportunities 
to appropriate resources sprang up. 
[…] Capital intensity […] led to the 
emergence of a number of conflicting 
but independent factions within the 
dominant class.” Which factions are 
these? Bötker does not specify. Instead, 
he quotes a journalist who, in the early 
1990s, found that ”in addition to the 
managers of state-owned corporations 
[there were] two leading class factions 
whose interests were behind most of 
the economic and political conflicts”. 
The first of these was the Estonian Tax-
payers’ Association, which consisted of 
people grouped around ”the Riksbank, 
Hansabank, Tartu Krediitbank, Hoiu-
banken and the large-scale enterprise 
Eesti Talleks”. The second faction con-
sisted of ”the capital which was prima-
rily involved in transit trade”. 

MaNy probleMs iN the Estonian state 
administration are, finally, to be traced 
to the capital-intensive economy. Capi-
tal intensity, or, rather, the fissures that 
capital intensity has created between 
various factions within the dominant 
class, is ”one reason why the Estonian 
state administration has neither been 
able to assert its expert positions  
[expertpositioner], nor build alliances 
with actors in the social landscape”. 
These fissures have meant that ”various 
parties could set different government 
units on a collision course”. Estonia’s 
public administration has been the 
victim of different governments’ vary-
ing requirements and expectations, 
as well as the attractive alternative 
employment opportunities which the 
strong private sector offers qualified 
civil servants. Nor did this period see 
any alliance-building with actors in civil 
society — alliances which had existed, 
in certain forms, during the Soviet era, 
and which might have strengthened the 
administration and given it more space 
in which to maneuver.

The book does not, however, offer 
a systematic analysis of the weakness 
problem. Here, also, Bötker emphasizes 
the part played by the government 
coalition of 1992, when the ”new” first 
gained government power. Changes 
were then made in the old bureauc-
racy: ”the radical restructuring of the 
public administration that the coali-
tion government […] undertook […] in 
1992 must be seen in light of the threat 
of take-over that the old bureaucracy 

bureaucracy will be strong.
Bötker’s main goal is to describe and 

explain the factors that have caused 
Estonia’s weak governments to be at-
tended by weak bureaucracies. That is 
to say, this is the hypothesis upon which 
his study is based. Actually, this ques-
tion functions more as a broad jumping-
off point for a general discussion of 
state-society relations than as a strict 
guiding principle for his analysis.

iN bötker’s view, the transition from a 
Soviet Estonia to an independent Esto-
nia was characterized, on the one hand, 
by the fact that the various factions 
within the Soviet-Estonian dominant 
class lost contact with society: ”be-
tween 1987 and 1992, centrifugal pow-
ers scattered the state and the actors in 
the social landscape in different direc-
tions.” On the other hand, dominant-
class members began to compete for 
the state-owned properties that were 
shortly to be privatized. During the 
process of privatization and the ensuing 
fight over property distribution, Estonia 
rapidly developed into a ”capital-inten-
sive” country, in terms of the growth 
and rate of capital movements’ volume, 
accessibility and movement among 
different actors. Those who profited 
were those factions of the dominant 
class who could establish themselves 
within the state, and those who found 
a niche at what could be termed the 
”court” — that is, very close to the state’s 
most central actors.

This development led, in its turn, 
to the state’s main organizations being 
able to do without support from the 
masses of the population, or, as Bötker 
puts it, capital intensity ”undermines 
the political parties’ creation of a deep 
and broad anchor in the social land-
scape”. Bötker argues that growing 
capital intensity in fact allows political 
parties to dispense with anchorage 
in civil society. His reasoning is based 
on Apostolis Papakostas’s analysis of 
changes in the character of mass move-
ments and mass organizations — a con-
cept of the state of things that Bötker 
terms postmodern. This includes the 
postulate that modern organizations no 
longer need the masses. If, in the past, 
”industrial organizations were based on 
the limited resources of many people 
[and so needed mass membership], 
these organizations have recently found 
more direct roads to […] resources”. 
The new capital-intensive economy 
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have been. In most cases, the estimates 
made previously have had to be low-
ered considerably.

