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ABSTRACT 

In the nationalism literature on the post-Soviet states in which scholars have 
investigated state efforts to forge a sense of national identity in the newly emerged 
countries, they point to the plethora of institutional, administrative and symbolic 
measures employed by local political elites to define the nation anew, reclaim 
national history and give frame to inter-ethnic relations. The nation-building 
projects across the region have thus been regarded mostly as top-down strategies 
conceived by those in power. This thesis grows out of and contributes to another 
body of literature, which argues that the sense of national belonging not only 
trickles down into society, but is negotiated and reframed by non-state actors in 
informal settings. Using the case of Estonia, this thesis analyses practices such as 
popular music, choral singing, tourism and branding as identity-building factors that 
happen mostly beyond the state, yet influence how people build their sense of (not) 
belonging in the nation.  

The theoretical framework in this thesis is based upon informal (spontaneous) and 
everyday nation-building (Isaacs and Polese 2016; Fox and Miller-Idriss 2008). 
Informal nation-building can be defined as mechanisms and practices reproducing 
and creating the sense of belonging, which are not directly shaped by political elite 
and the state, but rather, in most cases, by the engagement of non-political actors 
such as cultural workers, popular culture figures and ordinary people (Isaacs and 
Polese 2016, Introduction). Everyday nation-building highlights practices of 
ordinary actors, which reproduce, challenge or alter their sense of identity and 
shared national markers. 

Methodologically, this study is based on ethnographic fieldwork conducted in 
Estonia between 2014 and 2017. It is framed in an interpretative, constructivist 
paradigm that aims at exploring meanings and perceptions actors attribute to social 
phenomena. In the course of fieldwork, interviews were conducted with cultural 
workers, musicians, choir leaders, conductors as well as ordinary citizens. 
Moreover, the fieldwork encompassed participant observation at choral singing 
festivals, music events, concerts, public celebrations and public spaces where 
contemporary symbols of identity are exposed.  

The results of the study indicate the following: 

Markers of identity (official and unofficial) change, circulate and become 
independent of their intended meaning. 

While the political elites give the frame to the definition of the nation, the actual 
experience of it is an independent, ongoing process where even the well-known and 
taken-for-granted icons of nationhood have no fixed and pre-defined meaning. One 
salient example is the Estonian National Song Festival, which, even if discursively 
framed as a celebration of ethnic Estonian nation, in practice can be inclusive 
towards the local Russian-speaking population. Thus, the markers of national 
identity can be seen to have multiple, conflicting interpretations.  
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Nation-builders do not have to be politicians or state actors 

A variety of social actors affect people's understanding of heritage, nation, and 
exclusion-inclusion mechanisms on a daily basis. Each article of this dissertation 
points to one such category: cultural sector workers and activists, popular 
musicians, and marketing specialists who create brand Estonia for local and 
international audiences. It is argued that such actors have long been omitted in the 
studies on nation-building, as they do not represent the state (considered the 
primary actor of nation-building) and their sphere of activity remains outside of 
narrowly defined politics. The study of nation branding in Estonia provides 
evidence that nation-building can happen as a 'side effect' of commercial and 
economic practices suggested by the state but implemented by private entities and 
ordinary people.  

There are plenty of practices in the everyday life that create the experience of 
identity; many of them lie outside of politics 

This dissertation points to practices in the society outside the realm of politics in 
which national identity narratives not only have a top-down movement but are also 
performed, changed and creatively mixed with other important identity narratives. 
In other words, the experience of national identity has to be understood as part of 
the everyday life, both formal and informal situations, and as a part of personal 
experience. This conviction that the everyday is non-political is the exact reason 
why it is a site where political narratives (such as the one of nationalism) and 
identity reproduction work so successfully. 

Nation is an affective practice  

Affective orientations towards the nation, however noticed in nationalism literature, 
have been either omitted as situational and separated from thought, or confined to 
the topic of ethnic violence. This research sees national identity as a part of self, 
composed of discursive, affective and behavioural elements. It draws attention to 
the affective formation and experience of the nation.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The ideal of nationhood today 'continues to exert its hold over the political 
imagination', wrote Michael Billig (1995: 177) in the conclusion to his famous 
thesis on the banal pervasiveness of the nation. Indeed, while this thesis was in 
progress, the assumption that the post-modern world is becoming more and more 
supranational, making the model of a nation-state obsolete, has again been 
challenged by a series of social and political events. Nationalism holds a strong 
appeal in terms of how to organize a state politically, economically and culturally. 
In recent years, we have witnessed an increase in nationalist attitudes followed by 
an election of parties and political leaders with a clearly nationalist agenda. Donald 
Trump's unapologetic appeal to nationalism and fantasies of building a wall 
physically separating the US from Mexico (narrated as 'the other') have gained 
enough support to make him the US president. In Hungary, Poland and the UK, the 
governing parties have employed the rhetoric of 'national interest' and 'self-
governance' as opposed to and oppressed by internationalism. Finally, Putin's move 
to annex Crimea and ignite separatism in eastern Ukraine gained support, even 
'patriotic' enthusiasm of the majority of Russians. These events show the 
widespread appeal of the notion of a strong, bounded state, independent from the 
international community in its actions. While in the early 2000s the concept of a 
growing Europe was the daily reality of ordinary Europeans, it seems that now de-
unification and de-globalization have taken over the public debate. The migrant 
crisis that followed the war in Syria and the continuous instability in the Middle 
East has caused great tension within the European Union and a doubt that 
internationalism is effective in solving social and political problems. Interestingly, 
many arguments against immigrants were expressed within a nationalist mode of 
thinking – what will happen to our nation or homeland if we take them in, people of 
customs and religion different from us? The nation as a category of making sense of 
the social world is fundamental, familiar and secure. Even if dormant for some 
time, the nation, the national interest or national independence are values which, 
when evoked and prioritized in public debates, quickly gain recognition. The 
strength of nationhood has been a puzzle to social scientists, amongst whom a 
majority take for granted a different assumption -- the imagined and constructed 
nature of the nation.  

