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Foreword

In the summer of 1993, just before the XI Nordic Conference on Mass Communi-
cation Research took place in Trondheim, the first comprehensive book about the
development of the Baltic media was published: Towards a Civic Society: The Baltic
Media’s Long Road to Freedom (edited by Svennik Heyer, Epp Lauk and Peeter
Vihalemm, published in Tartu by the Baltic Association for Media Research and
Nota Baltica Ltd.). The book traced the manifold and complex history of the Baltic
media from the 1760s, when the first Estonian and Latvian periodicals were pub-
lished, to the early 1990s, the new beginning of democratic development in an
environment of restored national independence.

The present volume continues the analysis presented in that first extensive sur-
vey. This examination explores the general trends of society and media develop-
ment in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania in the 1990s and the beginning of the new
millennium, and details the development of newspapers and broadcasting in
Estonia, as well as Russian-language media and media regulation. This examina-
tion will hopefully be continued in the near future — many more contributions
concerning the Baltic media’s role in social transformations were proposed than
was possible to include in this volume.

All the contributors express their sincere gratitude to the Estonian Science
Foundation and the Estonian Ministry of Education, whose research grants made
possible the compilation and publication of this book. We also thank the col-
leagues whose remarks and recommendations helped us in preparing this publi-
cation: Epp Lauk, Svennik Heyer, Vita Zelce and Nerijus Prekevicius and many
others. Finally, we are indebted to those who helped translate and edit the man-
uscript — Steve Gardetto, Roosmarii Kurvits, Tiit Hennoste, Karlis Streips, Alec
Charles, Maiu Reinhold and others.

Peeter Vihalemm
Tartu, 10 December 2001



1. The Transformation
of Estonian Society and Media: 1987-2001

Marju Lauristin, Peeter Vihalemm

This chapter examines the changes in the political, economic and social context of
the Estonian media and in the media system, starting from the last years of Com-
munist rule (Gorbachev’s time) to the autumn of 2001. This was a period of dra-
matic change in Estonian society, which can be summarised in terms of transition
from state socialism to capitalism. In economic terms, these changes, based on
radical privatisation and open market policy, have made Estonia one of the most
advanced post-Communist countries, demonstrated by its inclusion in the first
group of the EU-candidate countries. In political development, after abolition of
the rule of the Communist Party, Estonia transitioned from a period of high polit-
ical mobilisation and participation to years of consolidation of the pluralist party
system and the formation of the new political élite. However, rapid economic
reforms have had a quite high social cost, and the professionalisation of politics
has produced alienation and disappointment among some people. There are seri-
ous contradictions under the surface of the success story of Estonia.

This chapter looks into the complicated process of change from the viewpoint
of its social, political and cultural results. Of special interest is the role of media
in these changes, and, vice versa, the impact of the changing political and eco-
nomic order on the structure and performance of Estonia’s media.

1. Stages of transition

In general, processes of post-Communist transition have been divided into three
phases (Brzezinski, 1994; Jakubowicz, 1995): breakthrough, structural reforms,
and stabilisation and consolidation. Using this framework, the Estonian post-
Communist transition can be divided into the following three stages and their
sub-periods (Lauristin & P. Vihalemm, 1997):

Stage 1: The period of political breakthrough (1987-1991):

e February 1987 — May 1988: “the awakening,” birth of the political public
sphere;

* June 1988 — December 1989: consolidation of national forces, Singing Revolu-
tion - the peak of mass movements;

e January 1990 — August 1991: institutionalised struggle for the restoration of
national independence.
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Stage 2: Laying the foundations of the Estonian state and launching radical
economic reforms (1991-1994):
* August 1991 — September 1992: creating a new constitutional order;
e October 1992 - December 1994: radical political and economic reforms.

Stage 3: Stabilisation period (1995-1999):
* 1995-1997: economic growth and retardation of reforms;
* 1998-1999: economic slowdown, preparations for joining the European Union.

One of the authors of this periodisation framework, Zbigniew Brzezinski, pre-
dicted in 1994 that the entire process, from the breakthrough to the end of stabil-
isation, would take 10-30 years. In Estonia, as in the other advanced countries of
post-Communist Europe, it took less than 15 years.

The stabilisation phase, indicated by the steady growth of the economy, was
achieved after only several years of radical reforms. Inclusion in the first group
of EU pre-accession countries also accelerated the processes of legislation and
institution-building. After three rounds of free elections (1992, 1995 and 1999),
there were also signs of political consolidation. Several mergers had reduced the
number of political parties represented in parliament to five larger and two
smaller ones. Political allies and opponents became clearly distinguishable and
the preferences of the electorate along party lines stabilised.

Stabilisation and consolidation, however, did not mean higher trust in demo-
cratic institutions. In fact, only a year after the 1999 elections, in the summer of
2000, people started to speak about a political crisis as indicated by the collapse
of trust in almost all political institutions, with trust in president the only excep-
tion. At the same time there was no external cause for the crisis: economic growth
continued, human development indicators improved, and international recogni-
tion of Estonia’s success (primarily its suitability for future membership in the EU
and NATO) were confirmed.

The unexpected turn in public opinion towards growing dissatisfaction can be
interpreted as the start of a new, fourth period in Estonian post-Communist
development. Under this view, the transition in the narrow sense of economic
and political movement from point A (communism) to point B (capitalism) is
coming to the end and Estonia is joining the global process of “normal” transfor-
mation from an industrial to a post-industrial society.

This chapter will examine the main development trends of Estonian society
and media during three stages of transition. The premises and meaning of the
current fourth stage - turning from transition to transformation - will be estab-
lished, focusing on the social and political landscape of Estonian society. The role
of media in these changes will also be analysed.
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2. The period of political breakthrough: 1987-1991
2.1. Readiness for change

The politics of glasnost announced by Gorbachev provided a legitimate opportu-
nity for Baltic people to express their disagreement with Soviet rule and to
reclaim their independence. During five decades of Soviet occupation, the situa-
tion in the Baltic countries and the forms of resistance had changed. In the 1940s
and 1950s it was a violent conflict. New rulers carried out massive repression
against the population, while Baltic people attempted to resist the Communist
regime. Armed resistance lasted until the end of Stalin’s rule and even longer (see
Misiunas & Taagepera, 1993). During Khrushchev’s “thaw,” the overt violence
was reduced to the control of minds. Opportunities for artistic expression were
slightly restored and the contacts of Estonians, Latvians and Lithuanians with
their national cultural heritage and to some extent with Western culture were
restored, albeit in censored forms. Baltic cultural élites were allowed to be more
“Western” in their formal qualities than the Russian ones, as the Baltic republics
were used as a “show window” of Soviet socialism to the West (see Lauristin &
Vihalemm, 1993b).

Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian intellectuals (and also some journalists) used
this situation to maintain national identity. The lost national sovereignty was
recalled in the metaphoric language of poems, dramas, songs, paintings and lit-
erary essays. A very special role was played by the institution of national
songfests, which was preserved by the Soviets as a demonstration of the multi-
national character of Soviet culture, but in reality served as a powerful expression
of national identity and will for the cultural resistance. Regular songfests not only
helped to maintain national cultural values and support Estonians’ national iden-
tity, but the organisation of songfests also preserved and developed a nationwide
network of voluntary choir associations, which served as a medium for the inter-
generational transfer of these values and created considerable social capital.

Cultural resistance to the Soviet system (interpreted popularly as the “Russian
rule”) penetrated all strata of the Baltic societies, from peasants to professors.
Even in the highest echelons of the Communist Party and local administration,
some “nationalists” made attempts to avoid or soften damages created by
Moscow’s rule. “National communists” were sometimes quite successful in their
attempts to create better opportunities for the Estonian economy, especially for
agriculture, which was considered to be a foundation of Estonian national self-
esteem (see Unwin, 1998). The Moscow rulers expressed their mistrust towards
the Baltic “nationalist nomenklatura” by recruiting from Russia cadres for the local
KGB and Communist Party apparatus and industrial management.

Although cultural resistance to the prevailing system and expressions of
national feelings were tolerated, even in the official media, any attempt at politi-
cal resistance was prosecuted and overt dissidents were as repressed in the time
of Khrushchev as during Brezhnev’s time.
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Intellectuals and even ordinary Estonians, Latvians and Lithuanians became
experienced in language games and used metaphors to express their hidden
thoughts, often balancing on the border of what was prohibited. The efforts to
maintain one’s national identity and to survive spiritually under the pressure of
the totalitarian Communist system created permanent stress, which was experi-
enced as a uniting anti-Soviet attitude by the majority of people in the Baltic
countries.

One of the leaders of the Estonian Artists Union, Enn Pdldroos, has given a
vivid picture of this “double existence” in his recently published memoirs:

It was indeed a schizophrenic split of time. On the one side of our con-
sciousness we lived in “Estonian time,” or in Zen-Buddism, or in an imagi-
nary world abroad, or in nature, or God knows where. On the other side, one
had to deal with the everyday life going on in the “Russian time.” In some
sense this Russian (resp. Soviet - M.L. & PV.) world was less real than the
imaginary inner landscape and therefore it was experienced like a game
/.../. Estonian time was real, when you were sitting with your friends. Or
being with your family. Or wandering across the summer landscapes of
Estonia. Estonian time was also real when you cheated the Russian state.
(Példroos, 2001: 182)

The Soviet state was identified with the Russian empire. Silent knowledge about
repressed national memories and sentiments developed a sense of solidarity
between people in non-Russian republics, oppressed by the Moscow rulers. This
solidarity was openly expressed for the first time in the slogan of the national
movements during glasnost: “For our freedom and yours,” which was borrowed
from the 19th century Polish resistance against Russian rule.

2.2. The Singing Revolution

In the beginning, protest movements arose from different backgrounds. Dissident
groups focused on the illegitimacy of the Soviet occupation of the Baltic countries
as an outcome of the pact between Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union (Molo-
tov—Ribbentrop pact). Intellectuals and students protested against the Russifica-
tion of culture. Environmentalists started a protest movement against Moscow’s
plans to expand the huge phosphate mines towards the boundary of a national
park. For the first time since the Soviet occupation, concerns were publicly
expressed about the demographic changes created by the massive migration of
Soviet industrial workers into the Baltic area, which threatened to make the
indigenous populations a minority in their own country.

A wave of protest against plans to establish phosphate mines in northern Esto-
nia grew in the spring of 1987 into a massive national movement (the “phosphate
war”). It was aimed not only at environmental protection, but also against
Moscow’s colonial rule over the Estonian economy, against the habit of making
decisions concerning Estonia without ever asking for the opinions of the Estoni-
ans themselves. The success of the protest was encouraging. In an atmosphere of
national arousal, the first public post-war demonstrations against Soviet occupa-
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tion took place on 23 August 1987, organised by dissident groups. On another
tack, intellectuals tried to find rational ways to establish national sovereignty. In
September 1987, the idea of Estonian economic autonomy - the first public alter-
native plan of development — was proposed. In the first days of April 1988, the
plenum of Estonian creative unions openly accused Soviet rule of putting the
very survival of the Estonian nation into danger.

The liberation movement also embraced Latvia and Lithuania, and soon spread
to other regions of the Soviet Empire. The Popular Front movement was estab-
lished in Estonia in April-May 1988, and in Lithuania and Latvia several months
later (see the chronology of the major events in the Baltics 1987-2001 in the
Appendix). Following these examples, Popular Fronts were soon established in
all of the Soviet Republics and in a number of regions of Russia (see Smith, 1999:
38-39, 114). Their common aim was to turn “perestroika from above” into demo-
cratic reforms from below. During this first phase, freedom for the oppressed
nations of the Soviet Union was part the general democratic design supported by
Sakharov, Starovoitova and other Russian democratic leaders.