The same applies to most of the 
information circulated in the West 
until the 1980s on how many Soviet 
citizens suffered under Stalin’s terror, 
how many prisoners toiled away in the 
gulags, and how many died of hardship 
during deportations from the Caucasus 
and Crimea at the end of World War II. 
It has been a tedious but important task 
for research on Eastern Europe and the 
Baltic countries to build up a solid data 
base to be used for analyses, regardless 
of the consequences that the new find-
ings might have for the political use of 
history.6

Zubkova’s book is part of the new 
series, Istoriia stalinizma [The History 
of Stalinism], which the renowned 
publisher Rosspen (Rossiiskaia Po-
liticheskaia Akademiia) has started. 
Timed to coincide with the launching 
of the series, a radio program is being 
broadcast with long interviews with 
the authors on the popular radio sta-
tion ”Moscow’s Echo” (Echo Moskvy). 
Around a hundred volumes of both 
recent Russian research as well as 
translations into Russian are planned 
for the book series. Among the works 
so far published are the translations Der 
rote Terror: Geschichte des Stalinismus, 
by Jörg Baberowski, and Stalin und die 
Juden, by Arno Lustiger, on the tragic 
history of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Com-
mittee. One of Russia’s most promi-
nent agricultural historians, Viktor 
Kondrashin, has come out with a new 
book about the hunger catastrophe 
that struck large parts of Russia in 1932 
and 1933. Together with Mark Jansen, 
Nikita Petrov has written an expanded 
Russian version of Stalin’s Loyal Execu-
tioner that was published by Hoover 
Institution Press a few years ago. The 
book uses extensive material from the 
archives of the security services and the 
Communist Party in order to explain 
and elucidate the great purges that took 
place under Nicholas Eshov, head of the 
Russian secret police, from 1937 to 1938. 
Tatiana Volokitina has, in line with Ele-
na Zubkova’s pioneering work on the 
incorporation of the Baltic states into 
the Soviet Union, led several projects 
that, in a similar way — by delving into 
the Russian archives — have yielded new 
perspective on the Sovietization of the 
Eastern European states after World 

Most soCial-sCieNtifiC analyses of the 
development of East and East-Central 
Europe’s post-Communist countries 
consist of varying assessments of the 
more or less painful emergence or re-
emergence of the market economy, 
civil society and democratic state. They 
may include criticism, but usually their 
starting point is ”constructive” — as is 
evident in the dominant theoretical 
approaches used, including various 
theories of state formation, (post)mod-
ernization, democratic transition and 
the like.

Peter Bötker’s thesis goes against this 
mainstream tendency. It is a decidedly 
oppositional work that views the last 
fifteen to twenty years of Estonian de-
velopment from a Marxist perspective. 
It takes as its point of departure theories 
on the state advanced, during the 1960s 
and 1970s, by French theoretician Nicos 
Poulantzas. According to Poulantzas, 
control of the means of production de-
termines who belongs to the dominant 
class, and the state is an arena in which 
social classes and class factions com-
pete for domination. The state, thus, 
according to the author, is ”an organiza-
tional factor for the dominating class”, 
and political parties are ”the dominant 
class’s representatives and agents” 
within the state.

Bötker’s thesis focuses on the re-
lationship between Estonia’s public 
administration and government author-
ity. Bötker paints a very critical picture 
of the links between the Estonian 
state, economy, and civil society. He 
claims — in opposition to the assump-
tions that underlie most theories on 
such subjects —that both Estonia’s public 
administration and government author-
ities have been weak. Bötker holds that 
this finding contradicts the theoretical-
ly-based and ”common sense” idea that 
if a country has a strong government or 
political center, then the politicians will 
have subordinated the bureaucracy or 
executive power — in other words, the 
country’s bureaucracy will be weak. 
Bötker’s findings are also incommensu-
rate with the equally ”common-sense” 
idea that if a country has a weak govern-
ment or political center, then those who 
are supposed to execute government 
policies will have great latitude to oper-
ate as they wish; in other words, the 
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who has done extensive analyses of both elite for-
mation and the process of popular organization in 
Estonia, from the ”Singing Revolution” and onwards. 
He sees the earliest and primary divisions among the 
elite as an opposition between the Popular Front and 
the Estonian Congress. This links the elite faction 
identified by Bötker as ”new” — notably, Patria and 
Mart Laar — to the latter, radically nationalist line. It 
would have been interesting, and potentially very 
informative, to read about the relationship between 
this ideological-political division, and the economic-
political split Bötker postulates between the ”earlier” 
and the ”new”. Ruutsoo also reflects on why Estonia, 
a  ”movement society” at the turn of the 1990s, expe-
rienced  a decline in the organizational process for the 
rest of the decade. He stresses, here, the special cir-
cumstances that characterized Estonia in transition. 
But Bötker ignores all transition-related explanations. 
He simply posits a decline of mass organizations in the 
postmodern era: ”The postmodern fragmentation of 
society seems to have other and much deeper roots in 
some societies than the abandonment of a given social 
system [samhällstillstånd]. ”