The question of how and why national identities prevail and are so strong and easily 
mobilized has been answered by many social scientists. The existing nationalism 
literature has developed in two major directions: one points to the leading role of 
the state, political elites and the symbolic means (myths, symbols and rituals) 
employed by them creating the sense of belonging in the population (Deutsch and 
Foltz 1966; Smith et al. 1998; Kolstø 2000). The other one argues that people 
cannot be perceived as passive receivers of top-down politics and therefore looks at 
the formation of identity from the bottom-up perspective, analysing informal, 
spontaneous and everyday aspects of performing identity (Morris 2005; Fox and 
Miller-Idriss 2008; Skey 2011; Isaacs and Polese 2016; Seliverstova 2016, 2017a, 
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2017b; Polese et al. 2017). This study is an analysis of informal and everyday 
aspects of nation-building in a post-Soviet context. Informal nation-building can be 
defined as mechanisms and practices reproducing and creating the sense of 
belonging, which are not directly forged by political elite and the state, but rather, in 
most cases, by the engagement of non-political actors such as cultural workers, 
popular culture figures and ordinary people (Isaacs and Polese 2016).  

While this approach acknowledges the role of the traditional political actors, it 
focuses on informal ways of national identity formation such as cultural 
performances, tourism and popular music. More broadly, it underpins the claims of 
everyday and informal nationalism scholars, which argue that the prevalence of 
nationalism lies in its rootedness and taken-for-grantedness in the quotidian aspects 
of life (Billig 1995; Edensor 2002; Skey 2011; Fox 2016; Polese et al. 2017). This 
group of scholars argues that although it is mostly grand waves of nationalism such 
as ethnic conflicts, rising right-wing or nationalist movements that gain public 
attention and preoccupy nationalism scholars, the fitness of the nation as a basic 
category of imagining the social world is built through countless small and routine 
reminders of the nation, which can be called upon in times of nationalist 
mobilization. While often unnoticed and under-reported, it is the banal, the 
everyday, which forms the foundation of the phenomena of nationalism and 
national identity (cf. Polese 2016). Even if analytically scholars seem to make a 
sharp distinction between them, in social life, these two phenomena are always 
interconnected.  

The research problem of this study is informal (spontaneous) nation-building and 
national identity formation in Estonia after it regained independence from the 
Soviet Union in 1991. The main research questions are: how the sense of 
nationhood is constructed through informal/spontaneous practices and interactions 
in which people engage in their everyday life (work, leisure, national celebrations)? 
What kind of informal practices inform nation-building today in Estonia?  

To answer such open questions involving informality and everyday practices that 
are not easily 'measured', this research made use of a qualitative interpretative 
approach (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012). It presumes that people create 
meanings and identities through interactions with one another and the world around 
them. Meaning-making is always situational and context-dependent and the primary 
research task is to understand the process of creation of meanings and the process of 
their activation and attribution to social and political phenomena. In that way, the 
nation can be defined as a category of perception and practice rather than an 
existing aggregate of people in time and space. To gain insights into the subtle, 
informal aspects of making and performing national identity – in other words, 
situations of imagining the nation – I turned to ethnographic observation and 
interviews as primary data collection methods. I 'lived in the field' for the whole 
time of this project, which greatly informed the research and provided an ongoing 
opportunity to collect new data, pose new questions, and validate the whole 
research process. An overview of the ethnographic approach to the study of 
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nationhood is provided in Article I, which is the first one to open the empirical part 
of this thesis.  