Under pressure from the Popular Front, the Supreme Soviet of Estonia passed
the Declaration of Sovereignty in November 1988, establishing supremacy of the
Estonian SSR laws over the laws of the Soviet Union. The same legal model was
soon used in other national republics. In the end, the “parade of sovereignties”
initiated by Estonia brought about the dissolution of the Soviet Union (see Gern-
er & Hedlund, 1993; Clemens, 1997; Hale, 2000).

The next steps moved the three Baltic nations far beyond the concept of “sov-
ereign republics.” In the spring and summer of 1989, previous dissident leaders
formed the Estonian Citizens’ Movement. This movement provided a radical
alternative to the step-by-step model of national liberation through disintegra-
tion of the Soviet Union “from inside,” developed by the Popular Front. The Cit-
izens’ Movement declared that the only legitimate way to sovereignty was factu-
al restoration of the independent Republic of Estonia, as it was before occupation
by the Soviets in June 1940. This concept relied on a policy of non-recognition of
the occupied Baltic countries as legitimate parts of the Soviet Union, as exercised
by the government of the United States and other Western countries.

The fall of the Berlin Wall and the subsequent events in Central Europe during
the autumn and winter of 1989-1990 showed the Soviet command economy
could not be renewed and that the weakened empire itself would be unable to
retain control over the countries of the Eastern bloc. The Baltic nations were look-
ing for an opportunity to re-establish their full independence and rejoin the West-
ern world. The efforts of the Baltic countries to “rock the boat” and achieve full
independence made some Western politicians to afraid of a “domino effect” that
would encourage many other nations in their claims for national independence.
Under these circumstances, the road to independence through restoration, stress-
ing the special historic position of Baltic countries (whose occupation by the Sovi-
et Union was never recognised by the West), became internationally more attrac-
tive than the route proposed by the Popular Front. The West clearly was not inter-
ested in the dissolution of the entire Soviet Union and the creation of an uncer-
tain new international order different from the nuclear balance of the Cold War
era.
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The turning point in the story of Baltic independence occurred in January 1991,
when Moscow attempted to crush the Lithuanian and Latvian revolutions by
force. The bloody events in Vilnius and Riga resulted in political and moral vic-
tory for the Balts.

Subsequent events brought about the final, inevitable outcome: international
recognition of the independent Baltic States. In March 1991, the results of refer-
endums in all three Baltic countries showed that not only absolute majorities of
the native populations, but even a considerable part of local Russians preferred
complete independence to any form of inclusion in the Soviet Union. In the
spring and summer, Baltic leaders were actively lobbying in the United States
and the Nordic countries for more definite support of their full independence. A
plan was developed to organise a high-level international conference on the
Baltic question, which would prepare the way for recognition of Baltic inde-
pendence by organisations such as the UN and OSCE.

However, the different scenario unfolded. The coup in Moscow in August 1991
was like a deus ex machina, immediately used by the Estonian, Latvian and
Lithuanian Supreme Councils to gain the desired goal: a complete and interna-
tionally recognised independent state. The existence of a direct military threat
from Moscow created favourable conditions for making peace between the com-
peting Popular Front and Estonian Citizens” Movement. On 20 August, when
Soviet tanks approached the centre of Tallinn, a political compromise was found.
Agreement was reached concerning the vital issues of how to achieve interna-
tional recognition for the independence of Estonia and how to establish a new
democratic constitutional order. On the night of 20 August, the Supreme Council
of Estonia passed a resolution demanding restoration of the pre-war independ-
ent Estonian Republic, and asked all United Nations members to recognise this
fact and to restore the rights of an independent Estonia as a member of the inter-
national community. The same document included a decision to establish a Con-
stitutional Assembly, comprising members of both competing movements, in
order to create a new text of an Estonian constitution.

The “happy end” of the struggle for independence did not resolve the conflict
between the two wings of the liberation movement. Besides differences in theo-
retical approaches and legal models, the two movements differed in their social
and political background. While the Popular Front was an open, grass-roots
movement which accepted in its ranks everybody supporting democracy and
Estonian independence, including previously active Communists (with exclusion
of high-ranking officials, the nomenklatura), the Citizens’ Movement accepted
only those who registered their pre-war Estonian citizenship and viewed the
majority of post-war Russian immigrants as occupants and illegal aliens (with the
exception of those who supported the ideas of the Citizens’ Movement and who
registered themselves as applicants for Estonian citizenship).

The Citizens’ Movement was established and lead by dissidents who had suf-
fered from arrests and persecutions in the 1970s and 1980s, whereas leading posi-
tions in the Popular Front were held by intellectuals who, despite their cultural
opposition to the system, were still able to publish their works and teach in uni-
versities. The Popular Front represented this part of t-he nation (about one third
of the population of Soviet Estonia; see Hion, Lauristin & Vihalemm, 1988) who
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had been more or less socially adjusted to the “double life” in Soviet system.
Many of them had even found ways to be active in various fields of culture, sci-
ence, education, health care and the economy. The ideological platform of the
Popular Front had a social democratic flavour and was influenced by the ideas of
the “sixties generation.”

The ideology of the Citizens’” Movement was clearly anti-socialist and conser-
vative. Its active core was formed by people who did not cooperate (or regretted
and negated their cooperation) with the official system, who had experienced
marginalisation and repression because they did not adapt to the demands of the
Soviet system of education, cultural production and economic organisation. A
substantial number of the Estonian Citizens” Movement activists were people
who had lost their families’ positions and properties after the Soviet invasion.
Among these people, however, could also be found some Soviet-era leaders of the
cultural opposition and well-known intellectuals, especially in the non-political
fields such as music, science, technology and medicine. These people had tried to
avoid political positions inside the Soviet establishment.

Thus, two movements created two wings of a new national establishment,
which started to compete in the restored Estonian state even before independ-
ence. This competition formed the main axis of Estonian political development
throughout the entire transition. This picture is also not very different from the
political scenery in the other Baltic countries and the post-Communist countries
of Central and Eastern Europe.

The political compromise achieved on the eve of independence bridged the gap
between these two groups, but the premise for this compromise was created ear-
lier: the two wings overlapped and formed mixed memberships in the two deci-
sion-making bodies elected in February-March 1990. The Estonian Supreme
Council (the earlier Supreme Soviet was renamed after the elections of March
1990 ended with the victory of the Popular Front) was elected by the entire pop-
ulation, including Soviet-era immigrants. The Estonian Congress was elected by
people who had registered themselves as citizens of the occupied Estonian
Republic. Representatives of both bodies participated in the design of the two
most important legislative steps, which predestined the course of reforms after
the restoration of independence. These two fundamental pieces of legislation
were the decree on the privatisation via restoration of pre-war property rights,
and the restoration of the Citizenship Law of pre-war Estonia.

Despite the rhetorically expressed controversies and ideological conflicts, in all
critical situations both wings demonstrated their ability to achieve pragmatic
compromises concerning key issues of national development. The most impor-
tant compromise was achieved during the crucial events of August 1991, which
led to the national consensus concerning restoration of independence and the
simultaneous creation of a new constitutional order different from the pre-war
one. Pragmatism should be recognised as an important feature of Estonian poli-
tics, which sometimes has helped to resolve extremely difficult controversies.

Table 1.1 characterises the predominant processes and their content during this
first stage of transformation.



Table 1.1. Main characteristics of the period 1987-1991

December 1989

on events in Estonia by national
liberation movements

« radicalisation of political demands
to the full political and economical
independence from Soviet empire.

Subperiod Dominant processes Content
February 1987 — | - re-emergence of a political public sphere | « organised protest, articulation of oppositional public opinion
May 1988 within the framework of the Glasnost « restoration of historical truth
policy announced by Gorbachev « formulation of national policy for political liberation and for autonomy from the Soviet centralised
command economy
June 1988 — - takeover of social and political control | « rapid political activation of the whole population

- broadening the limits of freedom in the general framework of the changes in the Soviet Union

- participation in the liberalisation of the Soviet Union and pushing towards reconstruction of the
Soviet Union into a democratic confederation of free nations

« split of the national liberation movement in Estonia into two wings: the reformist Popular Front
and the radical Estonian Citizens’ Movement

- ethnic polarisation of the mass political movements along with the radicalisation of national
demands of Estonians

January 1990 -
August 1991

* loss of political control in Estonia
by the Communist Party and by official
Soviet institutions

= institutionalised struggle for restoration
of independence and international
recognition of Estonia

» competition between radical and
moderate liberation movements

« resigning of the Communist Party from political arena

« victory of pro-independence forces in the elections to the Supreme Council

« formation of a Popular Front government

» formation of new parties

« political competition between two elected bodies, the Supreme Council and the Estonian Congress

- overt conflict between pro-Soviet Russians and pro-independence government of Estonia

« international support for Baltic independence

« agreement between Estonia and Russia about mutual support

« restoration of independence and compromise between competing national movements about
principles of constitutional reform

4

uvdf ayJ

Su

00c—£8



The Transformation of Estonian Society and Media: 1987-2001 25

2.3. The media during the political breakthrough

In the beginning of the glasnost policy, the Estonian media were slow to change.
Only in 1987 did Estonian journalists start to trust that the new, more open and
sincere style of political discourse initiated by Gorbachev was not just a political
game, but that it provided an opportunity to disclose facts and ideas which were
oppressed and forbidden during previous decades. The ambiguous nature of the
period is exemplified by the strict censorship still applied to the media coverage
of the first massive protest meeting organised by the dissident groups in Tallinn
in August 1987 on the anniversary of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. The speed of
change during the following two years was striking: the two-million-person
demonstration “Baltic chain,” organised two years later on the same occasion,
was not only directly broadcast on all radio and TV channels in Estonia, Latvia
and Lithuania, but it was also organised and managed with the assistance of the
media.

The ability of the broadcast media, with their direct online access to the mass
audience, to mobilise people and to stimulate protest movements was fully
utilised by the Baltic opposition politicians. Among them were many prominent
intellectuals and journalists. Environmental issues which were in the focus of
public agenda in 1987 served as a test case to prove the growing inability of the
Communist Party to exercise control over the Estonian (as well Latvian and
Lithuanian) media.

The growing freedom of expression in all the media channels during the initial

stage of transition in 1987-1988 can be illustrated with the following examples:

¢ Beginning in February 1987, the programme of Estonian Radio included week-
ly direct broadcasts of the Council of the Artist Unions, which became popular
public discussions about the hottest political issues. In the spring of 1988, other
direct uncensored debates and commentaries were also allowed.

¢ Estonian TV started to broadcast in October 1987 a two-hour, prime-time direct
public discussion programme about the tactics and strategies of democratic
changes, “Let’s Think Again.”

¢ The Tartu newspaper Edasi in September 1987 published the project of Eston-
ian economic autonomy (the so-called Four-Man Proposal). After April 1988, all
newspapers regularly published appeals and resolutions of the rapidly emerg-
ing political movements.

In the months from April to June 1988, a political public sphere was reborn in
Estonia in the form of grass-roots national movements. Soviet political and ideo-
logical taboos weakened rapidly after April 1988 and were practically abolished
one-and-a-half years later by the end of 1989. Although censorship as an institu-
tion was not formally dissolved until September 1990, it did not interfere with the
media’s activities.

The media became a network through which the growing political activity of

the nation functioned. Liberation movements used the media for coverage of
meetings, publication of the manifestos and declarations, and disclosure of the
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atrocities committed by the Communist regime. The years 1988-1990 saw a peri-
od of restoration of the national memory. For the first time in Estonian post-war
history, the historical truths about the Liberation War in 1918-1920, Soviet annex-
ation and occupation of Estonia, World War II and Stalinist repressions were pub-
lished and publicly discussed. All the media channels gave this much attention.
A characteristic feature of the time orientation in the media content during this
period was that much more attention was given to the past than to the future
(Vihalemm, 2001: 114-115).