 
these theMes — the fundamental division among the 
elite and the character of the country’s associational 
activity — are both issues of great importance, of which 
Bötker presents a highly original view. An explicit en-
gagement with alternative interpretations might have 
added to the credibility of his analysis.

The main observation of the book, namely the 
simultaneous presence of a weak administration 
and a weak government, could also be linked to, and 
explained by, Estonia’s transition problem. It seems 
to me that Bötker, without admitting it, in fact evokes 
transition-related factors — re-structuring, person-
nel transfers, the rivalry with the business sector for 
competent employees, etc. — in order to explain this 
double weakness. This makes the paradox with which 
Bötker opens his thesis seem a bit contrived. However, 
as pointed out above, the point of double weakness is, 
in fact, a starting point for a more general examination 
of Estonian state and society, rather than a rigid hy-
pothesis governing the course of the study.

An additional, striking example of Bötker’s un-
willingness to enter into discussion with previous 
scholarship is apparent in his discussion of the exten-
sion of popular organizations after 2000. True, he 
acknowledges that the number of and membership in 
citizen associations had grown between the late 1990s 
and 2005, something which Estonian researchers 
have shown. ”While, in 1998, there were an estimated 
6,000 associations in Estonia, the number was close to 
15,500 by 2001 and has now reached 23,000. The citi-
zens of Estonia thus appear to be very active in organ-
izing themselves.” But he rejects this interpretation. 
He points out, among other things, that most of these 
organizations are small, that new members are re-
cruited primarily from among old members’ acquaint-
ances, and that sports and cultural organizations 
make up the greater part of the citizens’ associations. 
According to Bötker, this means that politically irrele-

vant organizations domi-
nate, something which 
in turn supports his own 
argument. ”When civil 
society is living its own 
active life, where people 
concern themselves 
with everything except 
participation in political 
and state-related [stats-
bärande] organizations, 
then a distance develops 
between government and 
citizens in spite of a vital 
civil society.” But this is no more than 
an ”argument”, a choice in abstracto 
of one view over another in the ongo-
ing debate on the role of non-political 
organizations in democratic develop-
ment. The problem is aggravated by the 
fact that there exist Estonian studies on 
the subject, as well as opposing evalu-
ations of the past years’ developments 
(by Mikko Lagerspetz, Erle Rikmann 
and others). It is also striking that Bötk-
er does not assess the so-called Estonian 
Civil Society Development Concept (Eesti 
Kodanikeühiskonna Arengu Kontsept-
siooni, EKAK), a document, approved 
by the Estonian Parliament in 2002, 
that offers a framework for regulating 
the relationship between associations 
and government. He does not even 
mention the document, although schol-
arly work that sees it as important has 
been done and is readily available. The 
omission is all the more surprising given 
that Bötker does state (in passing) that 
ministries have more cooperation with 
citizens’ associations now than they had 
during the 1990s, and that plans exist 
to transfer certain public functions to 
citizens’ associations.

it is strikiNg that Bötker’s thesis 
never mentions the Russian-speaking 
population. I find this absence curious 
in a work that deals with the Estonian 
state and state-society relations from 
the state’s point of view. The Russian-
speaking minority constitutes 30 
percent of the Estonian population. A 
large proportion of its members are 
not ethnic Estonians and therefore not 
members of the state (that is, not citi-
zens). Nevertheless, they are members 
of society, and thus help shape the rela-
tionship between state and society. The 
situation reflects Estonia’s character 
as a ”nationalizing state”, something 
which is, again, a prominent aspect of 
state-society interaction. But I must ad-

with politicians and officials, Bötker 
has used newspapers and, of course, 
a number of scholarly publications, in 
particular Estonian-language and Esto-
nian sources.

 
the Data appears interesting, as far 
as one can gather from the many frag-
ments that appear in various chapters 
of the book, but its value to the analy-
sis is considerably diminished by its 
unsystematic and unreflective usage. 
Information gathered from interviews 
is often coupled with other types of 
information, such as newspapers or re-
search material, without these sources’ 
very different natures being taken into 
account. It is not always clear, further, 
whether the interviewees function as 
informants who provide factual infor-
mation, or whether they themselves are 
taken as objects of study — e.g., people 
whose statements are to be treated 
as partisan views on the weakness-
strength relationship between Estonian 
civil servants and the country’s political 
leaders.