Clifford Geertz (2005[1972]: 86) remarked that to read a culture closely, 'one can 
start anywhere in a culture’s repertoire of forms and end up anywhere else. (…) 
whatever the level at which one operates, and however intricately, the guiding 
principle is the same: societies, like lives, contain their own interpretation. One has 
only to learn how to get access to them.' My entry point into the field was the 
Estonian tradition of national song festival and choral singing. For years before I 
started the research, I had heard from Estonians that this site in particular was an 
example of 'expressing national feelings'. The national song celebration that is the 
largest public event that features choral singing of national songs and modern 
repertoire. Although it is state-funded, the event would not be possible without the 
(often voluntary) work of hundreds of conductors and choir leaders all over the 
country, as well as the participation of the public. Ever since I can remember, I have 
been puzzled by the emotional power of collective singing to 'imagine the nation'. 
This then became the topic of Article II of this thesis, which investigates the 
narratives of festival organizers and participants as well as the performative and 
affective aspects of the celebration, arguing that the emotional intensity of the event 
is crucial for building one's sense of belonging to the nation (the national culture, or 
language).  

After fieldwork on the song celebration as well as insights from 'living in the field', 
the research developed in new directions, primarily two of which were analysed. 
First, I turned my attention to everyday practices of popular music making and 
consuming in relation to national identity building. Article III analyses 
contemporary popular music as a platform where ideas of belonging can be 
recreated and disseminated, especially amongst young audiences. The article 
discusses the case of the most successful Estonian folk metal band, which employs 
Estonian folklore as well as forms of music considered 'Estonian', among them 
choral singing. The point of the paper is to show how musicians (a type of non-
political actor) can influence production of identity through selecting and 
reproducing certain themes discursively and through musical performances. 

Finally, the third paper investigates branding strategies and tourism rhetoric as ways 
of informal, unreported nation-building that affect local populations. The focus is 
on how branding involves (re)making the national heritage (for example the choral 
singing tradition), defining the nation in terms of ethnicity and culture as well as 
presenting branding and domestic tourism as acts of patriotism. The choice of 
branding as an object of study stems from fieldwork observations that heritage in 
Estonia and especially the notion of “the singing nation” has been widely exploited 
and reiterated through commercial practices during the time of this study.  

This is an article-based dissertation, consisting of four articles published in peer-
reviewed books and journals. Each article can be read as a separate study. A further 
overview of the articles comprising the dissertation is given in Chapter 5. 
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Table 1. The articles forming this dissertation.  

Article Objective Method 

Article I An analysis of methods and 
methodological implications of 

studying nationhood as an 
everyday, informal practice in the 

post-Soviet context. 

Methodological paper based on 
two case studies of Estonia and 

Ukraine. 

Article II An investigation into affective and 
performative aspects of identity 
formation at the national song 

festival in Estonia. 

Ethnographic participant 
observation, informal and expert 

interviews, related to the 
festival. 

Article III A study of popular music (folk 
metal) as a platform for retelling 

national narratives, which proposes 
that popular musicians and pop 
icons can be seen as informal 

nation-builders. 

Ethnographic participant 
observation, informal 
interviews, analysis of 

secondary sources (songs' lyrics, 
performances, media articles and 

interviews). 

Article IV An analysis of branding and 
heritage tourism strategies and their 
possible impact on revising national 

narratives, inclusion-exclusion 
mechanisms and materializing the 
nation through marking it in public 
spaces, heritage sites, and material 

objects. 

Ethnographic participant 
observation, expert interviews, 
analysis of secondary sources 

(websites, brochures and media 
related to tourism and branding 

in Estonia) 

Summary 
article 

An overview chapter that discusses the theories of nation-building 
and identity formation, the state of the art of nation-building studies 

in Estonia, the methodology of this study, the results from the 
empirical analyses and suggestions for future studies of nation-

building. 

 
This study makes a four-fold contribution to theory and methods of nationalism 
studies. First, it furthers the argument about the need for bottom-up studies and 
bringing the agency of people back into the realm of politics. The political sphere is 
here understood to include the realm of the everyday. Second, it shows how the 
analysis of bottom-up informal mechanisms and non-traditional actors of nation-
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building is a potent area of study that can shed new light on why nations are one of 
the major ways of categorizing oneself and the other. Third, this project contributes 
to the methodology of nationalism studies by suggesting some practical tools for 
studying identity, tools which allow the researcher to see it in its complexity and 
temporality. Finally, in terms of Eastern European and Baltic or post-Soviet area 
studies, the thesis furthers the proposal by Isaacs and Polese (2016) and Knott 
(2015a, 2015b) to move the analytical focus from top-down governance to how 
people live and experience politics (of identity, nationality etc), arguing in many 
instances that there is a popular resistance towards ideas trickling down onto the 
society from the more official narrative-creators, and that informality, which has 
remained unnoticed by scholars, after a prolonged investigation in the field reveals 
itself to be an important and potent area for in-depth research. 