The changed nature of the media created enthusiasm among the population.
Surveys of these years show an astonishing level of media exposure: according to
a survey by the Department of Journalism at Tartu University, an average Eston-
ian in 1990 read 12 newspapers and magazines regularly. The 1989-1990 period
was the peak of press circulation in all Estonian history. Three national dailies
with circulations of 150,000-200,000 each, a cultural weekly with a circulation of
90,000, a women's magazine of 225,000, etc., were published for a market of less
than one million Estonians (see Table 20 in Appendix; also Heyer, Lauk &
Vihalemm, 1993: 343-347). In three years, 1988-1990, the total number of period-
icals increased three times and their total circulation doubled. Many new period-
icals were started. According to data from the Estonian National Library, 65 new
periodicals were launched in 1988. However, most of them were irregular, small
publications published by different NGOs and local communities.

Along with the traditional network of cultural associations, the media was the
most important social mechanism used for the political breakthrough in the Baltic
societies. Ironically enough, the Leninist concept of the media as a “collective
propagandist and organiser of masses” was implemented in full against the
regime created by the Communist Party. During the period of glasnost when the
multi-party system did not yet exist and the underground centres were weak, the
media was the main mechanism of mass mobilisation (see Lauristin & Vihalemm,
1993a; Lauristin, 1998; Tapinas, 1998).

The “movements press” replaced the old Soviet model of the “Party press,” but
both presumed the active involvement of journalists as advocates of the politi-
cally dominating forces. Towards the end of the period, at the beginning of 1990,
the political plurality of the media grew remarkably. With the emergence of the
second powerful movement, Estonian Citizens’ Committees, the Estonian media
were no longer influenced and controlled by a single oppositional political force,
the Popular Front, as it was during the Singing Revolution in 1988-1989. Com-
petition between the two models of liberation movements created for the first
time a space for making political choices not only on the red and white scale, “for
or against Soviet rule,” but by rationally calculating the pluses and minuses of
the two alternative policies, one more radical and the other more moderate. This
situation of choice between equally popular and legitimate alternatives gave also
more freedom to the media. In order to avoid direct political engagement by the
competing movements, the major newspapers declared their political autonomy
in 1990.

Journalistic forms changed gradually, especially after the autumn of 1989. Sovi-
et-era traditions receded and Western journalistic patterns emerged. In particular
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a new non-partisan style journalism was represented by the independent politi-
cal and cultural weekly Eesti Ekspress, established in September 1989, and the
business weekly Aripiev, established in October 1989.

3. The period of radical reforms: 1991-1994
3.1. Political and economic development

During the week of 21-27 August 1991, twenty-eight states recognised Estonia;
by 17 September 1991 the number had risen to 86, and on that day Estonia (as
well Latvia and Lithuania) gained membership in the United Nations.

Achievement of this goal created an immense historical challenge for Estoni-
ans: they had to build up their state and its legal and economic structures virtu-
ally from scratch (see Lieven, 1993: 316-373; Clemens, 2001: 1-2).

The first task after the break with the Soviet Empire was to establish democratic
constitutional order. The second task was to achieve financial sustainability for
Estonia. The third task was to gain control over Estonian territory. Fulfilment of
all three tasks required immediate action, but could not be completed without
thorough preparation. During the first year of formal independence, therefore,
the transitional parliamentary and governmental bodies continued to function,
Soviet legislation remained mostly intact, the economy was still dependent on the
unconvertible Soviet rouble, and Estonia’s eastern border with Russia was mere-
ly symbolic. For Estonians, it was clear that their future depended on clear and
decisive steps away from the Soviet past, towards the West.

On 28 June 1992, the new Constitution of Estonia was approved in a referen-
dum. The weekend prior, the new Estonian currency, the kroon (EEK), was creat-
ed to replace the completely inflated Russian rouble. From its earliest days, the
kroon was fully convertible, with its exchange rate pegged to the German mark
at a fixed rate of 1 DEM = 8 EEK, which has remained ever since.

The first free, democratic Estonian parliamentary elections were held on 20
September 1992. The elections were won by the political forces that supported
radical marketisation and Westernisation of Estonia’s economy. The right-of-cen-
tre coalition, led by the Christian-Democratic-oriented Pro Patria Party, formed
the first democratically elected government of newly independent Estonia.

The new Estonian government chose the path of maximum liberalisation: no
subsidies, no regulated prices (with the exception of government price con-
straints on energy, water, health services and postal services), no progressive
taxes, no quotas and no extensive transfers of income. The liberal “shock thera-
py” model of reforms, which had already been tried in revitalising the Polish and
Czech economies, was implemented in Estonia with unprecedented rigour. The
state was declared to be “the worst of owners.” The private sector boomed, with
about 15,000 new enterprises registered annually. Foreign investments grew
rapidly, reaching one of the highest levels in Eastern Europe. The essential goals
of the governmental project for economic development adopted in 1992 were



Table 1.2. Main characteristics of the period 1991-1994

» continuing Westernisation

Subperiod Dominant processes Content
August 1991 — | « international recognition of Estonian « establishment of intemational relations
September 1992 | independence « drafting of the new Constitution
« transition to the new constitutional order » monetary reform
« juridical and financial break with the Soviet system | » economic crisis, hyperinflation
« rapid turn to the Westemisation « liberalisation of prices and first wave of social depression
in all spheres of economy and public life « restitution of property rights
« beginning of privatisation
« regulation of citizenship and residency
« escalation of conflict between political forces concerning status of Russians in Estonia
« introduction of the border regime with Russia
« preparations for the first free multi-party elections
October 1992 — |« radical economical and political reforms « de-Sovietisation of state structures and forms of public life
end of 1994 (shock therapy) - implementation of constitutional principles, creating legislative and administrative

infrastructure for marketisation and democratisation

» implementation of free trade, liberalisation of taxes

« privatisation and restitution of state properties

« rebirth of a national banking system

« implementation of strict monetary and budget policy, elimination of subsidies for
agriculture and domestic industries

» social differentiation, growing inequality, rising social tensions

« creation of a new social safety net

» bankruptcies and banking crises

« ethnic tensions caused by the Law on Aliens

« implementation of regular border control between Estonia and Russia

« withdrawal of Russian troops J

« development of Estonian armed forces
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realised in two years. After falling living standards bottomed out in 1992-1993,
they began to rise in 1994. There were the first signs of a growing GDP and steadi-
ly decreasing inflation. According to a World Bank analysis, Estonia in 1994
belonged among countries that had made a “clear break with the previous
regime” and reached high levels of political freedom and economic stabilisation
(De Melo, Denzier & Gelb, 1996: 420).

Despite the international recognition of the results achieved by Estonia’s liber-
al economic policy, they appeared alien and incomprehensible to many people
and did not receive unanimous public support at home. After the currency
reform, people expected a rapid improvement in their living standards. They
believed in a market economy and privatisation, but they were not prepared for
growing inequality. Similarly, they were not aware of the efforts required to
achieve improvement nor did they imagine the risks of failure. The readiness of
the population to make sacrifices for the common good started to decrease.

The main reasons for the emotional backlash in the end of 1994 were not pure-
ly psychological. They were also created by the inevitable growth of social dif-
ferences during the course of radical marketisation of the economy, followed by
a modification of cultural and social relations. People were put under enormous
pressure by uncertainties in the labour market, by rising costs of housing, food,
and everyday services, and by the striking inequality of incomes. As Estonian
sociologist Anu Narusk noted, “For most of the population the reforms have
meant the end of the customary way of life” (1996: 13).

Still, the presence of Soviet (later Russian) troops on Estonian soil reminded
them that freedom was still vulnerable. The continuing Russian military presence
served to promote national unity and legitimised the harshness of the reforms.
People understood that full economic and political independence required con-
tinuous effort and even sacrifices.

In July 1994, a treaty on the final withdrawal of the remaining Russian troops
from Estonia was signed in Moscow. In August 1994, three years after the formal
restoration of independence, the foreign troops were finally removed. On 31
August 1994, Estonia celebrated the end of military occupation. Only from that
moment on did Estonians start to feel that they again lived in a free and inde-
pendent country. They were ready to proceed further in national efforts to join
the Western economic and political structures, including the EU and NATO.
However, after a short celebration, the suppressed dissatisfaction with the diffi-
culties of everyday life burst forth. Public criticism of government policy, as well
as tensions between different political groups inside the coalition brought down
the first reformist government of Estonia in October 1994. The positive results of
the radical reforms initiated by this government became fully apparent a year
later when the Estonian economy began a steady climb.
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3.2. Political emancipation and commercialisation of the media:
1991-1994

The main feature of Estonian media development in 1991-1994 was a rapid shift
towards the liberal model. Looking at developments in the Estonian media, the
authoritarian concept of a media-state relationship was gradually replaced dur-
ing the process of transition by the concept of a completely free media. During
the second stage of transition in 1991-1994, liberalisation of the press was close-
ly related to the abolition of state ownership and subsidies for the print media.
Most of the newspapers were privatised and hundreds of new periodicals estab-
lished. At the same time, a rapid generational replacement of journalists occurred
(see Lauk, 1996, 1997). The new generation of journalists did not share the expe-
riences of their older colleagues, who took for granted an important political role
for journalists in society. The new journalists quickly accepted an Anglo-Saxon
model of news journalism and took marketisation of journalism as a natural
process. The media in this period tried to become free of social commitments.
They were indeed creating an open and “neutral” public space, where different
interests and viewpoints could be publicly expressed and negotiated. After years
of political involvement, however, the Estonian media above all feared new polit-
ical entanglements.

After the important role the media played during the struggle for independ-
ence, one should expect that the media would actively participate in creating the
new democratic public sphere, giving “voice” to all new forces in society. How-
ever, the real development was not so simple. Besides the young and entrepre-
neurial urban youth, the new political élite and the Soviet-era managers rapidly
grasping new business opportunities, almost all people felt confusion. Rapid
social differentiation created by “shock therapy” divided the Estonian population
into “losers” and “winners.” Finding themselves among the losers were people
who actively participated in the restoration of independent Estonia: intellectuals,
the older generation, survivors of the Stalinist repressions, people in the villages
and small towns far from the rapidly prospering capital city. People expected that
the media would accept a socially active role and defend their interests or at least
help to understand what was going on in society. These expectations were not
fulfilled. The media, driven by market forces, clearly took the side of the “win-
ners.” The main obstacle to the democratisation of society in this stage was the
slow development and weakness of the new civic society. The voice of the social
actors who were on the side of the “losers” had to be reinforced in order to
achieve a balanced democratic representation in the media of society.

As several scholars have repeatedly pointed out (see e.g., Jakubowicz, 1994,
1995; Sparks & Reading, 1994; Paletz, Jakubowicz & Novosel, 1995; Downing,
1996; O'Neil, 1997; Aumente et al, 1999; Coman, 2000), in many post-Communist
countries the media has become pluralistic but not politically independent. It is
often characterised as an “Italianisation of the media,” described by Slavko
Splichal (1993, 1994) as partisan and state-controlled media interwoven with pol-
itics.
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This “Italianisation” effect has not been the case in Estonia, where the media
have been relatively successful in separating themselves from state structures
and obtaining political autonomy. For instance, an attempt by the government in
1993 to privatise the previous Communist Party daily Rahva Hddl to a politically
friendly private company resulted in scandalous failure: the journalists of Rahva
Hiiil refused to work with the new owners and established a new daily. The polit-
ical emancipation of the Estonian media to a large extent was the result of the pre-
viously mentioned rapid generational replacement among journalists. The
attachment of the young generation of journalists to the liberal model of journal-
ism changed the previously co-operative relationships between the political élite
and the media, which had been based on memories about common participation
in national liberation movements.

