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Abstract

The emergence of nation-states in Central and Eastern Europe

at the beginning of the 20th century created the need to manage
ethnic diversity and handle issues of drawing boundaries between
communities. This resulted in minority activism, aimed at protecting
the interests of minorities and ensuring their survival. This article
focuses on the latter aspect and shows how the research on country-
level minority activism helps better understand majority-minority
relations and their impact on the society by analysing the example of
interwar Estonia. The German minority elite’s perceptions of ethnicity
are discussed, based on the sources reflecting the inclusion policy
of the German Cultural Self-Government, the autonomous institutional
body of the German minority in Estonia. The article discusses the
constructivist rhetoric of the German minority elite and explains the
genesis and background of such rhetoric. It shows that first, German
elite’s constructivist perceptions had historical roots; second, the elite
needed to be pragmatically open rather than primordially protectionist
for their dwindling community to survive; and third, the German
minority had no reason for protectionism stemming from the fear of
the malicious infiltration of members of other ethnic groups. Since
such an open inclusion policy turned out to be relatively successful,
it can be concluded that the German minority that formed the ruling
elite in Estonia in earlier centuries, continued to be attractive, and
this, in turn, caused significant social tensions, making the Estonians,
being now politically dominant and in the numerical majority, doubt
their own survival chances. The results of this article also highlight
the relevance of instrumentalisation of ethnic ambiguities in forming
minority activism and boundary-making between majority and
minorities.
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Introduction

Individual ethnic belonging' in the context of rising nationalism, particularly in Central
and Eastern Europe in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, has been a popular sub-
ject of interest to historians. Much attention from researchers have deserved intense
public discussions at the time about the nature of ethnicity and the criteria of how to
formally determine individuals’ belonging to certain ethnic groups.? It follows from these
studies that the functioning of society was closely related to the logic of boundary mak-
ing between communities. This nuance, in turn, suggests the persistent importance of
research on community boundaries.

The fall of empires as an aftermath of the First World War brought the issue of indi-
vidual ethnic belonging more sharply to the fore. New ‘nationalising states’, to borrow
the phrase coined by Rogers Brubaker,® were far from being mono-ethnic, which cre-
ated the persistent need to manage ethnic diversity.* As a result, on the one hand, the
situation gave rise to international minority activism. Numerous authors have thus re-
searched the Congress of European Nationalities, the institutional body of international
minority activism in Europe, emphasising among other issues the goal of minorities to
preserve their identity.> On the other hand, as several studies have discussed, domes-
tic political aspirations of ethnic minorities shaped the societies in interwar Europe.
Yet, these studies do not pay significant attention to the survival strategies of minorities
within a state.® The analysis of the latter aspect, however, would help better under-
stand the minority activism in terms of complex domestic majority-minority relationship,
boundary-making between the communities and the broader societal impact of the
former two nuances.

Survival strategies as part of minority activism are well illustrated by the case of in-
terwar Estonia, declared independent in 1918. As a result of this crucial change, the
Germans, the former ruling elite, got pushed into the role of a small and dwindling
ethnic minority.” Numerous studies have touched on the issue of the German minority
in Estonia, primarily focusing on their role in the establishment and implementation
of cultural autonomy, a novel and internationally widely praised form of non-territorial
autonomy.® However, in recent years, some studies have focused on the issues of iden-
tity. The authors of these studies discuss the ‘Baltic German’ perceptions of belonging
and conclude that the group of people they loosely connect under the umbrella term
‘Baltic Germans’ tended to have an ambiguous, fluid or flexible sense of belonging.® In
doing so, the authors draw attention to the importance of addressing individual sense
of belonging in the research of ethnic relations and thus introduce a necessary change
of direction in research. Yet, even these studies do not take the highly complex con-
ceptual framework of ethnicity perceptions into deep consideration and thus have little
explanatory power in terms of what was going on with ethnic relations in Baltic societ-
ies in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
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It is often neglected that the individual and collective perceptions of ethnicity stem
from the cognitive processes and are influenced by the inclination of individuals to es-
sentialise the reality surrounding them, that is, to assume that objects and phenomena
have intrinsic features. Consequently, humans incline to intuitively consider the belong-
ing of themselves or others to a certain ethnic group'™ as their inherent characteristic
stemming from descent.!" However, in social interaction, particularly in formal commu-
nication, these intuitions may not always be manifested. Instead, being influenced by
various external factors, people may categorise themselves and others for instrumental
purposes in a way that contradicts the intuitively essentialist thinking. In doing so, they
may deploy in their everyday life arguments similar to such constructivist views that
have come to dominate the social sciences and humanities in recent decades. Con-
structivism as such is thus not a particularly new way of thinking or at least a rhetorical
device. Therefore, drawing on it when analysing the rhetorical arguments of historical
actors can be a useful analytical strategy.