This first overview article will continue with a review of literature on nation-
building and identity formation with a particular aim to map and categorize ongoing 
debates and locate this thesis within them – in particular, where this study is placed 
and what theoretical premises it takes as its point of departure. Next, an overview 
will be given of the study of nation-building in the post-Soviet space and Estonia, in 
particular. Then the research process, data sources, methods and the process of 
analysis are explained. Following this, articles I to IV are summarized and their 
main findings presented. Finally, the overview chapter will finish with a discussion 
of the results and concluding remarks about the limitation of this research.  
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1. IDENTITY AND NATION-BUILDING: CONCEPTS 
AND APPROACHES 

1.1. NATION-BUILDING: DEFINITION APPLIED IN THIS THESIS 
Literature on nationalism, nation-building and national identity formation is vast but 
can be classified in four complementary branches, each of which emphasizes a 
different aspect of making the nation. While the classic approach (Chapter 1.2) sees 
nation-building as a top-down project of matching the nation with the state enacted 
through institutions (Smith et al. 1998; Kolstø 2000; Kuzio 2002), proponents of 
banal nationalism (Chapter 1.3) emphasize that the process does not stop once the 
nation is formed, but continues in a variety of banal forms (Billig 1995; cf. Painter 
2006). The branch of 'informal and spontaneous nation-building' (Chapter 1.4) 
focuses on actions by political elites, which, although they have not been conceived 
as nation-building, do work towards it (Polese and Horak 2015; Isaacs and Polese 
2016). This approach also brings back the agency of ordinary people and informal 
contexts of identity making. The 'everyday nationalism' (Chapter 1.5) is the latest 
branch of literature and involves discussions on how ordinary people perceive and 
challenge national categories (Edensor 2002; Skey 2011), in everyday consumption 
and leisure (Seliverstova 2017a, 2017b), everyday talk and jokes (Fox and Miller-
Idriss 2008; Astapova 2017) and many other mundane domains of life.  

This thesis defines nation-building as strategies and practices of identity building 
and performance within a state. This definition is partly inspired by Kolstø (2014) 
who described nation-building as strategies of identity consolidation within a state. 
By expanding his definition with practices and performance of identity, this thesis 
sees nation-building as being a process involving ongoing acts and doings 
(consciously and unconsciously related to national identity) on all levels of the 
society rather than only a political project strategically conceived by those in power. 
This definition draws from ideas of informal, spontaneous and everyday nation-
building, yet acknowledges the leading role of political elites as creators of national 
identity markers. In studying nation-building, it follows the approach proposed by 
Eric Hobsbawm, who argued that nations are dual phenomena which need to be 
analysed from above but also from below:  

'That view from below, i.e. the nation as seen not by governments and the 
spokesmen and activists of nationalist (or non-nationalist) movements, but by the 
ordinary persons who are the objects of their action and propaganda, is exceedingly 
difficult to discover. (…) However, three things are clear. First, official ideologies 
of states and movements are not guides to what it is in the minds of even the most 
loyal citizens or supporters. Second, and more specifically, we cannot assume that 
for most people national identification – when it exists – excludes or is always or 
ever superior to, the remainder of the set of identifications which constitute the 
social being. In fact, it is always combined with identifications of another kind, 
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even when it is felt to be superior to them. Thirdly, national identification and what 
it is believed to imply, can change and shift in time, even in the course of quite 
short periods. In my judgement this is the area of national studies in which, thinking 
and research are most urgently needed today.' (Hobsbawm 1990: 10-11). 

Nation-building is therefore defined as a multi-actor, multi-faceted process (rather 
than a project) of creation of national identity within a state but acknowledging the 
growing influence of globalization on the formation and inflection of nationalist 
sentiments (Jones and Desforges 2003: 272). These processes can be banal and 
mindless (Skey 2015) but also blatant and immediate (Jones and Merriman 2009; 
Benwell 2014). No certain trajectory of identity building can be assumed. Finally, 
practices which are not primarily aimed at nation-building but contribute to it in an 
indirect way (such as branding or elements of popular culture) also need be taken 
into account.  

Diagram 1. Conceptual scheme of nation-building. Source: author. 
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1.2. NATION-BUILDING AS A TOP-DOWN POLITICAL PROJECT 
Debates about how the sense of nationhood is created and acquired within the 
society gained momentum in the second half of the 20th century as a result of two 
great political changes: the decolonization of Africa and Asia and later, the collapse 
of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia (Kuzio 2002). The term 'nation-building' dates 
back to the 1960s when it was often used in debates about the challenge of 
(re)defining post-colonial nations that had been created by colonial powers without 
much attention to religious and ethnic differences (Isaacs and Polese 2016, 
Introduction). Therefore nation-building, with its architectural metaphor was a 
modernist project to build cohesive nations where civic values would replace ethnic 
divisions (Kolstø 2000). Classic examples of this understanding of nation building 
are the works by Karl Deutsch and William J. Foltz (1966) and Lucian Pye (1962). 
In those works, nation-building is a state-driven process of unification, social 
integration, and the identity-creation of people as loyal citizens. These early 
definitions of nation-building portray its goal as being social cohesion based on 
common political values, in which cultural peculiarities get relegated to the 
background – as exposing them could cause an ethnic conflict. Nation here is not a 
primordial entity but a political process linked to modernization and social 
communication. This recent and constructed nature of nations has been further 
developed by a generation of already classic modernists who argued that nations are 
modern imaginary constructs that are brought into being through literacy and 
national media (Anderson 1991; Schöpflin 2003), modern state institutions (Gellner 
1983), as well as public rituals and invented traditions (Hobsbawm 1983). Thus, the 
term nation-building refers mostly to a top-down project of matching the nation 
with the state through social communication and state institutions (cf. Connor 
2004).  