The failure of attempts to apply direct pressure on the media does not mean
that the Estonian media are never influenced by politicians, or that there are no
attempts at indirect pressure from state authorities; rather, it is done using public
relations. Politicians who are used as sources, or invited to write columns by
leading newspapers, could influence the interpretation of political events in the
media. Journalists wrote (and are continuously writing) many articles based only
on official information (press conferences, press releases and police or court
records, etc.), and often they have had neither the possibility nor desire to check
the facts or use different sources. The agenda is often not set by journalists them-
selves, but by the people owning information and wishing some interpretation to
be published. Journalists are also too often mentally dependent on different
stereotypes, prejudices and emotions. The lack of critical analysis of sources and
poor self-reflection are presumably a common problem for the professional cul-
ture of journalists in all post-Communist countries.

The media did not prioritise the creation of a participatory political culture, or
did not set the promotion of a rational debate as a target. The defence of public
interests was reduced to the position of an aggressive “watchdog,” often barking
in all political directions and sniffing for all possible scandals. While functioning
effectively as a watchdog of democracy, the Estonian media paid much less atten-
tion to the reliable and unbiased analysis of change.

Rapid privatisation of the media created a situation where regulation of the
media shifted almost completely from the political and cultural field towards the
economic field (Vihalemm, Lauk & Lauristin, 1997; Lauk, 1999). When the main
goal of the media was to become economically viable, the ideology of the media
as a marketplace seemed more and more attractive to journalists. The transition
of the media to a market-driven industry has made the attraction of a solvent
audience the main criteria of a successful functioning of the media. As advertis-
ing became the main source of income for most media channels, the content was
adapted more to market principles than to social and cultural values. The results
of journalistic activities are increasingly evaluated as profitable products, not as
socially and culturally valuable texts. Competition for the attention of the audi-
ence has brought about changes in the content and functions of the media. Infor-
mation and entertainment have intertwined, superseding analysis, enlighten-
ment and social integration.
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On the other hand, increasing living costs and a rise in the prices of newspa-
pers and magazines (they rose in 1991-1996 about three times more than the
prices of other goods and services) led to a dramatic decrease in circulation and
subscription of Estonian press publications. In comparison with the peak year of
1990, by 1995 the circulation of the national dailies fell over 3.5 times, the local
press fell 2.5 times, weeklies 2 times, magazines 3 times and cultural publications
19 times (see Table 1.7 and Table 22 in Appendix). The pattern of media usage
among Estonians also changed: reading newspapers became a more élitist habit;
many people were not able to subscribe to even one newspaper. The shrinking
circulation, however, was not directly related to similar level of decrease in read-
ing: reading newspapers in public libraries or at work became more common, as
did borrowing them from neighbours, friends and, lately, reading newspapers on
the Internet. Ultimately, the main outcome of the growing cost of the press was
the rapid increase in television viewing.

With the ongoing privatisation of the newspaper media, new magazines, pri-
vate radio and TV channels were also launched (see Tables 1.7 and 1.8). There was
a growing diversification and fragmentation of the media in the 1990s: instead of
a few channels followed by a majority of the people, there were a growing num-
ber of channels followed by specific, smaller audiences. Along with the diversifi-
cation of the media consumption, the media lost its culturally and socially unify-
ing role. Instead of political mobilisation, the main functions of the media in the
middle of the 1990s were news and entertainment. Compared to the situation in
1988-1989, if the media were to attempt to call into action a major new movement
in 1994 or 1999, it would not be possible because of the changed nature of the
media and the fragmentation of the media audience.

Having seen that the media had lost its seriousness and involvement in the
political process, the media still had an important socialising role in the new sit-
uation of the open society. The uncontrolled and unpredictable diversity of opin-
ions represented in the media, along with the changes in contents, formats, styles
and language used by media were the most powerful source of social learning for
the entire population.

The important social role of the media during the second and to a great extent
also during the third stage of transition can be seen in resocialisation ~ in adap-
tation of people to a new social situation, new understandings, possibilities and
demands (Beck, Giddens & Lash, 1994). In the processes requiring social relearn-
ing, resocialisation and adaptation, which occur in all post-Communist societies,
the media have played a more active role than the relatively inert educational
system. Through the media people get access to a new symbolic environment, to
a globalising and commercialising world. The media offers opportunities to
adapt to rapidly changing conditions, providing information about the new
opportunities and new rules in society. Via the media, people become rapidly
acquainted with everyday reforms, with the new faces on the public scene. The
media was teaching people the new discourses of the new society.

The difference in media use amongst the population thus becomes an impor-
tant indicator of more or less successful adaptation to the new social, political and
economic environment. The media could reduce the social and cultural distance
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between inhabitants in urban and rural areas, in the capital and in the distant
regions. Greater media activity could help to compensate for growing differences
in consumer opportunities (Lauristin & Vihalemm, 1998).

4. Stabilisation period: 1995-1999
4.1. General development

The governmental coalition changed twice during 1995-1999. The protest votes
against the “shock therapy” policy of the first government coalition helped the
left-of-centre bloc of the Coalition Party and rural parties win parliamentary elec-
tions in 1995; however, the governments formed by the Coalition Party and its
partners were not stable. Due to various political scandals they changed four
times in two years from April 1995 to March 1997. Nevertheless, none of these
governments altered the main political course of liberal economic policy and
rapid integration into European political and economic structures initiated by the
first government in 1992. After four years of unsuccessful governance by the left-
centre coalition, it lost the parliamentary elections in 1999. The same right-of-cen-
tre coalition of the conservative Pro Patria Party, liberal Reform Party and the
social-democratic Moderates, which together had formed the first government in
1992, regained a majority in Parliament in 1999 and again formed the govern-
ment.

The economic results of the course of radical economic reforms and rapid de-
Sovietisation have largely been good - after several years of decrease, Estonia’s
GDP increased 4.6% in 1995, by 4% in 1996 and by 10.4% in 1997. The economic
and social crisis in Russia in the summer of 1998 slowed the pace of Estonian eco-
nomic development, but the GDP increase was still 5% in 1998. The GDP real
change for 1999 was negative, -0.7%, but since autumn 1999 economic progress
was visible again (see Table 1.4, Figure 1 in Appendix).

Due to strong economic ties with Finland and Sweden, the Russian economic
crisis had less of an influence on Estonian development than on Latvian and
Lithuanian development. The role of Sweden in the Estonian economy has grown
remarkably during 1998-2001, primarily due to continually increasing invest-
ments (see Table 1.6). The role of Russia in the Estonian economy has rapidly
diminished after the crisis of 1998: the share of Russian exports decreased from
19% in 1997 to 3% in 2001, the share of imports fell from 14% to 8%, respectively
(see Table 1.5, also Table 11 in Appendix).

Estonia’s favourable economic climate for foreign investors is characterised by
the fact that it placed 4th among 161 countries on the 2002 Index of Economic
Freedom, compiled by the Heritage Foundation. Latvia’s and Lithuania’s posi-
tions are more modest (see Table 9 in Appendix) but have improved remarkably
during last several years (see www.heritage.org/index). The Corruption Percep-
tion Index of Transparency International in 2001 rated Estonia as less corrupted
among post-Communist countries (see Table 10 in Appendix, also www.trans-
parency.org).


http://www.heritage.org/index

Table 1.3. Main characteristics of the period 1995-1999

Subperiod

Dominant processes

Content

1995-1997

= economic growth
« inhibition of reforms
- efforts to join EU and NATO

» continuation of economic liberalisation

- stabilisation and expanding of financial markets

* increasing economic growth

» completion of small- and medium-scale privatisation and progress in large-scale privatisation
* banking crisis

= accomplishment of legislative reform

» political and economic steps toward the European Union

» cooperation with NATO according to the “Partnership for Peace” program
* bureaucratisation of administration

« deepening regional and social inequality

- decentralisation of social policy and weakening of state functions

» demographic crisis

* political scandals, loss of legitimacy by political institutions

1998-1999

« preparations for joining the
European Union and NATO

« consolidation of the political
landscape

» rapid development of the new
communication technology

+ economic slowdown in 1998—1999 (in connection with the Russian crisis), new growth since autumn 1999
= continuing inflow of foreign direct investments, growing share of foreign-owned enterprices
» privatisation of large-scale companies
* negotiations with the EU, harmonisation of the Estonian legislation,
reconstruction of industrial infrastructure according to EU standards
- progress in integration of the Russophone population into Estonian society
« computerisation of schools and offices, intemetisation of banking and organisational communication
= continuing social and cultural stratification, deepening gap between generations and regions,
winners and losers of transition
+ continuing delegitimation of political institutions
» merge of political parties, formation of coalitions in connection with elections 1999
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Table 1.4. Economic indicators of Estonian development, 1991-2000

1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000
Nominal GDP (bil USD) 0.6 1.0 1.7 2.3 3.6 44 4.7 53 5.2 5.8
Change in GDP (%) -14.0 -15.0 -8.5 -2.0 4.6 4.0 10.4 5.0 -0.7 6.9
Industrial sales (yearly change, %) 9.5 -38.7 -18.7 -3.0 2.0 3.5 15.2 3.2 -1.7 12.9
Exports (bil USD) na 0.5 0.8 1.3 1.9 1.8 2.8 32 24 3.2
Imports (bil USD) na 0.6 1.0 1.7 25 2.8 43 48 3.4 43
(Fn?irlel'j’gg)"ed investments na 75 157 215 198 99 130 559 306 468
(C‘,}:rc')?rgggc)w”‘ balance na 33 13 73 4.4 9.2 122 9.2 47 6.4
Consumer price index (%) 302 1,076 90 48 29 23 11 8 3 4
Average monthly wage (USD) na na 81 134 207 248 258 293 305 339
Unemployment (%) na na 6.5 7.6 9.7 10.0 9.7 9.9 12.3 137

Sources: Statistical Cffice of Estonia, Business Central Europe (EBRD; Economist Intelligence Service)
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Table 1.5. Main trading partners of Estonia, 1997 and 2001

Percentage of exports Percentage of imports
1997 2001 1997 2001
Country (nine months) | Country (nine months)
1. Finland 15.7 357 1. Finland 234 18.5
2. Sweden 13.5 13.8 2. Sweden 10.0 10.6
3. Latvia 8.7 6.8 3. China 0.5 9.9
4. Germany 5.6 6.5 4. Germany 9.1 9.0
5. UK 3.7 4.2 5. Russia 14.4 8.1
6. Denmark 3.2 34 6. Japan 34 4.7
7. Lithuania 6.1 2.8 7. ltaly 3.0 3.0
8. Norway 1.6 2.7 8. Lithuania 15 25
9. Netherlands 34 27 9. Denmark 2.6 2.5
10. USA 1.8 26 10. France 0.7 2.4
11. Russia 18.8 26 11. UK 3.1 2.3

Source: Statistical Office of Estonia

Table 1.6. Main foreign direct investors in Estonia, 1997 and 2001

Percentage of cumulative investments

As of 31 December 1997 As of 30 September 2001
1. Finland 26.9 1. Sweden 36.1
2. Sweden 20.7 2. Finland 29.1
3. USA 71 3. Netherlands 5.7
4. Russia 6.0 4. USA 5.6
5. Norway 4.2 5. Denmark 3.9
6. Denmark 4.0 6. UK 3.8
7. UK 4.0 7. Norway 3.3
8. Germany 27 8. Germany 2.8

Source: Bank of Estonia

The Freedom House (Nations in Transit) ratings for democratisation, the rule of
law and economic liberalisation are relatively high for all three Baltic states (Table
2 in Appendix) and according to the cumulative scores of democratisation and
market-orientation the Baltics belong to the group of most-advanced post-Com-
munist countries (Table 3 in Appendix). The main economic indicators of Estonia
are on the same level with other post-Communist countries forming the first
group to engage in negotiations about joining the European Union: the Czech
Republic, Hungary and Poland (Tables 5 and 7 in Appendix). In contrast to Latvia
and Lithuania, the living standard in Estonia and the household assessment of
one’s personal economic situation were remarkably better. According to the 1999
surveys of living condition developments in Baltic countries, 46% of the house-
holds in Latvia and 47% in Lithuania said that they were on the verge of poverty
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or were poor. In Estonia, this was the case in 33% of the households (Aasland &
Tyldum, 2000: 5).