This article demonstrates how important it is to take these aspects into account in em-
pirical research on historical majority-minority relations. The article argues that in order
to understand the societal impact of relations between the Estonian majority and Ger-
man minority in today’s Estonian area, it is necessary to pay attention to the German
minority elite’s'? rhetoric regarding the nature of ethnicity. Focusing on the period of
Estonian independence, the era which marked the drastic change for the German mi-
nority, the article shows that the link between their survival strategies and perceptions
of ethnicity was crucially important to the interwar Estonia’s majority-minority relations
and understanding this complex of issues requires going beyond common references
to ambiguity and fluidity.'® For this, the rhetoric and arguments of the German minority
elite are discussed based on the internal documents of the German Cultural Self-Gov-
ernment and the statements of the leaders of the German minority.

The Early Genesis of the German Minority Elite’s
Perceptions of Ethnicity

In summer 1925, the secretary of the recently founded Preparatory Committee for the
Establishment of the German Cultural Self-Government in Estonia Eduard von Nottbeck
wrote a letter to a certain Baron Toll, a nobleman residing in Saaremaa, the biggest
island in Estonia. The letter touched upon some practical issues regarding the ethnic
belonging of prospective members of the electoral rolls, which was to be compiled
rapidly for the elections of the first Cultural Council of the German Cultural Self-Gov-
ernment scheduled for the autumn of the same year. Notably, in this short one-page
letter, Nottbeck argued that ‘nationality’ (Nationalitdt) and ‘ancestry’ (Abstammung) are
two different things. He added to this statement: ‘Our German National Secretary is
undoubtedly of Estonian origin, but no one doubts that he is a good German.''*
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The German National Secretary was an official for mediating the communication be-
tween the German minority and the state authorities and this position was filled by Jo-
hannes Beermann. His father, a teacher and church building master, was indeed known
as an Estonian. One of the sisters of Johannes Beermann has even gone down in
history with sewing the first flag for the Estonian Students’ Society which later became
the Estonian national flag.'® These nuances did not prevent Johannes Beermann from
self-identifying as a German and being active as one of the top officials of the German
minority in the Estonian Republic. Clearly, the German elite also had nothing against
treating him as ‘own’ as evidenced by the letter of Nottbeck. It was neither strange nor
unusual. Beermann’s family of origin was probably almost fully German-speaking as
was their closest circle of acquaintances which was common in the upper circles of
society in the Estonian area in the 19th century.'® Furthermore, Beermann was unable
to obtain his higher education in Estonian, a situation inevitably faced by ambitious
youth at the times before the Estonian independence that also contributed to a turn in
their ethnic self-identification.'”

Beermann’s life course reflects the widespread assimilation of Estonians into Germans
caused by social mobility, a common trend in the Estonian area for several centuries.
Initially, Germans emerged in Estonia (and in Latvia) after the Baltic crusades in the
13th century and the German-speaking nobility formed the ruling elite in the area from
the beginning.'® Since the Middle Ages, the social strata were clearly distinguished by
linguistic and cultural differences so that they acquired a significance in terms of legal
issues and organisation of society.’ Social advancement was possible, but this led to
the inevitable ‘Germanisation’, becoming a ‘German’. In everyday terms, this meant the
acquisition of the German language, its constant daily use in official and personal com-
munication and integration into a new cultural environment with different manners and
traditions compared to the previous environment of the advanced person.?® Ambitious
men with the origins in the Estonian peasantry often married women of German com-
munities as a result of which their children grew up almost entirely in a German-speak-
ing environment, which applies to the Beermann’s case as well.?'

