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Introduction

   Estonia’s path towards independence was marked by a problematic question of almost half a million Russian speaking residents, who settled in Estonia during the years of Soviet occupation. As a result of massive Russification, “Russian-speakers”
 and their descendants now consist about 35 percent of the population of Estonia (as opposed to 8 percent in the pre-war period). Considerable demographic changes and USSR policy towards republics caused fears among Estonians, who were threatened of finding themselves as a minority, unable to preserve their language, culture and national identity. However, after the collapse of Soviet Union situation has changed completely: Estonia gained the power to found the rules. What was Estonia’s Governments policy towards minorities? What kind of attitudes towards Russians emerged in Estonia’s society? How did Russian speaking minority react? What was the impact of international actors? In this essay I will try to answer these questions.

  I will concentrate on Estonia’s efforts to combine national self assertion with international norms requiring the ‘respect for and protection of minorities’. The aim of this essay is to show how and why Estonia shifted (if shifted at all) from ‘nationalizing statehood’ towards a new strategy of multicultural integration.

   Estonia’s ethnopolitical transformation can be divided into three periods: 1) during 1989 – 1993 years the “legal-restorationist” ideology emerged; 2) 1993 – 1997 can be described as a “grey zone”, as a transitional period from one phase to another, where different competing strategies were implemented; 3) The year 1997 marked the turn towards new ethnopolitical parameters, which emphasized multicultural integration. However, the concept of multicultural integration in Estonia’s case has its own specifics and is deeply ambiguous.  

1. 1989 – 1993. Politics of exclusion: divided society 

   During the Soviet era encouraged assimilation of Estonians did not happen. In 1989, after almost 50 years of Soviet rule, 98.94 per cent of Estonians in Estonia were speaking Estonian as their first language. Estonian cultural, educational and other institutions, which were allowed, or deliberately established and supported by the Soviet regime, functioned in the Estonian language contributing to the preservation of the Estonian culture
. Therefore, when in 1985 perestroika was launched, political mobilization and ethnonationalist movements appeared among the Estonians
. Estonia’s political leaders’ vision was predicated on the goal of restoring the Estonian nation-state which had existed between the two World Wars. This was defined as a ‘Return to Europe’ concept, which figured prominently in the discourse of the national movement from its very beginnings
. 

   In this context, Russian-speakers were assumed to be potentially disloyal to the Estonian State. According to Smith, exclusionists among the Baltic politicians were able to legitimize the marginalization of the Soviet era migrants in Estonia and Latvia by three steps. First, these migrants were labeled as illegal migrants. Second, by equaling “Russians” to “the Soviet or Russian empire”, Russians were successfully represented as “fifth columnists”, dangerous to the security of the state. Finally, Russian settlers were also represented as a threat to the cultural self-preservation of Estonians.
 Thus, nationalizing’ programs and policies that consequently excluded minorities were regarded legitimate by many Estonians as the mean to undo the injustice that Estonians suffered during the years of Soviet occupation and as a need to secure the political hegemony of the titular nation within the restored state.

   National Self assertive attitudes were proved by Government actions, most clearly in three essential official documents: The Law on Citizenship, Estonian Constitution and, most controversial, The Law on Aliens.

   In 1992 The Law on Citizenship declared, that automatic citizenship could only be granted to the people who had lived in Estonia prior to 1940 or their descendants, while all Soviet-era immigrants had to wait for naturalization requirements to be established. The Law on Citizenship also laid down conditions for naturalization, stating that aliens wishing to obtain Estonian citizenship must live in Estonia on the basis of a permanent residence permit for no less than two years before and one year after applying for citizenship. They were required to demonstrate knowledge of the Estonian language as well. 

    Although these principles were essentially legal (and not ethnic) in nature, their exclusionary ethnopolitical effect was undeniable, since the vast majority of Soviet-era immigrants were Russian-speaking, while a similar majority of the citizens were Estonian
. The result of implementing this law was that majority of Estonia’s ethnic minority residents (over 400,000 people in a country of 1.5 million) was declared non-citizens. Even in principal this law was legal, it deepened the political, social and economical separation between Estonians and Russian – speakers. The opportunity to gain citizenship through naturalization process was not very practicable: most of the Russian-speaking population could not meet Estonian language knowledge requirements. Moreover, the parallel residency requirement ensured that settlers and their descendants would be unable to obtain citizenship in time to vote in the first post-independence elections of September 1992. With an electorate that was now 90 percent ethnically Estonian – as opposed to 65 per cent two years earlier – it was hardly surprising that the new 101 member in the parliament (Riigikogu) consisted entirely of Estonian representatives
. 