The imprecise use of empirical evi-
dence is a general problem. In many 
cases, one encounters reflections 
that are only loosely connected to the 
empirical information given. In other 
words, Bötker often provides ”argu-
ments” that float rather freely, neither 
constrained by or tested against the 
empirical evidence he provides. All this 
must necessarily reduce the informa-
tive value of Bötker’s results, despite 
the fact — acknowledged above — that 
his reflections in themselves are often 
interesting. 

The same problem can be seen in 
the book’s lack of discussion of other 
scholars’ alternative, or even opposite, 
results and interpretations, including, 
most notably, those of many Estonian 
sociologists and political scientists. 
Bötker’s critical engagement with their 
work is implicit rather than explicit; he 
does not enter into a serious discussion 
with them. Striking examples of this are 
the important differentiation between 
the ”earlier” and ”new” factions within 
the dominant class and the assessment 
of the level of organization in countries 
that have experienced a ”transition 
from Communism”. These are weighty 
issues that bear on post-Communist 
elite formation and the nature of civil 
society and its organizations, both at 
the turn of the 1990s and afterwards. 
Rein Ruutsoo is one of several scholars 
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for young people with civil service competence. 
It is in light of this dual development — short-lived 

and conflict-ridden governments and a non-institu-
tionalized bureaucracy — that one understands how it 
can happen that a weak government is not necessarily 
complemented by a strong administration (as postu-
lated by most theoretical models). In Estonia, weak 
governments coexist with weak administrations.

All in all, then, Bötker paints a picture according to 
which factions within the class which was dominant 
during the Soviet era took advantage of their positions 
within the state to grab economic and political re-
sources during Estonia’s transition to an independent 
nation. They focused on the state and the new ”cap-
ital-intensive” economy, and turned their backs on 
civil society, which they no longer needed. Here, the 
”old” were joined by newcomers among the economic 
and political elite. The ”old” have struggled with these 
”new” factions for economic and political power, a 
struggle whose contours are discernible in changing 
government coalitions. The logic behind the pattern 
that Bötker sketches is reminiscent of descriptions of 
the re-formation of the Russian elite during the wild 
years of privatization under Yeltsin in the early 1990s.

  ii.
there is, uNDeNiably, a certain intuitive plausibil-
ity to Bötker’s somewhat provocative reasoning. 
Bötker invites us to look differently at the so-called 
”transition” — to regard it as an example of the gen-

posed.” The end of the 1990s, which 
was the second time the ”new” elite 
controlled the government, again under 
Mart Laar’s leadership, ushered in a 
second set of changes — now, less a ques-
tion of restructuring than of transfer of 
personnel. In any case, the civil service 
was subjected to structural changes and 
transfers of personnel throughout the 
1990s; it was a common phenomenon 
under the ”earlier’s” governments, as 
well. There was little time for a mutual 
learning process, and ”the chancel-
lery” was often the victim of varying 
or rapidly changing expectations. The 
rules were changed again and again, 
decision-making was centered at differ-
ent levels under different governments, 
personal acquaintances have played a 
major role in recruitment, and so on. All 
this has disrupted the process of institu-
tionalization.