The German elite in Estonia did not denounce such an assimilation. While it is widely
believed that due to rigid social boundaries, the German-speaking nobility was not
ready to accept individuals from lower social strata as ‘own’, this view appears to be
rather simplistic and misleading. The misconception seems to be largely based on as-
sociating the sense of community with the membership of knighthoods, the ruling noble
corporations, that of course did and could not accept people from lower social strata
(in the Estonian area mainly ‘Estonian’ peasants) from a legal point of view in the first
place.?? When, however, socially advanced individuals with peasant ancestors reached
the position to be matriculated into the knighthood or merely acquired a prestigious
profession like doctor or clergyman, usually neither they nor anyone else had a reason
to consider them ‘Estonian’ anymore. This was true until at least the second half of the
19th century, when the rise of Estonian nationalism somewhat changed the situation.?®
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These developments show that perceptions of communities and of belonging to these
communities were complex and not unequivocally linked to clear legal boundaries be-
tween the nobility and lower social strata.

The fact that Germans had always been numerically a clear minority in Estonian area
and their survival as a distinct community crucially depended on immigration and as-
similation also contributed to the formation of open and inclusive perceptions of eth-
nicity. The community was formed and increased over the centuries not due to the
natural increase but rather by a ‘melting pot’, which merged immigrants from various
countries and socially advanced individuals with the origins in local peasantry. Con-
sequently, there were always numerous newcomers with a variety of backgrounds and
their second and third generation descendants among the German-speaking nobles,
clergy, literati and professionals in various fields of life.?* Facilitated by the uniting vol-
untary associations, this diverse group of people formed an organic part of the Ger-
man-speaking community, regardless of belonging to different estates.?®> Against this
background, there may have been a rather weak limit to such an inclusivity, for example
the willingness of individuals to actually participate in community life, instead of just
using the benefits of the ostensible belonging to the community.?®

The ‘melting pot’ of making ‘Baltic Germans’ later shaped the inclusion policy of the
German minority elite in independent Estonia in a twofold manner. On the one hand, the
leaders of the German minority were well aware of the fact that it is beneficial for them
not to be strictly primordial in their evaluations of who is ‘own’ and who is a ‘stranger’.
On the other hand, they also recognised that there already were only few ‘pure’ Ger-
mans in the primordial sense in Estonia, if at all. Due to the developments in the 1920s,
particularly regarding the implementation of cultural autonomy, these considerations
became increasingly relevant.

Cultural Autonomy and the Entrenchment of German
minority elite’s Constructivist Perceptions

In 1921, the preparations for adopting a law on cultural autonomy for ethnic minorities
in Estonia began. This law was finally passed many years later, in February 1925, after
several rewrites and intense discussions in the Estonian parliament Riigikogu. While al-
ready underlying laws of Estonian statehood, the Declaration of Independence and the
Constitution, promised ethnocultural autonomy for ethnic minorities, these were largely
the German minority politicians’ stubborn efforts that contributed to the fulfilment of this
right. As later years demonstrated, the autonomy was not even widely used because in
addition to Germans, only Jews took the opportunity and were able to establish their
own cultural self-government.?’

Estonian politicians, in turn, did not want to leave the German minority elite too much
freedom in recruiting members to their future cultural self-government, suspecting the
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continuing ‘Germanisation’ of Estonians. The view that ‘Estonians’ were turned into
‘Germans’ and that this was a major social problem threatening the existence of Es-
tonians began to develop and spread during the rise of Estonian nationalism in the
second half of the 19th century. Back then, the emerging Estonian political elite de-
nounced the ‘Germanisation’ and such denouncing views were increasingly widely
spread in the Estonian-language newspapers, literature and other publications. There
was no significant change in the public opinion after Estonia became an independent
state despite the fact that Estonians were numerically in the overwhelming majority
(almost 90 per cent of the population according to the census data) and from now on
also politically dominant.?®

Due to the prevailing sentiments among Estonian politicians and public, the Autonomy
Law was designed in such a way that inclusion in the national register of a cultural
self-government had to be voluntary, but first electoral rolls, which, according to the
law, formed the basis for national registers, had to be prepared by local municipalities
based on the information in their possession.?® The aim of such a controversial legis-
lation was to prevent the ‘agitation’ of the German elite in recruiting members to their
cultural self-government, apparently from the belief that if they are left out of the compi-
lation of their electoral rolls, they simply will not have the opportunity to ‘agitate’.*° The
Estonian politicians indeed had reason to suspect ‘agitation’ since the German minority
elite was interested in as many as possible members in their cultural self-government,
preferably motivated and active since the law required that in order for the cultural
council elections to be successful, at least 50% of those in the electoral rolls must vote
in the elections.?" Thus, as later developments showed, an ‘agitation’ could in fact not
be prevented with legislation; during the preparation of the law, however, the politicians
either did not have this foresight or they merely tried to do at least something, however
much they also realised its uselessness.