Like all other post-Communist countries, Estonia has paid a high social price
for its reforms (see Figures 3-6 in Appendix). The birth rate has declined by a fac-
tor of two during 1990-1999, while rates of crime and drug addiction have
increased. Among the European post-Communist countries, Estonia has one of
the highest values of the Gini coefficient, showing a high level of economic
inequality (see Table 15 in Appendix).

The new social situation creates problems of coping with everyday life. Accord-
ing to a nation-wide survey in 1996, 44% of the Estonian population had great dif-
ficulties adapting to the market economy (Pettai, 1998). Since 1997 the situation
has improved a bit; the Estonian human development index in 1998 and 1999 was
higher than in the neighbouring Baltic countries, but still lower than in the Cen-
tral European post-Communist countries (see Table 12 in Appendix).

Compared to the other post-Communist countries, the Estonian and Latvian
transitions were more complicated because of the large Russophone minorities
(Estonia’s and Latvia’s share of the non-titular ethnic groups in population
among post-Communist countries is only exceeded by Bosnia-Herzegovina - see
Table 13 in Appendix). According to the census of 1989, the share of Russian-
speaking minorities in the population comprised 48% in Latvia and 39% in Esto-
nia. In 2000 the ratio of Russophones in both countries was 6-7% smaller because
of intensive re-emigration, especially in 1992-1993, connected mainly with the
departure of the Russian Army (see Tables 1 and 14 in Appendix). The task of cul-
turally and politically integrating such a large immigrant population with the
native population in a short period of time made the situation in Estonia and
Latvia extremely difficult.

The data from many surveys show a gradual fall of interethnic tensions and
diminishment of the social and cultural distances between Estonians and Russo-
phones (see T. Vihalemm & Lauristin, 1997; Vetik, 1999; Lauristin & Vetik, 2000;
also Chapter 7 in this volume). In 1998 a state programme was established for the
integration of the Russophone population into Estonian society. The implemen-
tation of the large programme of different institutional and nongovernmental
activities as well the results of economic and political reforms have brought about
many remarkable, positive changes in interrelations between different ethnic
communities in Estonia.

4.2. Media in the stabilisation period:
Concentration of the media market

The main features of the media development in Estonia in 1995-1999 were:

e Continued diversification and fragmentation of the media system, the launch-
ing of new magazines, the establishment of new radio and TV channels, and
growth in the duration of broadcasts. During 1990-1999, the number of news-
papers increased 38%, the number of magazines 33% (see Table 1.7). Instead of
two programmes on state radio in 1990, 27 radio programmes were broadcast



Table 1.7. Print media in Estonia, 1987-2000

1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000

z‘t‘i‘t‘lemst;‘ir of newspapers 2 45 48 52 58 60 68 86 86 74 73 76 72 70
Number of dailies (titles) 10 10 10 10 10 10 12 15 15 15 17 16 16 13
Average circulation 63 68 76 83 64 31 23 19 16 17 15 16 18 20

of one daily (in thousands)

Circulation of dailies
per 1,000 inhabitants

Number of non-daily 22

406 433 486 528 411 199 183 186 162 173 178 175 189 182

oenanars o) 35 | 38 | 42 | 48 | 50 | s | 71 | 71 | 59 | s6 | e | s6 | 57
Circulation of non-dailies 338 | 380 | 446 | 549 | 709 | 518 | 613 | 590 | 419 | 361 | 343 | 325 | 290 | 231

per 1,000 inhabitants

Number of magazines
and other periodicals (titles)

Published books (titles) 2,250 | 2,115 | 2,070 | 1,628 | 1,654 | 1,557 | 1,965 | 2,291 | 2,635 | 2,628 | 3,317 | 3,090 | 3,265 | 3,468

Average circulation
of one book (in thousands)

130 115 161 434 351 250 312 470 501 517 572 578 557 662

74 8.1 8.8 11.6 141 10.3 6.3 38 3.0 25 2.2 1.9 22 17

1 There are major differences between the data of the Estonian Newspaper Association and the National Library, depending on the definition of a newspaper.
The Newspaper Association is using a stricter definition, according to which at least 50 issues should be published a year. The National Library is using a
milder definition of a newspaper and according to their database 109 newspapers and 294 newsletters were published in Estonia in 2000. This table uses the
data of the Estonian Association of Newspapers, while Table 19 in Appendix uses the data of the National Library.

Sources: Estonian Newspaper Association; Estonian National Library




Table 1.8. Broadcasting in Estonia, 1990-2000

Radio 1990 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000
Number of broadcasters 1 16 21 24 26 25 27 27 30
Total annual duration of broadcasting (thous. hours) 14 66 106 126 155 214 235 251 276
Share of entertainment in radio programs
Estonian Radio (public service) na 29 34 40 54 62 63 55 57
Private broadcasters - 45 42 68 73 72 72 72 73
Weekly share of Estonian Radio for Estonians 97 77 73 69 60 50 41 32 32
Television
Number of broadcasters 8 7 9 7 7 7 7 5
Total annual duration of broadcasting (thous. hours) 4.0 3.3 6.5 8.8 8.8 20.6 235 253 324
Share of films and serials in TV programs
Estonian TV (public service) na 3 22 22 28 30 28 20 14
Private broadcasters - 41 52 62 63 56 59 54 38
Weekly share of Estonian TV for Estonians 75 52 43 43 40 37 33 28 25

Sources: Statistical Office of Estonia; BMF Gallup Media
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in 1999 (4 public and 23 private); instead of one state TV station, there were four

nation-wide TV stations broadcasting (one public and three commercial sta-

tions) (see Table 1.8).

Continued commercialisation changed the media into a market-driven indus-

try and has led to the increasing importance of the entertainment function of

the media, along with a continued increase in TV viewing.

Increased competition in the advertising market resulted in a concentration of

the media. The second half of the 1990s is characterised by mergers of newspa-

pers and the formation of two big media corporations with dominating Nor-
wegian and Swedish capital. Inflow of foreign capital (Finnish, Swedish, Nor-
wegian, American) was also significant in other media channels.

* Growth in the social polarisation of audiences and the cultural polarisation of
media contents.

» Increased use of new media technologies, in particular the Internet and mobile
phones. E-business and e-export continue to develop rapidly. According to dif-
ferent estimates Estonia is the leading online country in Central and Eastern
Europe (see Tables 26, 27 and 28 in Appendix).

The dominating features of Estonian media development during the third period
of transition are the continuing commercialisation and consolidation of the
media, and the rapid spread of new communication technologies.

Commercialisation is connected with the emerging advertising market
(amounting to 9 million USD in 1994 and 51 million in 1998 - Baltic Media Book
2000: 54; also www.mediafacts.com). It has brought about fierce competition for
audiences between media channels and the infiltration of market criteria into the
all aspects of journalistic work — planning and programming, reporting, editing,
design, etc.

The commercial interests of a privatised media separated from the public inter-
est to such a degree that it prevented the fair representation of all publicly rele-
vant issues in the Estonian media. Many politicians and social scientists became
quite critical of the media, accusing journalists of being too driven by commercial
interests.

Growing commercialisation led to further changes in social and psychological
functions of the media. Cultural integration was one of the leading functions of
the Estonian media during the Soviet era (see Hoyer, Lauk & Vihalemm, 1993:
199-215), as were social integration and mobilisation during the liberation move-
ment. As stated previously, the importance of both rapidly declined after the
restoration of Estonian independence. Economic growth after 1994 increased the
access to new electronic channels. Three commercial TV stations, a growing net-
work of cable services and the rapid penetration of the Internet changed the
Estonian media-landscape from the print-dominated into the electronic age. The
importance of the entertainment function of the media increased significantly,
along with the increasing role of electronic media. The average television view-
ing time was two hours per day in 1985, three hours in January 1994 and four
hours forty minutes in January 2000 (data from Baltic Media Facts). The viewing
of foreign films and serials, a major portion of the programmes on the three com-
mercial stations, has grown especially quickly.


http://www.mediafacts.com

Table 1.9. Media use in Estonia, 1993-1999

Estonians Non-Estonians

1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999
Number surveyed (N) 918 1,016 | 1,026 | 1,016 | 1,051 965 972 613 579 585 557 516 529 521
Average number of
newspapers regularly read 47 43 4.0 35 3.6 3.3 3.2 1.8 1.8 1.7 1.8 1.3 1.9 1.9
Does not read
any newspaper (%) 2 3 2 2 2 2 3 10 15 8 9 13 10 12
Average number
of magazines regularly read 2.3 21 2.1 24 2.8 23 3.1 0.3 0.3 0.2 0.2 0.4 0.4 0.6
Does not read
any magazine (%) 21 28 24 19 16 18 16 65 74 79 74 55 67 70
Average number
of press subscriptions 2.7 22 20 1.9 1.8 1.7 1.9 0.5 04 0.4 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3
Average number
of TV channels watched 34 3.8 4.1 35 3.8 37 37 3.2 38 4.5 34 4.8 3.8 4.1
Does not watch any TV (%) 7 6 5 4 4 3 5 5 10 5 6 5 5 6
Average time per day spent
watching TV (min.) 183 176 190 214 215 211 220 239 218 244 262 261 257 280
Average number
of radio stations tuned into 26 26 2.8 3.1 3.2 3.2 3.3 29 3.0 2.6 24 26 29 3.0
Does not listen to the radio 2 1 2 2 2 3 2 8 6 8 10 9 11 7
(%)
Average time per day spent
listening to the radio (min.) 265 269 282 243 230 222 225 174 193 197 162 162 185 177

Source: BMF Gallup Media
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The Estonian media market in the years 1995-1999 is characterised by the con-
tinuing concentration of the media. As examples, there were the mergers of three
national dailies in 1995, two national TV stations in 1996, and the formation of
two large press companies in 1998, which together own more than twenty news-
papers and magazines, among them four out of the five national Estonian dailies
(see Table 21 in Appendix). In both of these companies, which compete fiercely
with each other, foreign capital had the leading position in 1998-2001 (in one case
from the Swedish firm Marieberg, a member of Bonnier Group, and in the other
from the Norwegian firm Schibsted).

The ownership situation changed in the autumn of 2001. In November, Eston-
ian businessman Hans H. Luik became the owner of one of these companies, Eks-
press Grupp, buying 50% of the shares which belonged to the Bonnier Group.
Both Eesti Meedia as well as Ekspress Grupp published about 20-25% of all
Estonian print media in early 2001.

In October 2001, TV 1, one of the three national commercial TV channels, went
bankrupt, and the Ministry of Culture decided not to announce a competition to
the licence for a new national TV channel, arguing that three national channels
(one public and two commercial ones) were enough for a country with a popula-
tion of 1.4 million.