The idea of national identity as political belonging engineered by the bureaucratic 
rationality of a modern state has been challenged by empirical observations that 
ethnic identity still matters culturally and politically and thus the cultural dimension 
of national identity cannot be ignored. In his seminal work, Walker Connor (1972) 
argued that many countries do not have a homogeneous ethnic structure and ethnic 
groups are a basic point of identity reference and loyalty for many individuals. He 
noted that the Western modernist concept of nation-building is rather nation-
destroying, as it usually means an eradication of ethnic differences. For him, nation-
building meant 'national awakening' of stateless ethnic groups (Connor 2004). 
Connor has also limited the concept of nation to an ethno-cultural group that shares 
a myth of common origin and a deep psychological perception of belonging to one 
community. The latter idea is echoed in Benedict Anderson's (1991) famous 
formulation that nations are 'imagined communities'. A development of Connor's 
ideas in a somewhat different direction can be found in the works of Anthony 
Smith. Similarly to Connor, Smith (1991, 1999) saw ethnic groups as preceding the 
formation of a modern state and its apparatus. Yet in contrast, he did not limit the 
notion of nation to ethnicity, which is how Connor defines nation. According to 
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Smith, the modernist approach to nation-building to a large extent ignores the 
existing ethnic communities which might influence the route of nation-building. 
This becomes especially visible in Central and Eastern Europe where historically 
local elites relied on culture rather than political power to forge the definition of 
nationhood (Schöpflin 2003). Thus symbolic, cultural, pre-modern factors are 
crucial in the formation of a nation, Smith argues. In more recent approaches to 
nation-building, both the political rationality and pre-existing cultural elements (but 
not seen as the objective 'real' existence of nations) are taken into consideration.  

The collapse of the communist world was another impulse for nationalism studies. 
The top-down approach to nation-building as an explicit, centralized state-driven 
project has been widely applied to understand the formation of independent nations 
after the dissolution of the Soviet Union (Brubaker 1996; Tishkov 1997; Smith et 
al. 1998, Laitin 1998, Kolstø 1999; Vetik 2012). The multi-ethnic character of 
many new states and ethnic conflicts (in former Yugoslavia, or in the Caucasus) 
prompted scholars again to see ethnic differences as potential obstacles to keeping 
the region stable. Most attention was given to policies (Smith et al. 1998; Janmaat 
2000; Arel 1995) and discourses of political elites (Kuus 2002; Korostelina 2013; 
Mole 2012) as crucial in setting the national agenda in the newly emerged countries 
across the region. A longer overview of post-Soviet nation-building literature is 
provided in Chapter 2. 

In some cases, nation-building has been almost equalled with state-building. This 
approach comes from the context of post-war countries where foreign powers, 
especially the United States, intervene to restore state institutions and rule of law 
(cf. Fukuyama 2004). However, this definition has also been applied to 
domestically conceived nation-building projects, see e.g. King and McNabb (2015) 
about the Baltic states, in which nation-building is an umbrella term for the process 
of shaping new governance, fiscal system, security strategy, and state institutions by 
local political elites. In this thesis, the term state building is preferred to describe 
institutional changes.  

Four waves of nation-building including their empirical focus have been 
summarized by Polese (2011) and shown in Table 2. 

Table 2. Four waves/definitions of nation-building 

Years Geographical focus Ideological approach 

1960s 
 

New states of Asia and 
Africa 

Modernity will erase ethnic boundaries and 
civic values will avoid conflicts. 

End of the 
1970s, 

beginning of 
the1980s 

Western Europe and 
USA 

Desire to create even access to resources 
and economic welfare that leads to the 

conception of a nation-state. 
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1990s Former USSR and 
Balkans 

Ethnic boundaries are dangerous. 
Engagement with civic values will allow 
consolidation of a political community. 

After 2001 Post-conflict countries 
(such as Afghanistan or 

Iraq) 

If a state is unable to take care of itself, 
foreign powers must have a primary role in 

promoting democracy. 

Source: Polese (2011), reprinted in Polese and Horak (2015). 