Subsequent government regulations on the compilation and management of electoral
rolls and national registers were also based on the aim of limiting the future German
Cultural Self-Government’s ability to recruit members. First, in April 1925, a Regulation
on Compiling of Electoral Rolls for the First Cultural Council Elections of the German
Minority was issued, according to which persons who wanted to be included in the
electoral rolls and whose ‘documents of legitimation’ showed that they were not Ger-
mans, had to apply for a change of the corresponding record in their documents.®2
These ‘documents of legitimation’ were official personal identity documents (in Esto-
nian isikutunnistus, in German Personalausweis), passport-like documents of personal
identification for domestic use that contained an ethnicity record and thus appeared
to be fundamental when the need to determine someone’s ethnic belonging arose. The
Regulation on the Maintenance of National Registers issued in the summer of 1925
continued in the same vein. According to this regulation, after a self-government was
formally established, one had to prove his or her belonging to the respective minority
in order to enter its national register.®®* As a valid proof of ethnicity, again, ‘documents
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of legitimation’, that is, personal identity documents were to be used. It was crucial that
both pieces of legislation explicitly stated that changing ethnicity in identity documents
was possible. Henceforth, the German minority elite began to draw on this possibility.

Soon after the adoption of the Autonomy Law, the Preparatory Committee for the Es-
tablishment of the German Cultural Self-Government was created. This committee had
clearly inclusive attitudes about ethnicity which are confirmed by its internal documen-
tation and by the above-mentioned letter of Eduard von Nottbeck, the secretary of the
committee. An eloquent example is the explanation letter regarding the compilation
of the electoral rolls which explicitly argues that only cultural ties with one or another
ethnic community are decisive in ethnicity determination but not the ancestry which
the committee incidentally still seemed to recognise as a potential crucial aspect of
ethnicity:

The first electoral rolls should include principally all [underlining here and be-
low in the original] Germans entitled to vote whereas nationality should be
understood not as a matter of blood but as a cultural environment (see the
explanation of the Law on Cultural Self-Government of National Minorities).
Principally, it does not matter whether someone is full-blood Estonian or mixed-
blood Russian — he can and must be included in the German electoral roll
when he considers himself to belong to the German cultural circle, internally
identifies himself as a German and recognises this publicly. This public recog-
nition can be made already earlier, for example, when he has identified himself
as German during the issuing of identity documents or during the completion
of the registration card by police; this recognition, however, can also be made
now, about this closer under IVc.3*

The author(s) of the document argued under the referred point IVc that those who
self-identify as Germans but have another ethnicity in their personal identity docu-
ments, will be included in the electoral roll if they apply for a change in the document
in a timely manner. These individuals had to submit an application to the local police
station with documented evidence that they were Germans: a certificate of being a
member of a German congregation, evidence that they studied in a German school or
other similar proof.®®

The formulation of this document suggests that the German elite took for granted that
applications for ethnicity changes will result smoothly and without obstacles in an al-
teration of the identity document, give the applicant the opportunity to participate in the
elections and later the right to be included in the national register of the German Cul-
tural Self-Government. Nottbeck’s letter reflects this vision as well since he expressed
the hope that the issue of formal ethnicity determination he was referring to (he did not
go into details) would be purely theoretical and could be resolved quickly, without even
emerging in practice. Yet, as shown below, they soon encountered the opposition of
the state authorities.
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The German Cultural Self-Government in Action

Although the attractiveness of Germans as the former leading stratum of the society
was still considerably high in Estonia in the interwar era, their demographic situation
was worrying for the elite of the community. Recognising the importance of assimila-
tion in maintaining their ethnic group, the elite was well aware of the opposite trend
and realised that numerous people who hitherto self-identified as Germans gradually
‘Estonianised’ in independent Estonia. According to censuses conducted in 1922 and
1934, the percentage of Germans in Estonia was 1,7% and 1,5% respectively and the
size of the ethnic group in absolute terms was 18 319 and 16 346 which means that
the German community in Estonia was in slow but constant decline.®® Thus, the German
elite acknowledged the need for every potential new member of their cultural self-gov-
ernment which, after the successful elections in autumn 1925, was the most important
institutional body of the community.