Despite conscentration, there has been no large reduction in the number of
media channels except TV - in fact, the opposite happened, with several new
magazines and radio channels being established every year. Some of them were
able to survive for only a short period, but some continue to develop successful-
ly. The diversification process in the Estonian media, especially in the area of
magazines, looks likely to continue in the years to come, with concentration and
diversification taking place simultaneously.

New communication technologies are rapidly pervading the media and every-
day life in Estonia due to the computerisation of schools and workplaces, and an
affiliation with global networks. By December 1999, 16 electronic news services
were functioning in Estonia (among them 4 portals in Estonian); 31 Estonian
newspapers and 50 magazines were distributing electronic versions of their pub-
lications; and 7 radio stations functioned in the real-time regime of the Internet
(Baltic Media Book 2000: 200-206).

During 2000-2001 the development in this area continued at the same fast pace.

In September 2000, 35% of Estonia’s adult population used the Internet. There
were 238 Internet-connected hosts per 10,000 inhabitants, the same level as
France and Germany (www.vm.ee/eng/estoday/2000/infosoc.htm). Ninety-five
percent of public employees had a computerised workplace. Nineteen percent of
the population owned a computer at home and 53% of them had an Internet con-
nection.

About 25% of the Estonian population used Internet banking in the autumn of
2001 (www.vm.ee/eng/estoday/2002/infosociety.htm), over 80% of banking oper-
ations were performed by use of electronic channels and a number of local bank-
ing offices were closed (www.zzz.ee/tbr/issues/vol19/e-banking.htm). Mobile
telephone transmission networks cover more than 99% of Estonia’s populated area
and 52% of the population have mobile phones, the same level as Germany.


http://www.vm.ee/eng/estoday/2000/infosoc.htm
http://www.vm.ee/eng/estoday/2002/infosociety.htm
http://www.zzz.ee/tbr/issues/voll9/e-banking.htm
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The government supported the rapid development of the new media technol-
ogy. The Estonian government in the autumn of 1996 launched the popular
national “Tiger Leap Programme” with the aim of computerising all Estonian
schools in 3-4 years. The success of this programme was demonstrated by the fact
that in November 1999, 94% of the Estonian population aged 15-19 used com-
puters, 58% used the Internet (www.mediafacts.com), and all Estonian schools
were connected to the Internet (www.vm.ee/eng/estoday/2000/infosoc.htm).
The government itself has changed the Cabinet meetings to paperless sessions by
using a Web-based document system. In December 2000, the Digital Signature
Act was adopted, opening new opportunities for Internet-based services.

5. Development crisis: 2000-2001

After the 1999 elections, developments in Estonian society reached a new stage
characterised by intense preparations to achieve EU accession and integration
with NATO. After relatively stable developments in 1995-1998, sometimes even
labelled as “stagnation,” the political forces known as radical reformers came
back to government. Expectations towards the new government were high.
Responding to them, the newly elected right-centre coalition promised to speed
up reforms in several areas: public administration, health care, pension insur-
ance, family policy and higher education. As one of its main tasks, the new gov-
ernment announced it would bridge the gap of alienation between the people
and the government.

The economic results of the year 2000 were relatively good: the GDP growth
was 6.9%. The path of economic development in 2001 was a bit slower due to the
impact of world economic trends. According to preliminary data, the GDP
growth was 5.3% in the first nine months of 2001. The Baltic countries (especial-
ly Latvia) were economically the most successful among the EU-candidate coun-
tries in the first half of 2001 (see Table 6 in Appendix).

At the end of 2000, these developments were unexpectedly fused with a sud-
den and sharp decline in public support for all governmental institutions. The
last and biggest governmental privatisation projects concerning energy plants
and railways were met with strong public criticism. The unwillingness of public
opinion to support further reforms expanded even to Estonian integration with
the EU. Due to the attempts of the government to protect its own positions with
the shield of “EU standards and demands,” and with TV images of the European
cattle fires as a background, public opinion during the first months of 2001 turned
clearly against the EU (see Figure 1.1). It was connected with the remarkable fall
of public trust in government and parliament and with negative assessments of
democratic development in general (see Figure 1.2 and Table 1.10).

The crisis that emerged in the autumn of 2000 was not caused by economic but
by social reasons. The strong backlash in public opinion was caused by many
mutually reinforcing circumstances. First, growing income inequality and
expanding unemployment raised expectations among the majority of ordinary
people that the government would focus on measures to increase incomes and


http://www.mediafacts.com
http://www.vm.ee/eng/estoday/2000/infosoc.htm

Table 1.10. Trust in public institutions, 1995-2001

Complete + general trust, % of population aged 15-74

1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001
November | November | December | September May May November April September
Estonian President 69 67 65 74 73 71 58 62 64
Estonian Army 46 46 50 58 56 55 na na 63
Estonian Bank 55 56 64 43 48 48 na 51 68
Local governments 49 56 51 49 50 52 45 46! 53
Mass media 63 58 56 53 49 48 na 52! 53
Courts 48 52 44 48 44 44 na na 50
Police 33 48 44 44 43 44 na 46" 43
Parliament 46 47 42 45 50 44 32 31 36
Govemment 47 52 48 49 53 49 34 28 36
Prime Minister 47 58 52 46 47 47 31 22 27

1 Data from May 2001.

Source: Saar Poll
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Figure 1.1. Public opinion about Estonia’s accession to the EU,
2000-2001 (%)
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provide everyday security and stability. The large scale of the new reforms with-
out any visible improvement of living conditions did not correspond to their
understanding of good and democratic governance.

Second, influential Estonian business circles no longer supported privatisation
through international open bids, which had been one of the engines of rapid mar-
ketisation in the early 1990s. The new Estonian economic élite felt strong enough
to compete for leading positions vis-a-vis the Western investors who had step-by-
step taken over Estonian banking and other key branches of the economy. Busi-
ness people demanded that the government, which up until this time had been
promoting the policy of open doors for foreign capital, change this policy in
favour of more protection for domestic investors. Responding to these expecta-
tions, the government abolished the corporate income tax. This step, extremely
unpopular among the population, did not satisfy the entrepreneurial circles
either. In 2000, pointing at the troubles in the privatisation of the railways, Eston-
ian business circles started a public campaign against “selling out the country’s
strategic resources to the foreigners.”

In this atmosphere of general discomfort, the media took a leading role in cre-
ating an overall atmosphere of distrust in public institutions, in the parliament
and in the government. The gloomy picture of failures in domestic policy con-
structed in the media was in stark contrast with the external image of Estonia’s
success story. Using the rhetoric of the governmental parties in their coalition
agreement, the opposition attacked the government on the grounds of unfulfilled
promises.

In March-April 2001, the situation in the print media started to recall the days
of the mass movements, when journalists were directly involved in politics. The
media were used once again as an active agency of civic protest; however, this
time not manipulated by political forces but by the new economic élite trying to
use the Fourth Estate to put government decisions under their control. Along
with the investigative stories disclosing linkages between groups behind differ-
ent privatisation projects, newspapers published columns with appeals to change
the government. A business paper owned by the Swedish Bonnier Group pro-
claimed itself as an advocate of the anti-EU movement.

Figure 1.1 shows that attitudes concerning the EU swung to the positive side
several months later, but this was not reflected in evaluations of the government
and parliament (Table 1.10).

In April 2001, the media published a memorandum signed by leading social
scientists, blaming politicians for the marginalisation of ordinary people and for
neglecting urgent social problems. Social scientists coined the concept of “two
Estonias,” expressing the unsolvable contradictions between the political élite
and the masses. The memorandum called for a new participatory and balanced
policy.

The legitimition crisis on the surface indicated that the readiness for a new turn
towards public participation had matured inside Estonian society. It also indicat-
ed the growth of reflexivity. Public debate openly challenged the established
political project of “Westernisation and marketisation,” set as a common goal in
the beginning of post-Communist transition. The restoration of the public trust
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was proclaimed as the most urgent need. Demands to re-estimate the validity of
political decisions and to rely more on the internal criteria of human and social
development, compared to the external criteria of economic success, were voiced
not only by the political opposition but also by the business and cultural élites.
Interventions by intellectuals and representatives of business people revealed
that externally initiated transition models had exhausted their legitimacy in
Estonian society, and the new élite, formed during the decade of transition,
demanded changes in the policy-making process.

These demands found their unexpected and ironic realisation during the pres-
idential elections of September 2001. After a severe campaign between five can-
didates, the former Communist Party high official and previous Chairman of the
Supreme Soviet, Arnold Riititel, representing the Rural Union, became the Presi-
dent. He replaced Lennart Meri, who was internationally and internally recog-
nised as the most effective spokesman of the new, succesfully Westernised Esto-
nia. The election of a former Communist as a president was initially viewed by
many as a serious blow to the further successful development of Estonia. Quick-
ly enough, however, the post-electoral debate in the media acquired more relaxed
tones. The results of the presidential elections were interpreted by the opposition
as the re-establishment of a balance of power. The new president was called to
become a “peacemaker” between “winners” and “losers,” urban and rural,
advanced and lagging parts of Estonian society. Fears that the post-Communist
figure of the new president would damage the international mage of Estonia as a
“champion of transition” appeared to be irrelevant.

The crisis of 2001 appears to mark an end of the post-Communist transition in
Estonia. Estonian society had achieved the maturity needed by a stable democ-
racy and switched to internally regulated capitalist transformation. The break-
through from the old (communist) political and economic order to the new (cap-
italist) one, which was the main content of the reforms of 1990-2000, seems com-
pleted. Estonia had stepped into the new millennium as a “normal” free-market
society, albeit still poor and full of internal contradictions and unsolved prob-
lems.

6. Role of the media in the reform process

The fact that economic and political changes had liberalised and commercialised
the media is far from a surprise. Estonia may seem more special among other
post-Communist countries because the changes in society had been so rapid and
radical, and the liberalisation of the media so far-reaching. Even the attempts by
the more moderate “managerial” politicians after their victory in the 1995 elec-
tions to change the course of reforms did not succeed. The political climate of the
1990s in Estonia was formed by expectations of success, and even the growing
disappointment and dissatisfaction with the outcomes of reforms among sizeable
portions of the population (farmers, pensioners, tenants of de-nationalised hous-
es, Russian-speakers, unemployed, etc.) could not deflate the general atmosphere
of optimism (see Rose, 2000).