1.3. BANAL NATIONALISM 
The central argument of another major strand of literature, initiated by Michael 
Billig (1995), is that nation-building does not stop once a state introduces 
institutional means of nation-building, but continues in less formal and noticeable 
ways all the time. The sense of national belonging is built and reproduced anew 
every day in what Billig calls banal, mundane habits. Through language, media, and 
national symbols routinely exhibited in public space, especially the flag, the nation 
is reproduced as a self-evident category of social and political organization of the 
world. Marking public space with national flags, talking about “our country” or 
“homeland” in daily newspapers, he claimed, reaffirms the taken-for-grantedness of 
the nation. Billig's approach can be credited for at least two major observations. The 
first one is the idea that nationalism, rather than a surplus of nationalist passion, a 
radical movement or ideology leading to ethnic conflict, is a mode of seeing the 
world, a cognitive pattern in which one assumes the existence of a world of nations 
as natural. Similarly, Roger Brubaker (2004) in his works a few years later, 
suggests seeing nationalism and ethnicity beyond groupism, proposing namely to 
analyse nations or ethnic groups not as tangible categories (an approach that reifies 
them and may be called methodological nationalism) but as categories that result 
from 'group-making' or 'grouping' activities such as classification, categorization, 
and identification of actors, situations, objects, or places (Brubaker et al. 2004: 45). 
Second, Billig emphasized the mundane and the everyday as arenas where the 
nation is reproduced, even in times when national identity is not high on the 
contemporary political agenda. In other words, nationalism can be hot and blatant at 
times but the perception of nations as self-evident and tangible communities 
prevails beyond nationalist mobilization because it is rooted in routine banal 
behaviours that remind citizens of their national loyalties, imaginaries, and 
preferences. Billig's work led to a major turn in nationalism studies because it 
emphasized that nation-building can be seen not only as a project of political elites 
with an end goal, but an ongoing process. This observation prompted scholars to 
look into not only the most explicit governmental mechanisms like policies 
implemented in newly-formed states but also into more subtle measures that prevail 
even if the initial “hot” time of nation-building seems to be over. It posed a series of 
new questions such as how, when and where the nation is routinely reproduced 
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(Brubaker et al. 2006; Fox and Miller-Idriss; Fox 2016), in parallel to assessing if a 
nation-building project was successful or not. The banality of nationalism exposed a 
gap in literature – the mundane as a political arena has not been sufficiently 
explored by nationalism scholars so far.  

Worldwide, scholars studied the naming of public spaces (streets, hospitals, shops) 
as an example of making historical memory of the nation and routinely marking 
space as national (Azaryahu and Kook 2002; Löfgren 1993; Skey 2015), postage 
stamps (Raento and Brunn 2005) and bank notes (Unwin and Hewitt 2001) as 
political messengers, but also marketing and consumer practices as background 
reminders of national identities (Foster 2002; Seliverstova 2016). In a related area 
of state-building studies, Joe Painter's “Prosaic geographies of stateness” (2006) 
investigated the mundane practices through which 'the state' becomes present in 
everyday life.  

Banal nationalism, and in general the approach that focused on the actions of the 
state, be it banal or explicit, has inspired some critique, which in turn pushed the 
reflection about the actors and practices of nation-building even further. The main 
critique has been that apart from the state and media, there are many more actors 
that create or challenge identities: organizations, cultural elites, and even ordinary 
citizens. Second, the public should not be seen as passive receivers of top-down 
messages but instead, the fact that people ultimately filter those messages and 
sometimes contest them should be acknowledged. It has been suggested that Billig 
takes 'the public' as an undifferentiated mass, whereas in practice, different social, 
ethnic, gender groups often have different ideas about national identity (Skey 2009, 
2011; Antonsich 2015;). He also does not really take into account majority-minority 
dynamics, where it can sometimes be observed that what is banal and unconsciously 
accepted for the majority is not self-evident for minorities (Seliverstova 2017b). 
Moreover, when Billig wrote his book, he applied banal nationalism to established 
Western democracies; at that time, Eastern Europe was ‘under construction’ and the 
South of Europe was torn by extreme nationalism and ethno-religious conflicts. 
Scholars posed the question whether hot nationalism unidirectionally transforms 
into banal (Jones and Merriman 2009). With time, empirical evidence was provided 
to support the opposite theory – that blatant and banal nationalism are present and 
intertwine and can also be applied to non-Western contexts (Foster 2002; Benwell 
2014). The critique to banal nationalism, as well as to the approach which saw 
nation-building as a state-driven process, inspired two novel and burgeoning 
directions of thinking about the reproduction of nationhood: the first may be called 
spontaneous or informal nation-building and the second, everyday nation-building. 
They have much in common; for example, they see nation-building as a multi-actor, 
contested, ongoing process, yet they emphasize different aspects of it.  
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1.4. SPONTANEOUS NATION-BUILDING 
This new wave of nationalism scholarship has been noticed by Rico Isaacs and Abel 
Polese (2015, 2016) who did what was arguably the first theoretical summary of 
what they call “new tools” of nation-building, as opposed to traditional ones. 
Whereas the latter ones include administrative and institutional tools such as 
citizenship, language, education policies and symbolic nation-building (focused on 
traditional markers of identity such as memory, flags, folklore etc) concentrated in 
the hand of political elites of a state, the “new tools” of nation-building (or tools of 
spontaneous nation-building as called elsewhere by Polese 2011) are political 
measures that were not originally intended to influence identity (elections, mega 
events, opposition movements or personality cult) or that originate from the people 
themselves through perpetuation of popular art, music, hobby activities etc. The 
authors define nation-building as the work of elites to propose a series of identity 
markers but they note that people can accept or reject them or even choose to re-
negotiate them (Isaacs and Polese 2016, 9; Polese 2011). In this way, nation-
building can be unsuccessful despite efforts of the state (cf. Brubaker 2011). A 
valuable contribution by Isaacs and Polese is their broad conceptualization of actors 
engaged in the production of the political, namely the state (institutions), political 
elites, international actors, non-state actors, civil servants and people and their 
potential positive and negative influence on nation-building in a society (Isaacs and 
Polese 2016, 12). Isaacs and Polese also show that the formal and informal are not 
dichotomous but rather a scale on which many middle-level actors participate in 
generating (or constraining) national sentiment. In a similar vein, Maarja Siiner 
(2014) analysed the agency of lower levels of administration in language education 
policy-making in Estonia (one of the fillers of official nation-building), showing 
that the attention to the agency of the actors who deal with linguistic problems on a 
day-to-day basis sheds new light on tensions between the provisions of the central 
government and actual practices. Her study shows that attention to middle-level 
actors is indispensable to understand practical implications of top-down state-driven 
actions.  