Bötker quotes figures which dem-
onstrate how extensive the transfer of 

personnel has been within various min-
istries, something which has led to inse-
curity, and other problems, among the 
civil servants. In addition to numerous 
changes of government and the conse-
quent changes of staff Bötker, mentions 
a generational shift, the atmosphere, 
personal tensions within the adminis-
tration, and other sectors’ competition 

eral combined process of capitalist 
modernization and postmodern social 
development under conditions of thor-
ough-going change. The focus on the 
state and the economy, on their interre-
lationship, and on the ability of groups 
entrenched in the state to reap profits in 
a period when everything seems to be 
fluid and when new opportunities sud-
denly open, seems, indeed, appropriate 
to any realistic analysis of the post-
socialist states. Despite this, analyses of 
the Estonian transformation done with-
in the social sciences have usually cho-
sen alternative approaches. In short, 
the focus on the state directs our atten-
tion to different power positions and to 
struggles for resources among different 
potentates and their coalitions — as 
opposed to the far more common foci 
on nation(-building) and civil society, 
which direct attention either towards 
integration, common value systems and 
other cultural factors, or to the (re)birth 
of associational life.

bötker’s perspeCtive provides a 
welcome corrective to the more usual 
trends within research on post-Com-
munist Estonia. But this does not justify 
his failure to compare his own views 
and findings to those of other scholars 
in the same field. Without this type of 
discussion, it is difficult to evaluate how 
convincing Bötker’s account is. An-
other, still more crucial criterion in an 
assessment of Bötker’s argument is the 
question of the empirical solidity — or 
fragility — of his case. I will start with a 
discussion of the latter issue.

The source material that Bötker has 
collected for his thesis consists of inter-
views with twenty civil servants, seven 
from the Estonian Ministry of Economic 
Affairs, seven from the Ministry of 
Finance and six from the State Chancel-
lery. This was done, he writes, in order 
to let ”current and former officials 
present their versions of the administra-
tion’s position in the making of Estonian 
politics, and of how, according to them, 
the organization of the Estonian min-
istries functioned and functions”. The 
interviews dealt with issues that are 
central to the thesis’s key themes. After 
completion, the interviews were sub-
jected to ”a systematic coding” in order 
to elicit information on key issues con-
cerning the ministries’ structural chang-
es, changes of priorities and changes 
in management, rivalry between units, 
etc. In addition to interviews and talks 

Mart Laar. 
Twice prime 
minister of the 
free Estonia.  
Holds a 
Doctor’s  
Degree in 
History.

reviews
IL

L:
 r

A
g

N
I S

v
E

N
S

S
o

N



50 51

The power plant Ignalina 
in Lithuania. A majority of 
Lithuanians said yes in a 
referendum in mid-october 
to the question of whether 
to keep Ignalina in opera-
tion, in opposition to an 
EU order.

t
here are MaNy theories about 
why the Soviet Union dissolved 
in 1991. An interesting, but 
often neglected aspect of the 

research is that the dramatic upheav-
als in the East occurred in parallel with 
the theretofore unanticipated impact 
of the European environmental move-
ment — in both the East and West. The 
political situation faced by the envi-
ronmental movement was, to be sure, 
radically different in the Soviet Union, 
but if we, for example, look at the in-
dependence movements of the three 
Baltic countries, it becomes clear that 
the independence movements there 
actually began as nothing other than 
environmental movements.

In Lithuania, the environmental 
group Zemyna played a key role in this 
regard. It was formed in late 1987 and 
had a very specific purpose: to stop 
Moscow’s planned expansion of the Ig-
nalina nuclear power plant (which had 
the same type of reactors as those used 
at Chernobyl). Zemyna pointed out that 
a meltdown at Ignalina could well make 
the whole of Lithuania uninhabitable 
for the foreseeable future, and that this 
would probably mean the end of Lithua-
nia as a nation. Nuclear power thus be-
came a natural issue for the Lithuanian 
people to rally around, and for many 
Lithuanians, Ignalina became a gateway 
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to a new awareness of their own history and national 
heritage. When the popular front Sajudis was founded 
in 1988, many of its prominent figures came from  
Zemyna, whose activities came to be incorporated 
into the growing independence movement.

iN latvia, the national liberation movement grew in a 
similar manner because of protests against Moscow’s 
plans to build a giant hydroelectric plant on the Dau-
gava River. The Daugava is the mightiest river of Latvia 
and the Baltic states, and much of Latvian history 
and culture revolves around its waters. In the 1960s, 
Latvians were forced to witness how the legendary 
rock Staburags was flooded over with water when 
the river was dammed up for the construction of the 
large hydroelectric power plant, Plavina. In the late 
1980s, Latvian environmental activists began trying 
to prevent a further exploitation of the river upstream 
that was being planned by Moscow. The whole matter 
grew rapidly into a national, Latvian concern, and the 
hydropower project in Daugava thereby came to play 
a significant role in the Latvian independence move-
ment.