Konrad von zur Mihlen, the provost of the German congregations in Estonia, reflected
on the survival chances of the German minority in one of his letters to the Cultural
Self-Government written in 1927. He wrote that many members of the German congre-
gations read only Estonian newspapers, adding that most of them were those who en-
tered these congregations during their adult life, but some had been members already
since baptism. Miihlen was sure that since the end of the First World War more people
had gone from the German congregations to the Estonian ones, while before the war
the situation was the opposite.” Expressing himself in this way, he assessed the ‘Ger-
manisation’ of Estonians as natural and necessary and deemed the opposite trend
regrettable and he was not the only one among the German elite who had such views.
Yet, the Estonian public and the state authorities, recalling the intense ‘Germanisation’
in the past, considered such a perception of ethnicity as a threat for the survival chanc-
es of Estonians. The situation thus resembles a constant battle for people between the
elites of the two communities.

Seemingly, the Estonian state in its legislation was rather liberal regarding individuals’
ethnic belonging. The section 20 of the Estonian Constitution provided for every adult
Estonian citizen’s unrestricted freedom of ethnic self-identification.® Thus, in various
situations where formal ethnic affiliation of individuals was necessary to be identified,
the decisions of the authorities had to comply with the Constitution. Furthermore, it
was acknowledged at various levels of society that ethnicity should be perceived as a
matter of culture and language one is grown up with and used t0.%® At the same time,
ethnicity had acquired an extremely high formal importance in Estonian society. In two
fields particularly, it was necessary to determine individuals’ ethnic belonging: first,
regarding the obligatorily ethnicity-based primary education system; and second, as
shown above, in terms of cultural autonomy. The identity documents with the ethnicity
record should have helped to create clarity in these two fields of life.
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Yet, the much needed clarity could not be reached since it was unclear who should
decide what should be written in the identity documents. Similarly, there were no clear
criteria to base this decision on. Against this background, the goal of the state author-
ities was to maintain and increase the share of Estonians in the society and since the
freedom of ethnic self-identification appeared to be an obstacle in achieving this aim,
this liberal principle was selectively applied by the Ministry of Interior. The position of
the ministry was expressed in a regulation of the Minister of Interior from the spring of
1921, which stipulated that the constitutional freedom of ethnic self-identification can
be used only once and, accordingly, the ethnicity record in the identity document can
only be changed if it was erroneous and the document was issued before the entry into
force of the Constitution. The obligation to prove the error remained with the person
who requested the change in the document.*° In practice, the ministry did not consis-
tently adhere to its own regulation, but proceeded from a case-based logic, apparently
keeping in mind the collective interests of Estonians as the dominant ethnic group.*'

In 1925, the Autonomy Law brought about an unexpected change in the ethnicity deter-
mination. In the spring of the same year, the German minority elite began an intensive
information work — the dreaded ‘agitation’ — in the German-language newspapers to
recruit members to their future cultural self-government. Readers were informed that
only people with the ethnicity ‘German’ in their identity documents will be consid-
ered eligible to be included in the electoral rolls for the first German Cultural Council
elections. Those readers having any other ethnicity in their documents were urged to
change the respective record if they had the wish to take part in the elections. Contacts
to get further suggestions were also given. Such calls were more than once circulated
in the biggest German newspapers in Estonia, as was for example this characteristic
message from Revaler Bote:

For Attention. On May 1, local municipalities began to compile the electoral
rolls for elections to the Cultural Council of the Cultural Self-Government. Only
persons with the record “German” in their identity documents will be included.
Since there are still many Germans who accidentally have another nationality
in their identity documents, the request is addressed to them to change their
identity documents since otherwise they will not have the opportunity to take
part in the elections. Information will be given on Dom, Gerichtsstr. 6, daily
between 1-2 and 5-6.42

The word ‘accidentally’ in this excerpt later turned out to be a widely used rhetorical
argument in several disputed cases. However, here and in other cases such wording
only meant that individuals applying a change in identity document did not self-identify
at any given point of time as members of this ethnic group initially indicated in their
document. In this sense, the word ‘accidentally’ does not imply essentialist viewpoints
of the German elite. Neither was the elite sincerely convinced that, in any relevant case,
the previous ethnicity record must have been made in the document against the will of
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the owner. It seems that through such rhetoric, the German elite rather sought to adapt
to the logic of the state authorities that, as opposed to themselves, were reluctant to
acknowledge dynamic self-identifications. Tensions and disagreements with the state
authorities and Estonian public on this issue were already in the air, and careful use of
words was therefore all the more necessary.