   For that crucial period of time when the first after-war constitutional parliament was elected and economic reforms started, The Law on Citizenship helped to create certain privileges for the Estonian ethnic nation, which was swiftly transformed into political and economic dominance. Some analysts argue, that these actions helped to retain stability in Estonia, however at the same time the new Russian minority was subject to significant political control (via citizenship) and its ability to participate in decision-making via recognized representative bodies had been essentially blocked
. Nationalist measures on the Estonians’ part were ‘introverted’, in the sense that they served more to isolate the minority population, rather than consciously attempt to deal with their ethno-social separation
.

   On the other hand, non-citizens did retain their essential economic and social rights. They were also granted the right to vote in local elections. However, the fact that some residents were excluded from gaining the automatic citizenship and were called “immigrants” or “aliens” even though some of them lived in Estonia for decades employed wildly emotive terms such as ‘apartheid’ and ‘velvet ethnic cleansing’. Some analysts claim, that settlers and their descendants were viewed by Estonian Government as metics who should be encouraged to ‘voluntarily repatriate’ as soon as possible. In keeping with this view, once the Russian Federation assumed the mantle of legal successor to the USSR at the start of 1992, settlers and their descendants were deemed to have become citizens of Russia for whom the Estonian state bore no legal responsibility. The authorities thus denied that non-citizens could be termed ‘stateless persons’. Rather, the term ‘persons of undetermined citizenship’ was used
. In spite of the fact, that exclusion was not declared explicitly, it was obviously expected or even encouraged outcome. The new elected nationalistic government gained the legal right for further implementation of national self asserting goals. 
   1992 Estonian Constitution distinguishes the core ethnic nation from the general citizenry. Preamble of the Estonian Constitution declares that Estonia is a state “which shall guarantee the preservation of the [ethnic] Estonian nation and culture through the ages.”
 Although this does not wholly “install” ethnic Estonians as the supreme nation, it does establish as one of the state’s goals—along with the safeguarding of freedom, justice, and sovereignty—the protection of one particular ethnic group and culture. From an ethnopolitical standpoint, it clearly lays down one a priori parameter
. Moreover, the status of Estonian as the sole official language of national and local government, first established under the 1989 language law, was enshrined in the constitution as well
.

   The Russian minorities’ reaction and international position were grateful for documents such as the Law on Citizenship and Estonian Constitution to emerge. 

   Russian- speaking minorities did not recognize their status as an immigrant minority group. Contrary, they expected and demanded to maintain full set of Russian-language institutions that they were accustomed to
. However opposition to Estonian governmental politics was silent but due to a widespread sense of alienation on the part of the Russian-speaking population they did not produce a mass politics of collective action
. Disorientation of Russian-speaking minorities had several reasons. Firstly, Estonia’s putative ‘Russian-speaking population’ was in fact deeply heterogeneous in terms of ethnic origin, political outlook and degree of integration into Estonian society
. Secondly, after the collapse of Soviet Union Russian-speaking minority, contrary to Estonians, was less capable to find a new identity. Support for the old system basically continued and they remained oblivious to the Estonians’ new ethnopolitical demands. 

   Russian Federation, as a “motherland” of Russian-speaking minorities tried to draw international actors’ attention to human rights violations in Estonia. However, Estonia’s legalistic approach was powerful in the way that it was no explicitly ethnic in its content
. Moreover, conscious efforts were made to maintain basic human, social, and civil rights for all residents (citizen and non-citizen)
.  Thus Russia’s strategy of internationalization ultimately proved counter-productive. By inviting a number of international delegations – and, most significantly, by consenting to the long-term presence of the OSCE Monitoring Mission (starting from 1993) – Estonia was able to demonstrate that allegations of mass systematic human rights abuses had no basis in reality
. 

   Existing OCSE member states had specific attitude towards the area of post-communist Europe. They were reluctant to sanction far-reaching policies because of the fair, that this might have a destabilizing effect on the society or even on the whole region. Therefore, the premium has been placed on stability, consolidation of state sovereignty and preservation of existing borders rather than the promotion of minority rights per se
. 