Other examples of studies that point to various informal or unintended nation-
building include research on mega events such as Olympics and football 
championships (Gorokhov 2015). Gorokhov sees what he calls a “spillover effect” 
in mega events and sports; namely, nationalist sentiment and ideology configured 
and experienced through sports may affect actors and ordinary citizens that are not 
directly involved in sports (ibid.: 271; Fauve 2015). Cho (2009) studies the case of 
'sporting nationalism', which to a large degree, fosters emotional, voluntary 
attachment to the nation on an informal and personal level, and may reproduce or 
transcend some of its normative ethnic and national discourses (cf. Faje 2015; 
Makarychev and Yatsyk 2016). 

A similar 'spillover effect' has been ascribed to nation branding, which, even if 
directed at foreign tourists and businessmen, affects domestic narratives about the 
nation and its material representations such as heritage sites, national cuisine, 
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clothing, patterns and objects understood as 'national' or 'authentic' for a region. In 
the burgeoning literature on nation branding and tourism, it has been observed that 
nation branding is often a form of identity making and a site from which current 
identity debates can be read (Kaneva 2007; Jansen 2008; Jordan 2014). 

One of the challenges of the approach described above is that informal nation-
building is displayed through a variety of phenomena and actors. This diversity 
produces the impression that it is difficult to theorize it (Isaacs and Polese 2016: 3). 
Nevertheless, the fast-growing body of works on informal, implicit sites of identity-
building proves it is an area of study that has brought in novelty and pushed the 
theorization of nationalism much further. 

1.5. EVERYDAY NATION-BUILDING 
Although the book by Isaacs and Polese brings back the agency of citizens as 
'ultimate judges' in the process of the construction and reproduction of identity, its 
focus lies rather on the unintended effects of political elites’ actions (Polese and 
Horak in Isaacs and Polese 2016) and non-standard political tools employed by 
elites in the process of nation-building such as construction projects or cinema 
(Menga, Isaacs 2016 in the same volume). The definition of the political to the 
everyday has been extended even more in a body of new studies that can be 
clustered as 'everyday nationalism' studies. This body of works emphasizes the 
everyday practices initiated by ordinary people by which ethnic and national 
identities are elaborated, reproduced and challenged on a micro, intersubjective 
level (Goode and Stroup 2015: 2, Skey 2011; Knott 2016, Polese et al. 2017). In 
contrast to previous studies that focused on nation-states as units of analysis, the 
everyday nationalism approach draws from Bourdieu's (1984) habitus notion and 
proposes to focus on mundane practices and social interactions as units of analysis. 
What kind of quotidian practices are analysed? For example, John Fox and Cynthia 
Miller-Idriss (2008) proposed four categories of practice such as talking, choosing, 
performing and consuming the nation. Those include but are not limited to everyday 
interactions, leisure activities, everyday consumer choices, consuming arts and 
culture, using social media and many more. Some authors argue for the 
comparability between different cases, which increases the generalizability of 
studies using this approach (Goode and Stroup 2015; Knott 2015b; Brubaker et al. 
2006). Furthermore, scholars propagating this approach do not exclude the role 
played by traditional political actors such as elites and institution in creating and 
spreading national ideals. Rather, the assumption here (similarly to Billig's thesis) is 
that nationalism does not cease to exist when it is not actively mobilized, but 
persists through a variety of quotidian practices (Goode and Stroup 2015: 9; 
Edensor 2002). Moreover, nationalist mobilization driven by political elites may not 
meet a tepid response from ordinary citizens, as shown by evidence from a study of 
everyday practices of ethnicity in Cluj (Brubaker et al. 2006). Thus, this is an 
approach that may shed light on the stability of ethnic or national identifications, as 
well as the contested nature of nationalism. At the same time, as pointed out by 
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Knott (2016) and Jones and Merriman (2009: 172), everyday does not mean that 
people act in a social vacuum; there are ideologies, institutional legacies that matter 
and the everyday should not be considered as a space that lies beyond the direct 
influence of the state. In a similar vein, Michael Herzfeld (2004) put forward the 
metaphor of (cultural) ‘intimacy’ to show the privately shared but taken-for-granted 
and intersubjective knowledge and modalities of being national. 