Despite cautious public rhetoric, the Preparatory Committee fuelled the disputes with
the state authorities by not confining itself to theoretical argumentations and calls in
the newspapers. Instead, it took real action in supporting the prospective members of
electoral rolls, when they applied to change the ethnicity in identity documents. De-
tailed instructions for this purpose were circulated inside of the committee to make the
process as smooth as possible. Over time, the officials of the committee realised that
due to the opposition from the Ministry of Interior, the changes in identity documents
are not mere tedious formality. This fact and the large number of interested people con-
tacting the committee forced the latter to improve the system on an ongoing basis and
according to the difficulties arising from the communication with the ministry. Instruc-
tions were given for potential applicants of how to address the authorities and which
supplementary documents to submit.** On several occasions, it was recommended to
contact the National Secretary Beermann for mediation.**

Regardless of whether it was the result of the active work of the German elite or the
genuine interest of individuals who lived in the German-language information space to
change their formal ethnicity, the number of applications submitted to the Ministry of
Interior to change the ethnicity in identity documents to ‘German’ — mostly by those
whose initial ethnicity record was ‘Estonian’ — grew in 1925 approximately six times
compared to the previous years, from less than hundred applications per year to six
hundred.*® Not all applicants were particularly interested in joining the German Cultural
Self-Government, their rationale could also have been the increased awareness of the
possibility of changing the ethnicity record and the desire to ensure the prospect of
sending their children to prestigious German-language schools.*® In any case, such a
sudden increase in the number of applications had an alarming effect on the Ministry of
Interior. Consequently, the number of rejections by the ministry increased, which led to
several lawsuits initiated by the already acting German Cultural Self-Government soon
after its establishment.

One of the circular letters sent to local cultural curatories in early 1926, only a few
months after the official start of the German Cultural Self-Government, announced that
the position of the Ministry of Interior was contested in the Supreme Court, and it had
to depend on the court ruling how it is reasonable to further proceed with ethnicity
changes.*” A few more months later, the self-government could already announce its
first success. The Supreme Court clearly stated that the Ministry of Interior had no
right to set restrictions and to refuse approving the applications for ethnicity chang-
es.”® However, numerous similar cases occurred even after this decision, since the
ministry was not keen to follow the court rulings. Notwithstanding the stubbornness of
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the Ministry of Interior, almost all lawsuits against it were successful and none of the
complaints was rejected on substantive grounds, only a few on procedural reasons.

The German Cultural Self-Government mediated probably all relevant court cases
(there were thirty-eight altogether) by hiring or helping to hire the lawyers and, if the
applicants were not able to, paid the lawyer’s fees.*® Woldemar Hartmann and Walter
von Stackelberg were the main lawyers, the latter representing most cases. However,
it is the argumentation of Hartmann that is particularly remarkable here, as it reflects
most vividly the self-government’s perceptions of ethnicity and may have had a signifi-
cant impact on the court rulings as well. Hartmann argued in one of the court hearings
that, according to the section 20 of the Constitution, ethnicity was ‘not a physiological
moment’ but depended on ‘cultural circles’ in which an individual was living. He stated
that changing the formal ethnicity in identity documents was not a reckless choice but
was grounded in the wish of individuals to use the benefits that were legally offered to
this cultural community to which they considered themselves to belong.?° Thus, he em-
phasised the individual freedom of subjective ethnic self-identification, even endorsed
instrumental intentions of the individuals concerned, without indicating whether and to
what extent the self-government considers it necessary to assess their rationale to be
included in the national register.

During court hearings, reflecting internal considerations of the German Cultural
Self-Government was irrelevant, yet its internal documentation also demonstrates that
the inclusion policy was not highly selective. The self-government was confident and
not worried about, for example, possible ‘malicious infiltration’ by Estonians or mem-
bers of any other ethnic group. It could have been otherwise as it is likely that at least
some of the leaders of the German community in Estonia were familiar with such infil-
tration suspicions not from the very distant past, in late imperial Austria, where, during
relevant disputes, the potential infiltrators were even metaphorically labelled as ‘trojan
horses’.®" These infiltration fears occurred in similar situations of drawing formal bound-
aries between ethnic groups and thus would have been easy to transfer to Estonian
conditions, yet the German Cultural Self-Government did not have significant trust is-
sues with prospective new members.