   This domestic and international situation reinforced exclusionary discourses towards Soviet-era settlers in Estonia and led to The Law on Aliens in 1993, which was the culmination of continuous process “how far we can go”.  It caused maximum uncertainty and anxiety amongst the representatives of the non-citizens group.

   According to the first version of the law, all civilians residing in Estonia on Soviet or Russian passports were given a year in which to apply for new residence and work permits. Failure to do so would confer a formal status of illegal immigrant and the prospect of deportation. Moreover, in order to qualify, applicants were required to possess a ‘lawful source of income’, a category only vaguely defined under the law. Thus, the law included no guarantees that Soviet-era non-citizens would be guaranteed new residency permits. The text left the way open for the government to expel anyone it felt undesirable, even if they had lived in Estonia for decades or had in fact been born there. There seems little doubt that the law on aliens was conceived as a means of intensifying the pressure upon non-citizens to ‘repatriate’ themselves to Russia or other countries.

 The law incited a number of protests and demonstrations among the non-citizen, especially in Narva and Sillamäe, the cities where significant number of Russian speaker lived. For local leaders who, as noncitizens were now barred from standing in the local elections scheduled for October1993, the law on aliens served as a suitable pretext for organizing a local referendum on whether the two towns should be given ‘national-territorial autonomy within the Republic of Estonia’. 

   The Law on Aliens also attracted criticism from the OSCE. Thanks partly to intervention by Max van der Stoël, a number of amendments were introduced to the law and the tense stand-off between central government and local authorities in Narva and Sillamäe  was ultimately resolved peacefully
.

   So called “Alien crisis” did not mark a fundamental turning point in Estonia’s policies towards its Russian-speaking population. On the other hand it showed some changes in the attitudes of Russian minority and international actors. Russians proved that they are able to organize themselves into political movement and OSCE practically helped to solve the crisis. International mediation of that year has been rightly described as ‘fire-fighting, however, intervention by the OSCE was important in terms of initiating a dialogue between the government and the main ‘Russian-speaking’ political organizations
. The year 1993 marked the end of the “silence policy”, ignoring Russian-speaking minorities’ problems in Estonia’s society. The new period has started. 

2. 1993-1997. Balancing between Europeanization and National Self Assertion 

   While in the first period national self assertion was even more important than country’s image in international community, the new period can be described as balancing between national politics and European standards for minority protection, that had to be followed in order to start integration processes into European and Euro-Atlantic international organizations.
   During this period we can still see the continuing policy with exclusive consequences towards minorities: in 1994 the government eliminated the post of minister without portfolio for population and ethnic affairs from the cabinet, in 1995 naturalization rules were tightened and a new, stricter Language Law was adopted. These actions dismayed the international community. International organizations such as the OSCE, the Council of Europe, and the European Union were no strangers to Estonia’s ethnopolitical problems. Foreign pressure and criticism together with the need of international recognition and widespread dissatisfaction among the non-citizen population forced Estonia to soften the policy towards minorities. Citizenship law has been amended and ostensibly designed to bring Estonia more closely into line with European standards pertaining to naturalization
.

   The emerging dialog between minority and majority was proved already in 1993 soon after the “Alien crisis”, when a Presidential Roundtable on National Minorities was created, where a number of Russian-speaking minority leaders have taken part. While the Roundtable was quite effective during its early years, its impact was continuously diminishing as minority politics moved more to the Riigikogu and became institutionalized via political parties. The big step towards the representation of minorities was made than in 1995 elections six Russian deputies won seats in Riigikogu
. 

   Estonia’s 1996 ratification of the Council of Europe’s Framework Convention for the Protection of Minorities has provided another standard against which to measure minority policy. However, because the Framework Convention is not a legally binding treaty, its monitoring effect has been limited. Moreover, the term “minority” is not defined in the FCNM and, as a result, is subject to definition by states. Estonians used their right to define minorities in their own way. Ratifying the Convention Estonia adopted a special declaration which stated that Estonia’s national minorities are only those who are citizens of the republic. This, therefore, excluded the entire non-citizen population
 even though in legal terms it was entirely consisted with the CoE FCNM. 