In Estonia, it was the hard, industrialized northeast 
of the country that came to symbolize Soviet oppres-
sion and thus offered a base for the independence 
movement to rally around. Estonians were fighting 
partly against the accelerated quarrying of phospho-
rite that the central government planned near the 
shore of the Gulf of Finland, and partly against plans 
to build a new gigantic thermal power plant based on 
the local energy resource, oil shale, a fossil fuel. Dur-
ing the Soviet years, the oil shale industry, which also 
included a large chemical industrial complex, had 

transformed the natural environment 
in northeastern Estonia beyond all rec-
ognition: in addition to massive open 
pit shale mines that dug deep wounds 
in the originally very scenic landscape, 
the burning and chemical processing 
of oil shale led to the creation of a large 
quantity of artificial mountains of black 
ash, some more than a hundred meters 
high, which rose up from the otherwise 
completely flat landscape. The oil shale 
industry poisoned the groundwater 
with phenols and heavy metals, while 
the power plants threw up huge quanti-
ties of sulfur. The air was difficult to 
breathe, cancer rates were high. An-
other aspect of the problem was that 
industrialization was accompanied by a 
massive immigration from other Soviet 
republics, so that Estonians in the re-
gion ended up as a clear minority. The 
oil shale industry symbolized thus both 
damage to the environment and demo-
graphic oppression.

protests agaiNst igNaliNa in Lithua-
nia, hydropower in Latvia and oil shale 
mining in Estonia thus came to have 
great significance for the Baltic struggle 
for independence from the Soviet Un-
ion. But if we look more closely at what 
actually happened to the power plants 
and industries — which were monstrous 
from an environmentalist stand-
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estonian history. the nation 
as bridge and battlefield

s
eppo Zetterberg, professor of history at Jy-
väskylä University, has written a voluminous 
work on Estonia’s history. The work, which is 
over 800 pages long, is dedicated to the Esto-

nian people, which have ”borne up under its history”. 
No further hints are needed of the author’s sympathies 
for Finland’s neighbor nation. Estonia’s history is, as 
Zetterberg describes it, one long story of the will to 
survive repression and fight for freedom. Zetterberg 
is an experienced historian and was an Estophile as 
early as the 1970s; his previous research has revolved 
around Finnish-Estonian relations and Estonia’s re-
cent history. During the 1990s, Zetterberg also worked 
as Director of Finland’s Institute of Culture in Tallinn. 

According to Zetterberg, Estonia’s history can be 
understood through two metaphors. The country is 
simultaneously a bridge and a battlefield. This princi-
pal idea permeates the work’s eleven central chapters. 
The narrative progresses in a conventional, chrono-
logical manner: from prehistory to the present, but 
with a primary focus on the Middle Ages (”A part of the 
old Livonia”) and the Swedish and Russian eras. The 
national awakening and first period of independence 
are given thorough coverage, as are the decennia fol-
lowing World War II (”The lost independence”, ”In the 
grasp of the hammer and sickle”). The last ten pages of 
the book discuss the era of newly-won independence 
following 1991. Zetterberg also pays great attention to 
economic as well as cultural history.

Zetterberg’s book is a monumental scientific 
work and is an exceptional work in its genre. It fills a 
large gap: there are few existing synthetic histories 
of Estonia, and the best ones date back to the 1930s. 
Zetterberg has been able to take advantage of recent 
historical research, which has hitherto been available 
only in the form of unpublished research and con-
ference papers. The author sees himself as a Nordic 
popular educator. The primary objective of the work 
is the elucidation of the great historical differences be-
tween the countries around the Baltic Sea. The great-
est difference between the Nordic nations and Estonia 
has to do with conditions in the countryside. Sweden 
and Finland had an independent peasant population 
which enjoyed political rights. In Estonia, the rural no-
bility and feudalism dominated, or as Zetterberg puts 
it: ”Estonian collective memory still harbors strong 
traces of the German proprietors’ lash.”

Zetterberg admits that concepts such as Estonian and 
Estonia’s history are problematic. The first Estonians 
(around 3000 BC) were assimilated with the predeces-
sors of the Baltic, North-Germanic and West-Slavic peo-
ples. They established permanent settlements, protected 
by fortifications, and applied themselves to agriculture. 
The border situation varied greatly over time. The term 
”Estonian” was first used in the nineteenth century dur-
ing the national awakening. The purpose was to make 
the ”un-German” Estonians visible as a modern Europe-
an people, with a cultural will and identity of their own. 