There is one fragment in the documentation of the German Cultural Self-Government
suggesting that the German elite recognised the potential infiltration issue in gener-
al terms. The excerpt comes from an anonymous memorandum probably written by
Werner Hasselblatt, one of the most active German politicians in interwar Estonia,
sometime during 1928.%2 In this lengthy writing he addressed various issues regarding
cultural autonomy and, in terms of national registers, among other ideas mentioned the
following:

In the Regulation on National Registers, a provision should find its place which
gives us the right to reject the inclusion of persons who we, according to the
legal regulations, do not need to consider as being Germans; this demand only
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applies in the case when such legal regulations will be adopted without that,
what is unlikely, a malicious infiltration of non-Germans would occur.%®

The German Cultural Self-Government clearly did not consider this hypothetical risk
as significant which can be explained by the fact that such infiltration as an opportu-
nity to damage the self-government from within was not even minimally present in the
relevant public discourses and Estonian press.>* Thus, its leaders were able to focus
on the above-described open and inclusive recruitment of new members instead. The
possible author of the quoted memorandum Werner Hasselblatt stands especially out
with his relevant statements, which, however, in the light of the current state of research
on him, might appear somewhat controversial and thus deserve particular attention.

Werner Hasselblatt’s Rhetoric about Ethnicity

The German minority politician Werner Hasselblatt was one of the main proponents
of cultural autonomy in Estonia and in the Congress of European Nationalities having
several firm viewpoints on the matter. As a long-time Estonian parliamentarian, he was
enormously active, taking the floor during his parliamentary terms 353 times.*® Given
this activity, he had several opportunities to express his views on ethnicity, yet his argu-
ments on this subject are overshadowed by his other, partly related position: to achieve
mandatory national registers that will be based on the individual ethnic affiliation. His
firm position that belonging to the German national register must be mandatory for all
Germans has made room for an interpretation that he must have been seeing ethnicity
as an intrinsic characteristic of an individual.®® Hasselblatt’s several speeches and
writings, however, highlight his explicitly constructivist rhetoric. Thus, there is reason to
take a closer look at his statements, not least to challenge the common misconception.

In autumn 1928, Hasselblatt advocated individual freedom of choice during the discus-
sions of the draft law on ‘ethnicity changes’, initiated by the Ministry of Interior due to
court rulings on section 20 of the Constitution. This draft law, which had the primary
aim to prevent ‘Estonians’ from changing their ethnicity to ‘German’ in their identity
documents, was discussed in one of the parliament committees but never reached
the plenary.’” Hasselblatt as a member of this committee explained in length the com-
plexity of ethnic belonging by arguing that while there can be various criteria to define
ethnicity, only individuals themselves can decide on their belonging. According to him,
each ethnic group had approximately 10% cosmopolitan people who did not want to
deal with the question of ethnicity at all. He pointed out that, according to the draft law,
these people would have counted as ‘Estonians’ and not as members of any ethnic
minority which might have placed minority communities in an unequal position com-
pared to Estonians.%® It is understandable why Hasselblatt opposed this law with such
arguments. Knowing him as a representative of the dwindling German minority, one can
hardly imagine him presenting opposite views in these committee meetings. However, it
turns out that he had reason to be consistent in expressing similar ideas.
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The above-mentioned memorandum attributed to Hasselblatt similarly complained that
section 6 of the Regulation on the Maintenance of National Registers contradicts sec-
tion 20 of the Constitution. Namely, the regulation required documented evidence that
one indeed belongs to a particular ethnic group to be enlisted in the respective nation-
al register. The memorandum argued that this opens the door to possible malice by the
state authorities and reduces individual freedom of choice.®® Considering the numer-
ous court cases, both already closed and still active at the time the memorandum was
written, these accusations were not purely speculative but indeed reflected the reality.
Thus, the statements in this memorandum are yet again placed against the background
of the struggle with the state authorities.

But how do these above-described stances correlate with Hasselblatt’s firm support for
mandatory registers? It appears that these views are not as contradictory as one might
think. Indeed, individuals who did not want to belong to a cultural self-government had
the full right to renounce their ethnicity as expressed in the memorandum attributed to
Hasselblatt: ‘Exclusion at one’s own will is permitted only if one confesses to belong to
another nationality’.®° In an article written several years later for the journal Eesti Politsei
(‘Estonian Police’), Hasselblatt elaborated this idea. He stated that a voluntary register
is ‘labile’ and ‘illogical’ and then moved on to argue that cultural self-governments were
established analogously to the local municipalities. Thus, the territorial tie of individuals
with the municipalities should have been equated with belonging to an autonomous
ethnic community. Consequently,

a citizen may withdraw from his or her obligations to the city government only
when he or she leaves the territorial unit i.e., moves out. Similarly, every mem-
ber of an ethno-cultural unit should be released from its obligations to it only if
he or she abandons the basis of this ethnic unit i.e., when he or she changes
his or her ethnicity.®"