   Even though minority exclusion and international law principles in Estonia’s case proved to be rather compatible, the consequences to the society could not be eliminated that easy. The awareness of the divided society situation that has been created occurred only in 1997. 

3. 1997 – 2005. Estonian model of multicultural democracy: 

integration vs. assimilation

   Most authors would assert that the quest for EU membership and – most notably – the receipt of a positive avis from the European Commission in 1997 have caused a fundamental change in approach. In this regard, the ‘nationalizing’ (and exclusionary) ideology has given way to a new discourse of ‘emerging multicultural democracy’, which is in turn deemed consistent with EU norms
. 

   It is argued that the attitudes changed both among Estonians and Russian-speaking minorities. As M. Feldman says, Russian-speakers demonstrated willingness to learn Estonian language and to adapt to cultural specifics whereas Estonians changed their attitudes towards non-Estonians and got rid of the fears of loosing their identity
. However, I believe that this statement is not purely true in reality. In spite of this, Government actions and discussions that occur after that show that changes from separation to the concept of multiculturalism can be noticed. However, special attention should be drawn towards the Estonian way of defining multiculturalism.
    The crucial achievement was State programme, which established integration as a political plan and showed a continuously developing transformation towards a new policy. But before going into that I will briefly review some other official documents, established as a background for State Programme. 

   In 1998, the Government of the Republic of Estonia adopted the policy document “The Integration of Non-Estonians into Estonian Society; The bases of Estonia’s national integration policy.” Among the goals of the State in forming a policy on non-Estonians, declared in the document, two of them should be highlighted. First is “to change attitudes in addressing issues related to non-Estonians. The attitude “non-Estonians as a problem” must be replaced by the attitude “non-Estonians as participants in rebuilding Estonia”
. The second one is “Significant reduction in the numbers of persons with undetermined citizenship in the Republic of Estonia. The Estonian state is interested in a population with a clearly defined legal status. We want that non-Estonians in Estonia would be predominantly Estonian citizens. The state is interested in making the naturalization process more efficient and in providing it with both political and material support”
. Although these goals are only declarations in the paper, it is of high importance as it shows the concern about the situation, the acknowledgement of the problem that Estonian society faces and need of actions towards integrating minorities into society.
   The document did not avoid criticism. The fact that of the seven ultimate policy goals stated in the document, five dealt with improving the capacity of non-Estonians to operate in Estonian society (including language, education, culture, regional isolation, and political participation), and only one dealt with committing the Estonian state to supporting this process raised some doubts about what integration program really was
.  

   Estonian concept of integration is revealed more clear in a program of action for the integration policy, which was submitted to the government in 1998. In this document the goal of integration is described “an Estonian version of multicultural society, which is characterized by a focus on the individual, a strong common core, and an [ethnic] Estonian cultural essence.” It is also said that “although all cultures in Estonia will be equal on the societal level, “in relations with the state, [ethnic] Estonian culture will be in a privileged position.”. Thus, the distinction between society and the state is clear: it is said that even if society is multicultural, the state will be Estonian-centered
. 

State programme "Integration in Estonian Society 2000-2007" marked the first attempt to devise a coherent strategy for the integration of non-citizens, because “the formation of a "two societies in one country" model in Estonia […] may become dangerous both socially and from the point of view of security policy”
. Thus, the new program laid out specific policy measures to support the integration of the country’s Russian-speaking minority into Estonian society in order to build national cohesion
. 
   It is notable that the programme describes Soviet era settlers and their descendants quite unequivocally as representatives of an ‘ethnic minority’ rather than ‘foreigners’ or ‘aliens’, as had previously been the case in many official documents
.
   The nature of integration was defined by shaping two processes: “on the one hand the social harmonisation of society on the basis of knowledge of the Estonian language and the possession of Estonian citizenship, and on the other hand the enabling of the maintenance of ethnic differences on the basis of the recognition of the cultural rights of ethnic minorities”
. The first refers to public sphere and the second to private domain. For minorities to function better in public sphere Estonian language is described as a major tool for integration. Even though the programme defines three main spheres for the integration of the Russian-speaking minority - linguistic-communicative, legal-political and socio-economic - the principal focus of the strategy is on the linguistic dimension. It received three quarters of the funding allocated to the programme during 2000-2002 at the expense of the two others. This fact is justified by the assumption, that language facilitates adaptation to political, social and economical circumstances. Critics oppose to this opinion saying that language is merely a tool for communication; its use can not be taken as proof of real integration
.