During the Middle Ages, Estonia becomes part of 
European history. The Estonians were converted to 
Christianity by German crusaders — this process lasted 

mit that the decision to ignore Estonia’s 
Russian-speakers is consistent with the 
economic-political orientation of the 
concept of the state that Bötker’s study 
adopts.

 iii.
Despite the CritiCisM I have leveled 
against Bötker’s treatment of his subject 
matter, the key merits of his thesis still 
stand. The study constitutes an against-
the-tide, even provocative attempt to 
focus on ”hard” economic and political 
power struggles and competition over 
resources when analyzing the new 
Estonia. More precisely, his topic — the 
relationship between Estonia’s politi-
cal leadership and administration in 
a ”new democracy” — is both topical, 
and underexplored. The choice dem-
onstrates the author’s determination 
to use his dissertation to examine a 
socially and politically central macro- is-
sue. The subject is thorny and difficult 
to work on, something which accounts 
for a number of the problems he en-
countered in his study.

An interesting point is Bötker’s own 
position, situated between Estonia and 
Sweden. As someone who spent his 
childhood in Estonia and then moved 
to Sweden in early adulthood, Bötker is 
neither an insider nor an outsider in re-
lation to Estonia. His position seems to 
differ from that of the Estonian scholars 
who see the situation from within, in 
that he appears to be at a point that of-
fers him an exceptionally independent 
and profoundly critical look at recent 
developments. But he also differs from 
those with a more distant relationship 
to Estonia, e.g., second-generation 
emigrants trained in the United States. 
Bötker’s particular position is reflected, 
in an interesting and intriguing manner, 
in his unconventional, sometimes even 
iconoclastic, thinking. Bötker’s reason-
ing is sometimes controversial, but it 
reflects the author’s intellectual inde-
pendence and his ability to bring fresh 
perspectives to the analysis of Estonian 
politics. Å

risto alapuro 
The author of the article was the faculty 

examiner at Bötker’s thesis defense.

up until about 1230. Over the follow-
ing centuries, Estonia was invaded by 
Denmark, Poland, Sweden and Russia. 
Estonia became a leading center for 
northern Europe’s trade network. The 
towns Tallinn (Reval), Tartu (Dorpat), 
Viljandi and Pärnu were members of 
the Hanseatic League.

Zetterberg writes extensively about 
the Swedish era (1561–1721), which in 
Estonian history writing is called ”the 
good old Swedish era”. The Swedish re-
gents initiated an extensive program of 
reforms. They introduced Swedish law, 
and in 1630 a Court of Appeal was estab-
lished in Tartu. Two years later, a univer-
sity was founded in the same town. As a 
result of investment in popular educa-
tion, most young Estonians were liter-
ate by the end of the 1600s. Trade and 
industry bloomed and a civil service and 
state administration was developed.

At the Peace Treaty of Nystad in 1721, 
Sweden conceded Estonia to Russia. 
Zetterberg’s characterization of the Rus-
sian era is relatively neutral. Serfdom was 
abolished (1820), the peasants’ situation 
improved and a modernization process 
was initiated. The national awakening 
received impulses from Europe; the 
Russification of the late 1800s hastened 
its development. The ”singing” national 
movement increased in strength, and 
symbolized a popular will to be free.  
So-called Young-Estonian elite groups 
took the lead in culture and politics.

DuriNg the 1900s, Estonia was posi-
tioned in the shadow of two great pow-
ers: Germany and Russia (the Soviet 
Union). The country balanced between 
two world wars, several occupations 
and peace treaties. After World War I, 
Estonia got a taste of independence, 
but in 1940 it was united with the Soviet 
Union. Zetterberg offers a thorough and 
balanced description of these events, 
uncovers national and historical myths 
and analyzes the development of Esto-
nia’s history in a broader European con-
text. This is also meant to give us a better 
understanding of August 20, 1991, when 
the 1918 Declaration of Independence 
was restored. For Estonia, this became 
an important historical and symbolic 
date. The nation’s constitution was rein-
stituted. Estonia got its own currency, a 
Parliament and a head of state. Estonia 
became a part of Europe. Again. Å
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