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Rethinking citizenship
Estonia after the Collapse of the Soviet Union

N ER

Kowmor1 Hiromi

This article considers citizenship policy and related issues in Estonia since the nation
regained its independence. It will illustrate the great influence of the EU on the process
of nationhood formation, as Union integration deepens and its political authorities
address the question of citizenship.

In the first half of the 1990s the Estonian Government adopted laws aimed at the
exclusion of Russian-speakers from the emerging nation-state. Nationhood during this
period was based on definitions of citizenship inherited from the pre~war republic and
confined to ethnic Estonians. Since, in principle, the restitution of Estonia’s pre-war
republic took effect in 1991, most Russian-speakers, who arrived in Estonia after June,
1940, did not receive Estonian citizenship. Hence non-citizens constituted approximate-
ly 309 of the population. However, most Russian-speaking inhabitants of Estonia
remained there and the fledgling Estonian Government was thus faced with a mass of
stateless residents.

The EU raised the issue as one of the most serious obstacles to Estonia’s entry into
the Union. Estonia’s response was to begin taking measures to integrate Russian-
speakers into Estonian society. Under these circumstances the government proposed
the amendment of its own citizenship laws, signifying a big change in Estonian
nationhood. At the same time the Estonian Government started to amend its language
law in order to control the language used not only in the public sector, but also in the
private sphere.

Estonian society is currently divided along lines of citizenship status and knowledge
of the Estonian language. People with citizenship form the core group; Russian-
speakers without citizenship or knowledge of Estonian are socially and economically
marginalized. However, while Russian-speakers are still not satisfied with their
situation, it has to be stressed that the rights of non-citizens have been extended,

largely because Estonia seeks to meet EU standards in this respect as well.
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