  As we can see, State programme received controversial evaluations. International community reacted positively, whereas Russian-speakers argued that under the slogan of integration hides assimilation as a consequence. Therefore they claim that the starting point for integration should be international norms on the issue, not Estonia’s own version of multiculturalism
.

   Estonian model of a multicultural society, which is characterized by the principles of cultural pluralism, a strong common core and the preservation and development of the Estonian cultural domain,
 was criticized for a nature of assimilation. According to Vello Pettai, behind Estonia’s conception of democracy hides a largely language-based nation-building project
. V. Poleštšuk agrees with him saying that current integration model requires non-Estonians to merge with already existing Estonian society and values, and thus can be viewed as a form of moderate assimilation
. Moreover, integration program did not propose any amendments to the existing legal structures.

   The proponents of the State programme, contrary, draw attention to the point, that the document devotes special attention, preservation and even promotion of ethnic diversity:

”the goal of integration is the adaptation of different ethnic minority cultures existing in Estonia, not their assimilation into [ethnic] Estonian culture”
. The statement is strengthened by the Government actions taken: amendment to the Law on Education allowed continuing state-funded upper-secondary education in the Russian-language in municipally-owned gymnasiums where the population so wishes
. 

   To sum up, State programme, despite the criticism and slow implementation in practice,     mark a clear shift in Estonian government policy toward a proactive stance on integration issues.

Conclusion

   Estonia, both on the governmental level and among the values of society as whole, experienced fundamental shifts during the last decades. 

   First years of independence were marked with nationalistic values. Russian speaking minorities were defined as illegal immigrants and therefore were excluded from political participation. On a legal basis, there was no violence of the law. Estonian government used the opportunity to take advantage of the weakness of international law. As there is no universal definition of minority, Estonians defined minorities in their own way, referring only to the citizens of the country. As a result, most Russian – speaking population did not get even a status of minority and their problems were ignored. The “silent politics” towards minorities were accompanied with highly nationalistic government, which tried to strengthen Estonian identity. The Law on Citizenship, Constitution, and finally, the Law on Aliens and the consequences of implementing these documents reflect dominating attitudes in Estonia. 

   During that period Russian – speaking minority was searching for a new identity and was divided and passive. Thus no resistance measures appeared. International actors paid more attention to the stability in the region than to the promotion of minority rights. 

   From the 1993 nationalizing policies slowed down and more attention to human rights protection were paid. However, no real actions concerning integration of Russian-speakers were taken. The gap between minority and majority was still widening. 

   Only in 1997 clear shift from avoiding the problem to recognition of the problem appeared. It was partly influenced by the pressure of European Union due to integration processes. Some scholars argue, that Russian-speaking minority acknowledged the fact that they are Russians speakers in Estonia, not Russians speakers in soviet socialist republic any more. Thus, they started to seek recognition as a minority group.

   Government had to deal with divided society question. Finally, after long preparations and discussions the state declared an integration program in 2000 where Estonian multicultural democracies vision was proposed. From an initial stance of exclusion and benign neglect, Estonia has moved toward a more open approach, calling on the Russian-speaking population to learn Estonian language and integrate into Estonian society. Instead of immigrants, they were called ethnic minorities, which is also a step forward towards recognition.

   It is hard to evaluate the success of the program, as the period of integration did not end yet. However, some concerns, prospects and ambiguities can be seen. The main criticism of the program is concerning its assimilative profile. While in the new policy there is a clear rejection of assimilation as the end-goal of integration as well as a clear commitment to supporting minority cultures, institutional dominance will remain with the ethnic Estonian community.  Thus, the meaning of multicultural integration remains vague within an Estonian context. 

   While Estonia’s ethnopolitical transformation has been far-reaching, this change has not provided a complete solution to the task of harmonizing Estonia’s cultural plural society. We can see the shift in the attitudes, but Estonia still faces a great deal of work to be done in legislative field. Estonia should amend its legislation on state service and political parties in order to allow non-citizens greater participation in the political life of the country. More attention to the issues of discrimination and citizenship should be paid as well. Furthermore, much of the confusion can be avoided by referring officially towards Russians as a national minority. 

   In current situation it is significantly important to create a dialog and constructive cooperation between majority and minority for further development.  
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