Table 1.11. Mutual relationships between reform policies and changes in the media, 1987-2001

« peak of media exposure

Period Impact of the reforms on the media Influences of the media to reform process
Political « abolishment of censorship and ideological control from = creating a new public space

breakthrough Communist Party * mobilisation

1987-1991 « partisanship of journalists on the side of liberation movements | « legitimation of the radical demands

Radical political
and
economic reforms

« unlimited freedom of speech
- privatisation of the press
« establishment of private broadcasting

« support by media to radical economic reforms
« support by media of policy of generational replacement in public offices
(policy of “cleaning the place”)

* commercialisation of media production

« foreign capital flow to Estonian media market, concentration
and monopolisation of the media

* expansion of public relations business

» mergers of the national dailies

* growing TV consumption and entertainment usage

+ realisation of the national computerisation programme

* expansion of the new media

* growing tension between public and private broadcasting

1991-1994 » expansion of the new magazines and other periodicals * young generation of journalists sympathised with “winners” of the liberal
« decrease and segmentation of audiences reforms, as a result media contributed to marginalisation of “losers”
= dominating liberal discourse lead to delegitimation of the critical voices
conceming “shock therapy” and created spiral of silence around social
problems of transition
Stabilisation = growth of the advertising market - “watchdog” role of media focused on political scandals supported
1995-1999

delegitimation of government

= sensationalism of commercialised media lead to growing alienation of
audiences from political life and growing anomie

= division of target audiences of national dailies and main weeklies
between “winners” and “losers” contributed to the deepening of social
cleavages and legitimation of the social diffeences

» media reproduced ethnic separation and political alienation between
Estonian and Russian-speaking population

* neglect of social and moral values by commercialised mainstream media
contributed to weakness of civil society and decreasing influence
of humanistic intellectuals

« “Americanisation” of mediated politics during 1999 election campaign

« emancipation of the journalistic coverage of elections from the direct
campaigning helped to rise the critical awareness among the electorate
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CONTINUATION. Table 1.11. Mutual relationships between reform policies and changes in the media, 1987-2001

Period

Impact of the reforms on the media

Influences of the media to reform process

Development
crisis
2000-2001

= growth of infotainment

« diversification of channels

= fragmentation of audiences

* continuing expansion of the new media

« rise of self-criticism in the media

= division of functions between private and public broadcasting

- critical attitudes of the media toward the privatisation policies
of the government

» continuing delegitimation of political institutions

- media start to set new social agenda of political debate: gender equality,
poverty, drug problems, HIV, human rights

= more balanced picture of reality, growing attention to the social problems
and life of the “average citizen”

= growing tolerance in minority-issues

« political scandals — “watchdog media” continue with greater vigour
to prosecute cases of corrupt and greedy behaviour of public officials
and politicians

= media start to support more actively development of the civil society
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What was the role of media in these changes? During the first period of transi-
tion, the media played an important, even decisive role in formation of the
national mass movements. This was a result of political choices made by journal-
ists who felt themselves responsible for the future of the nation. When the Eston-
ian media deliberately distanced themselves from active participation in politics
after the restoration of independence, did they still play an active role in sup-
porting reforms? Or conversely, did the commercialised media contribute to the
alienation of the people from politics and thus in the end be responsible for the
failures of democratisation?

Table 1.11 presents a hypothetical picture of interrelationships between differ-
ent stages of the reform process and the activities of the media. Some of these con-
clusions require further evaluation through content analysis and discourse analy-
sis, while other conclusions are quite obvious and documented in the previous
paragraphs.

The main conclusion emerging from this overview is that the Estonian media
in general helped to create a climate of opinion which supported the politics of
shock therapy launched by the first reformist government (with the exception of
Russian-language newspapers, which had definitely opposed political reforms as
being nationalist, and a rural weekly, which was constantly critical towards agri-
cultural policy and agricultural reforms). Even more, without this supportive cli-
mate of opinion, the reforms could not be managed. The extremely liberal eco-
nomic policy of the first government also opened the way to foreign capital for
the media itself, and the media supported this policy for obvious reasons.

Another strong factor emerged which made the media an ally of the reformists
in government even if the journalists did not support one or another concrete
decision: the policy of the government elected in 1992 was strongly favourable to
the younger generation. The “clean the place” slogan of the Isamaa (Pro Patria)
Party, the winner of the 1992 elections, did not call for repressions but for the gen-
erational replacement and abolition of the “old guard” of the Communist bureau-
cracy. Using the typology of modes of transition proposed by Munck and Leff
(1999: 197), Estonia belonged with countries like Hungary, where the “negotiated
revolution” took place. After 1991 the old establishment left office without an
overt struggle, and almost overnight new and often very young people become
decision-makers in various fields.

Similar to the quiet disappearance of the Estonian Communist Party from the
political scene, the older generations of journalists retired after the privatisation
of their channel, or left to work in other areas. Soon the majority of journalists
jobs were filled with young people representing the generation of “winners”
(Lauk, 1997). As a result, Estonian journalists overwhelmingly supported radical
reforms (at least until 1999) not because they were controlled or manipulated by
right-wing politicians (like some think), but because this liberal policy corre-
sponded to their own interests and convictions.

Media channels were independent from the new political parties, but their ide-
ological preferences were clearly distinguishable - the more qualitative dailies
and the most influential new weekly, Eesti Ekspress, openly supported right-wing
policies. The same was true about commercial radio stations. Voices from below



The Transformation of Estonian Society and Media: 1987-2001 51

were represented in the yellow press. Dissatisfaction with agricultural reforms
and attitudes of the rural population were published mostly in the weekly Maa-
leht (Countryside Paper), but despite high circulation numbers in the countryside
and small towns, this paper was hardly visible in cities. Protest voices of the
Russian minority were expressed in the Russian-language papers and did not
reach the Estonian-speaking audience.

In this way, segmentation of the audiences inhibited mobilisation against the
radical reforms.

From the viewpoint of participatory democracy, the picture in the media dur-
ing the initial period of radical reforms did not seem nice. The “losers” were not
given much “voice”; in fact, they were marginalised as unable to manage their
own lives, or who for personal reasons opposed rapid changes. With Russian
troops still remaining on Estonian territory, the political opposition was also easy
to stigmatise as a “danger to independence” and a supporter of the pro-Moscow
policies. The majority accepted shock therapy as the only safe way to get out of
Russia’s economic influence and achieve economic sustainability.

Commercialisation of the media created high interest in scandals. The news cri-
teria changed rapidly after 1991: politics lost its appeal, and journalists tried to
find any conflicts and “skeletons in the closet” of politicians in order to catch the
audience’s attention. In a paradoxical way, commercialisation supported the
watchdog position of the media, even if journalists themselves politically sym-
pathised with the new political élite. This watchdog attitude helped to keep polit-
ical balance in news coverage. At the end of 1994, media scandals brought down
successful reformer Mart Laar from the Prime Minister’s office. The fate of his
political opponents was no different: the media severely attacked the leader of
the opposition, Edgar Savisaar, for the illegal secret recording of other politicians’
talks and conversations. This pushed him out of the Interior Minister’s position
in October 1995. The media also accused Prime Minister Tiit Vahi of corruption,
which caused his resignation in February 1997. When in 1998 and subsequent
years Estonia was listed among the least corrupt post-Communist countries (see
Table 10 in Appendix), this achievement is clearly connected with the effects of
the “watchdog media.”

During the second half of the 1990s, the position of the media became general-
ly more critical towards the political system and politicians. The high political
expectations of the first years of transition were replaced by more pragmatic atti-
tudes; politics was represented by press as a game of the élites pursuing their
group interests. The election campaign of 1999 was greatly influenced by profes-
sional public relations and advertising companies. Political debate between the
parties was designed according to principles of political marketing. The person-
alisation of the elections, using “image selling strategies” was in contrast with the
principles of proportional representation built into the election law. The election
law was meant to support consolidation of the party system with clear, political-
ly defined content, but the logic of political marketing pushed the parties to hunt
for popular names in their lists from outside the political field, like sportsmen, TV.
stars or millionaires. As a result, the public attitude towards politics became even
more alienated and cynical.
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The end of the 1990s brought a new feature in Estonian political communica-
tion field: the rapid growth of Internet usage. This contributed to the further frag-
mentation of the audiences but also stimulated a rebirth of political debate.
Online comments concerning political news, online EU debate and online polls
on hot topics brought back in the political field young people who were not eager
to participate in elections. The availability of banking services through the Inter-
net and the development of e-commerce soon involved hundreds of thousands of
customers. This new media environment inspired politicians to supply active
information via websites of the parties and government institutions. The Law on
Public Information in 2000 made a significant contribution to the development of
the electronic public sphere. According to this law, all public institutions were
obliged to publicise on their websites all relevant information about forthcoming
legislative acts and other decisions, information about the usage of public funds,
etc. The requirement for an active information supply opened new perspectives
for the participation of citizens in decision-making processes and gave new impe-
tus for more qualified media debates based on this common stock of knowledge.

Towards the end of 1999, the Estonian media landscape stabilised. Even if some
further mergers or bankruptcies occur, the appearance of new dailies or national
TV channels is hardly imaginable. After the initial confusion created by liberali-
sation and marketisation of the media, Estonian society became more familiar
with the new media environment and expressed critical demands concerning the
quality of media content. While the media watched the politicians, politicians
themselves became concerned that the media should not favour some political
parties over others. Tensions between the media and politicians stimulated the
media to draw grim pictures of politics in general. The growing disillusionment
created fruitful soil for negative representations of government, political parties
and politicians. Complaints about alienation between politicians and “ordinary
people” expressed by the media deepened the feelings of disappointment and
helped to create a vicious circle of public mistrust.

The presidential elections of 2001 raised the debates about the principal values
and alternatives for Estonia. The media responded to the shock created by the
result of the elections, calling politicians to reflect on the causes and meaning of
the unexpected outcome. Young generations of journalists could not hide their
anger and despair, accusing the government coalition of a lack of unanimity and
the failed implementation of reforms. Others were openly satisfied with the
opportunity for political retaliation on behalf of the “oppressed part of society.”
Deep contradictions hidden under the cover of Estonian success story needed
explanation and resolution.

7. Social and cultural contradictions of the transition process

The Estonian crisis of 2000-2001 is not exceptional. Almost all successfully
reformed countries have gone through similar backlashes. Although the vast
majority of people would not support a return to the Socialist past (Table 17 in
Appendix), surveys recently conducted in Central European countries demon-
strate a growing dissatisfaction of the population (see Munro, 2001: 18-23). Trust
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in political institutions is lower in many other post-Communist countries than in
Estonia (Rose, Mishler & Haerpfer, 1998; Mishler & Rose, 2001). Alienation and
distrust characterises the relationships between people and political institutions.
In many successfully reformed countries, elections had brought back to power
former Communist functionaries. Most striking is the example of the Polish elec-
tions in 2001, where half the population did not participate at all (turnout
dropped to 46%), remnants of previously glorious Solidarity did not even pass
the threshold, and the former Communists won a clear victory.

Investigating the reasons for these backlashes, Jorg Jacobs (2001) found that
two sets of causes are relevant. First, in all countries investigated (the Czech
Republic, Hungary, Poland and the former East Germany), structural reforms in
the economy had led to serious social problems; a notable part of the population
suffered from poverty and the lack of everyday security; and the gap between the
rich and poor parts of the population was growing. Second were cultural factors,
especially socialisation in times of the Socialist regime. The revolutions of 1989
created high expectations of a coming “free and fair society,” different from the
miserable existence inside the closed and repressive socialist camp. Ironically, the
content of those expectations of a “bright future” was deeply influenced by
socialist and communist ideology: hostility towards the market, fairness under-
stood as the equal distribution of goods, and a leading role for the state in pro-
viding for the welfare and employment of everyone. These ideas are still wide-
spread among people who were socialised under communist regimes, but people
themselves often fail to recognise traces of socialism in their expectations and
assessments.

Even if there are similar patterns of social and political developments in almost
all post-Communist countries of Europe, the processes in each country differ in
the details and in the timetable of events. In each country, questions can also be
asked about possible alternative choices.

To fully assess the more complicated reasons for political failures and social
tensions in a post-Communist country like Estonia, it is necessary to understand
the gains and losses of different groups in society during the decade of reforms,
their economic, social and political status in society now compared to the social-
ist past, and how they perceive and interpret changes in society and in their own
lives.

7.1. Evaluation of changes

The post-Communist development of the three Baltic countries in general is seen
in international social science literature as a success story. Among the topics fre-
quently analysed are the external and internal factors of this success (see Smith,
1999: 176-182; Clemens, 2001). In several recent cases, the analysis is focused pri-
marily on the factors of Estonia’s success (Feldmann, 2000; Norgaard, 2000:
174-179; Panagiotou, 2001).

Comparing evaluations given by representative surveys to the past, present
and future of a country, two patterns of attitudes can be distinguished: the



The Transformation of Estonian Society and Media: 1987-2001

Figure 1.3. Attitudes towards past, present and future in the Baltics (%)

Positive evaluation
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“Central European” optimistic pattern, where people are more satisfied with
their present situation compared to the Communist past and expect even more
improvement in the future; and the “East European” pessimistic pattern, where
the past of the Soviet era is evaluated to be better than the present “transitional”
situation and people are not sure the future could be any better than the pre-tran-
sitional past (see Rose, Mishler & Haerpfer, 1998). Despite social difficulties,
changes in Estonia are evaluated positively by the majority of the population.