Hasselblatt’s position seems to be purely pragmatic in all of the contexts he expressed
such views. Particularly in this writing, right after the above-quoted statement he de-
clared that a mandatory register is necessary to prevent the leaving of people who want
to avoid taxes. He based his argumentation on the assertion that ‘national discipline’
of individuals was ‘much too overestimated’.®?> The same pragmatism applies to other
leaders of the German minority in Estonia, as almost identical views on national regis-
ters to those published by Hasselblatt were expressed by another German politician
and parliamentarian Max Bock years earlier in the parliament when the Autonomy Law
was discussed.®® The pragmatic rationale behind the rhetoric of the German minority
politicians such as Hasselblatt or Bock means that it is almost impossible to assess to
what extent their constructivist arguments reflect a genuine worldview or whether they
were used as a mere instrumental strategy developed in specific social and political
conditions. In the latter case, Hasselblatt and other leading figures of the German mi-
nority could express essentialist views in other contexts and under other conditions, all
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the more so since essentialist thinking is cognitively more intuitive than such pragmatic
constructivism discussed in this article.

In any case, the inclusion practices of the German Cultural Self-Government and rhet-
oric of its key actors and politicians, particularly those of Werner Hasselblatt, demon-
strate that the shrinkage of Germans in independent Estonia was clearly perceived as
the most crucial issue for their community compared to other possible considerations
in inclusion policy such as the hypothetical necessity to save the purity of the ethnic
group or the likelihood of infiltration of ‘strangers’ for malicious purposes.

Conclusion

This article showed that the German minority elite in interwar Estonia perceived ethnic-
ity in words and deeds remarkably inclusively. The argumentation the leading figures of
the German community used in various documents and formal communication was, on
the one hand, constructivist in content and, on the other hand, instrumental in purpose.
In order to recruit members to their cultural self-government and thus strengthen the
community, they constantly expressed the idea that ethnicity can be ambiguous and
dynamic. According to this rhetoric, individual belonging to an ethnic group stemmed
from a personal decision based on subjective sense of belonging and one’s cultural
and linguistic connections to a particular ethnic group. In this sense, ethnicity could
not be neither an intrinsic characteristic of an individual nor primordially prescribed.
This view was in fact not uncommon at the time, even the first Constitution of the Esto-
nian Republic featured the same idea, despite the fact that the Ministry of Interior later
implemented this principle selectively causing numerous disputes and court cases.

The rhetorical perceptions of the German minority elite were, however, additionally
formed by three important factors. First, historical assimilation trends in the Estonian
area favoured the development of constructivist ideas. The ‘melting pot’ which had
ensured the persistence of German language and culture in Estonia for centuries,
normalised the idea of assimilation in the heads of the leaders of the German minority.
Second, since Germans were a fading ethnic group in Estonia, constructivist percep-
tions were practically necessary to stop this process. Thus, the German elite tried to
make the most of its still preserved attractiveness. And third, although excessive open-
ness to newcomers theoretically could have led to the threat of infiltrators seeking to
harm the community from within, the German elite had no real reason to fear this. Even
if a few individuals with such intentions had ended up in the national register of their
cultural self-government, the risk would not have outweighed the benefits of openness.

As opposed to previous research arguing that individuals related to the German mi-
nority community in the Baltic states might have struggled in making sense of their
belonging in a multiethnic environment,® this article demonstrated that the German
minority elite in Estonia was relatively successful in its recruiting activity, achieving the
remarkable surge of formal ethnicity changes in the 1920s. This indicates the ongo-
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ing, despite slowly decreasing, attractiveness of the German community, regardless
of whether individual considerations for joining it were emotional or instrumental. In
other words, individuals had the willingness to associate themselves with Germans
and their choices had a major impact on the relations between the German minority
and Estonians, since the latter, despite their dominant position and numerical majority,
were doubting their own survival chances. Thus, focusing merely on the ambiguity and
fluidity of ethnicity in research on ethnic relations does not help understand societal
tensions related to ethnic diversity and minority activism within a state. Paying attention
to the instrumentalisation of ethnic ambiguities, however, might be helpful in untangling
these issues.
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