In 1993, all Baltic nations, including Estonia, thought that the state of the econ-
omy before independence was better than the present-day condition. After eco-
nomic stabilisation in 1994, opinions changed: according to the results of the
Baltic Barometer from April 1995, the present economic system in Estonia was
rated equally with the past. In November 1996, evaluations given to the present
state of the economy had risen higher than that of the past level (see Lauristin &
P. Vihalemm, 1997: 122-124). Results of the survey from March 2000 demonstrate
even more clearly the overwhelming positive evaluation of changes towards the
market economy in Estonia but not in Latvia and Lithuania (see Figure 1.3, Table
16 in Appendix).

The differences among the attitudes of the people in the three Baltic countries,
which had quite similar starting positions at the beginning of economic reforms,
are remarkable. They clearly contradict a widespread assumption that slower
and softer reforms would help avoid social tensions, which are inevitable in the
countries that have chosen “shock therapy” for the stabilisation of their
economies. Estonia is a clear case of the “shock” version; Lithuania, on the other
hand, an example of the desire to avoid social tensions by postponing radical
changes.

Optimistic expectations towards the future, despite the difficulties of the pres-
ent situation, are a sign of the post-Communist “economy of patience” (Offe,
1996). Patience, however, is not an infinite resource. Comparing the optimistic
answers of the questionnaires with the content of media discourses and with
severe political debates between pro-reform government and critical opposition,
it is possible to identify significant differences.

In the Estonian media, the pessimistic interpretation of changes has dominated
throughout the entire decade of reforms. It is related mainly to the social unfair-
ness created by changes in society: rising inequality; new unfairness caused by
privatisation; destruction of the previous economic and social structures; grow-
ing insecurity; egoism and élitism of the politicians; and lost unanimity of people
(Lauristin, 2000). In the declaration by the social scientists in April 2001, the con-
cept of “two Estonias” was coined to designate the growing gap between the suc-
cessful and deprived parts of society.
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7.2. Social contradictions

The older generation felt especially deprived of security earned during their life-
long work in socialist times. There were concrete reasons for such complaints:
currency reform devaluated their savings, pension reform abolished Soviet-era
guarantees and dropped the replacement rate of pensions compared to previous
salaries from 70% to less than 40%; and previously cheap costs of living in apart-
ments skyrocketed, after water, heating and electricity were priced according to
their real costs. Feeling themselves deprived of their best hopes, representatives
of the older generation started to blame not only politicians but the Estonian state
in general, refusing to recognize it as a country of their dreams, the “real Esto-
nia.”

Additional conflicts were created by restoration of ownership of pre-war real
estate. While those who were living in the newly built houses in Soviet-era sub-
urbs could privatise their flats using privatisation vouchers, the inhabitants of old
houses in better parts of cities suddenly discovered that their houses were to be
given back to the previous owners and they could not freely privatise their flat. It
was one thing to protest against Soviet nationalisation of private ownership in
general, quite another to find out that you have a nice flat as a result of this
nationalisation and must now recognize the rights of the previous owner. The
state tried to protect the rights of renters, by requiring owners to continue rent
contracts and providing loans for the purchase of new flats, but these measures
did not solve the conflicts. Dwellers in the returned houses were among the most
furious critics of reforms, speaking about the “new repressions against people.”

A third group of worried and dissatisfied people was the rural population of
Estonia. After decades of fighting against the Sovietisation of rural life and con-
demnation of kolkhozes and sovkhozes as results of Soviet repressive agricultural
politics, dissolution of these collective farms should have been welcomed by
everyone. The reality of agricultural reform turned out to be much more compli-
cated. Kolkhozes and sovkhozes were dissolved and all members could reclaim
their properties according to the unanimous resolution of the Supreme Council.
This happened in the spring of 1991, before the restoration of independence, but
land reform took much more time and is still not fully complete. Farmers who
reclaimed their modest properties were usually unable to survive in free-market
competition. Instead of the idyllic rural life of pre-war agrarian Estonia preserved
in memory, modern reality demanded a different scale of production and differ-
ent farming skills. Unemployment in rural Estonia is extremely high. Polarisation
is growing between cities and the countryside, and inside the rural areas between
smaller number of strong new farms successfully exporting their production and
the majority of village people trying to preserve their little farms, scarcely living
at a subsistence level and working several additional seasonal jobs. Structural
reforms in agriculture not only created social problems for many families in vil-
lages, but they have also had a strong cultural and political impact on the whole
population, as even urbanised Estonians identify themselves very strongly with
the home villages of their grandparents. “Destruction of the Estonian country-
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side” became one of the most angry accusations directed by the opposition
against the reformist government. The protest votes of villagers brought victory
to the opposition’s presidential candidate in 2001.

All the above-mentioned social problems and many others could be included
in the often-used concept of “social costs of transition.” One of the most wide-
spread complaints posits that the costs and the gains of transition are not distrib-
uted fairly: when one part of society enjoys all new freedoms, the other bears all
new troubles. This means that interpretations of changes by different social actors
are becoming increasingly controversial.

7.3. Cultural contradictions of transition

The controversial meaning of transition is related to differences in values. The
first and foremost difference is in the value of freedom. It is not the same for all.
The transition of Eastern Europe from Communist regime to capitalist market
economy had clearly revealed the fundamental cultural contradiction of Western
civilisation: conflict between freedom and equality (Bell, 1976).

Confusion in post-Communist minds, created by disillusionment with nostal-
gic expectations and by the new contradictions of society, was very difficult to
resolve. Media discourses reflect deep confusion during the first years of inde-
pendence. Besides the real difficulties inevitable in a situation of rapid change in
a relatively poor country, the reason for being confused lies in the cultural con-
tradiction of a transitional period. Piotr Sztompka called the state of minds in
post-Communist society “a transitional trauma” or “cultural trauma” (Sztompka,
2000). Using phenomenological approach (Schutz & Luckmann, 1974), this trau-
ma meant that for the majority of people, adapted to life in a closed totalitarian
society, the collapse of the main structures of the individual life-world started
with the spacial and temporal dimensions and spread to social categorisation
schemes, basic values and the accent of reality.

The better one had adapted to the Orwellian Soviet reality, the harder it was to
understand the new world. For the young it was not a problem, as they were
already socialised in the new system. For people who were actively communi-
cating with the outside world through formal or informal channels, the change of
mind was not crucial either. But even for them, and for dissidents, for Western-
minded intellectuals, for economic managers who by the end of Soviet era were
involved in different joint ventures, adaptation to the new environment at home
demanded mental and emotional efforts. Among the main deficiencies were: a
lack of understanding how the modern capitalist society works as a system; a
lack of experience to participate in market relations not only in business but also
in the so-called humanitarian sphere; a lack of skills to behave as a citizen in a
democratic society; a lack of readiness to take personal risks and accept respon-
sibilities; and a lack of tolerance concerning “others.”

After the decade of efforts, “return to the West” (see Lauristin & P. Vihalemm,
1997; Lagerspetz, 1999) seems still to be disputable. After the jubilation of the ini-
tial years, the West did not sincerely recognize Eastern Europe, including Estonia,
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Latvia and Lithuania, as a part of the common past. The border between East and
West was culturally constructed deep in European history, and breaking through
this border seemed even more difficult than breaking with the Soviet Union. The
concept of transition itself blurred, as people did not understand where they real-
ly were and where they should proceed.

In this situation of confusion, the state of anomia was aggravated. The nation-
al values preserved through the Soviet era lost their validity, while those used to
justify reforms were not viewed as the interests of the people, but were perceived
as the interests of the government and the élite. An attitude of collective readiness
for patience and scarcity for the sake of the nation’s future was widespread dur-
ing the Singing Revolution, but now it seemed to be a deal for “losers,” while
“winners” hurried to enjoy the pleasures of consumerism.

The contemporary post-modern cultural environment does not help in under-
standing transition processes, but rather creates further confusion, applying
often-irrelevant standards and schemes of interpretation. Post-Communist coun-
tries still have to develop modern political and economic structures that belong
by their nature to industrial society, i.e., to the past, but the world is already shift-
ing culturally towards the post-industrial network society. Many tasks yet to be
fulfilled in Estonia, like creating strong political parties, or establishing effective
systems of social insurance, were accomplished in Western countries more than
half a century ago. In order to be perceived as a relevant partner in international
dialogue, post-Communist societies have to move further in two different time
scales, modern and post-modern. The media and the entire sphere of cultural
production acts in the post-modern context, in the rapidly expanding virtual uni-
verse of new communications. The processes of economic recovery, political con-
solidation and social stabilisation seem from this perspective to belong to a dif-
ferent reality.

When culture is not able to give sense to the life experiences of people, the feel-
ings of alienation and frustration are hard to overcome.

7.4. Concluding remarks

A comparative analysis of developments in different post-Communist countries
revealed similar factors that influenced the decline of support for reforms and the
growing criticism towards the new political and economic system not only in
Estonia, but all over the previous Socialist world. Those with negative attitudes
concerning post-Communist development are characterised by dissatisfaction
with their economic situation coupled with high expectations concerning the
ability of the state to provide economic guarantees (Jacobs, 2001).

Compared to the stable Western democracies, these expectations seem to be too
high, revealing the inability of people to adapt to market conditions and to accept
the liberal concept of the state. Looking at the figures characterising the level of
economic performance and available financial resources, even in the most suc-
cessful post-Communist countries, the forecasts show that “even with the fast
economic growth, it will be decades before the southern side of the Baltic Sea
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catches up with the countries on its northern and western shores” (The Economist,
1 September 2001: 25). That also means the impossibility of implementing gener-
ous policies of social support, well known to the Baltic people from their Nordic
neighbours and often taken as an ideal model for alleviating the social cost of
transition.

Reviewing the decade of transition, praise can be lavished on Estonia’s eco-
nomic and political achievements, which have provided access to the EU and
NATO. On the other hand, one also can also focus only on the disappointments
and unsolved problems. Both perspectives, one too optimistic, the other too pes-
simistic, have the same flaw: they concentrate on policies, on governmental activ-
ities and do not say much about society as a whole.

Transition can be tackled as an élitist project, for better or worse in its imple-
mentation. An examination of transformation requires a look at processes that are
deeply changing all societal structures. Estonian society changed during these
years in all dimensions. The closed society dominated by the totalitarian East is
now turned to the West and open to all global winds. An economy based on a
state planning system and dependent upon agriculture and industry had become
an open-market economy dominated by the service sector. Technological interi-
ority had turned into competitiveness in the most advanced areas of information
technology and biotechnology. A culturally homogeneous ethnic community had
become a multicultural modern nation. An orientation to the common national
values was replaced by cultural fragmentation and individualism. A “classless”
Soviet society had developed into a capitalist class society.

Even if establishing Estonia’s economic equivalence with its Nordic neighbours
takes decades, the transformation of its society has progressed so far that there is
no way to turn the clock back. When material resources are scarce, the appropri-
ate use of social and symbolic capital could help to overcome mistrust and
despair. Estonia has experience in developing an effective national integration
programme for the Russian minority. An analysis of the social and cultural
processes that created the crisis of 2001 should help to develop a comprehensive
integration programme for the entire nation. It cannot be based on nostalgic
dreams, utopian expectations or populist promises. It presumes not only a criti-
cal analysis of the policies applied thus far, but also a growing capacity for criti-
cal self-reflection across the whole of society.
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