Tim Edensor (2002) argues that the domain of everyday life, popular culture has 
been omitted in most theories of nationalism, which refer to 'invented traditions' or 
high culture as vehicles of identity building. His argument is the opposite: he 
suggests that the national is a powerful constituent of identity because it is grounded 
in the popular and the everyday (ibid.: VI). In line with this, scholars observed that 
in media and marketing, people are increasingly addressed as national consumers 
rather than citizens (Skey 2015; Mihelj 2011). Buying local produce or products of 
brands associated with one's own ethnic group is a way to affirm one's national 
solidarities. Likewise, consuming goods marked as “traditional” or “authentic”, 
engaging in branding, heritage and cultural tourism have been observed as evoking 
the nation as a tangible reality (Goode and Stroup 2015: 12; Jordan 2014; Kaneva 
2007). Nation thereby gets commodified and materialized through a variety of 
practices related to consumer culture and behaviours (Foster 2002; Seliverstova 
2016, 2017). A notable example of a consumer behaviour that expressed national 
identities was the widespread boycott of Russian products and services by 
Ukrainian consumers (and also consumers elsewhere in Europe) after Russia's 
annexation of Crimea and acts towards igniting separatism in Donbass. As reported 
by Polese et al. (2017, np), according to TNS,1 by September 2014, the boycott was 
supported by 57% of the Ukrainian population, with 46% of them actually refusing 
to buy Russian products. (…) While most of its tangible effects were economic, the 
refusal to buy Russian products, it was suggested, served primarily as a way for 
Ukrainians to express their patriotism and feelings towards their country2. The 
annexation of Crimea by Russia and the role of Russia in the military conflict in the 
Eastern Ukraine changed consumer patterns of the majority of Ukrainians and led to 
changes in Ukrainian legislation (Polese et al. 2017, np).  

Inquiry into the everyday allows us to see how the nation has been domesticated 
and naturalized, and how implicit it is in many of our assumptions, habits and daily 
life routines that are rarely subject to reflection. They form a kind of cultural 
competence or habitus that entitles people to conduct their everyday life affairs 
without upsetting the order of things (Edensor 2002; Fox 2016). An important 
finding of everyday nationalism studies is that national identity can be in the 

                                                 
1 A worldwide market research group, present also in Ukraine. For further details: 
https://www.tns-ua.com/ua/ and for research results: http://korrespondent.net/ukraine/politics/ 
3363518-bolee-polovyny-ukrayntsev-podderzhyvauit-boikot-rossyiskykh-tovarov-opros  
2 Vershitskaya, Yuliya (2014). “Boykot Made in Russia: patriotizm v denezhnom izmerenii.” 
UNIAN, 1st August, acessed on 16 November 2016 http://www.unian.net/politics/946421-boykot-
made-in-russia-patriotizm-v-denejnom-izmerenii.html  
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background and becomes important only in some situations (which directly goes 
back to Billig's idea of banality of nationhood), while in others it is a silent context 
of people's choices, attitudes etc. They also noted that it is often research into 
national identity that provokes people to declare it (Adams 2009; Pawłusz and 
Seliverstova 2016). 

Within the studies of the everyday, there is a body of research that emphasizes in 
particular the fragmented and unstable character of people's identities, and also 
brings individuals back into the study of the political. For example, Eleanor Knott 
(2015a, 2015b) assesses that political science has studied issues related to the state 
and democratization in CEE mostly from a top-down perspective, while vernacular 
knowledge has remained a neglected political arena (Thompson 2001; Antonsich 
2015); Moreover, she also argues that censuses often used in evaluating the success 
of nation-building processes are not reliable, as they serve as a medium through 
which nationalization by the state is effected (cf. Brubaker et al. 2004; Brubaker 
2011). In practice, people rarely choose binary categories for their identification 
(Knott 2015).  

Within the approach of everyday nationalism, there is a growing interest in affective 
aspects of national identity, theorized by political scientists and sociologists but also 
psychologists, gender scholars and human geographers. Their argument is that the 
process of generating national identifications has cognitive, discursive but also 
affective dimensions that have not been fully studied (Bonikowski and Gheihman 
2015). The fervent, emotional character of nationalism has been noted before 
(Anderson 1991; Skey 2009) but in the recent years scholars have started to look 
more systematically into how the affection for the nation is made, learnt and 
reproduced and have thus proposed the concept of affective nationalism (Jones and 
Merriman 2016; Militz and Schurr 2015; Stephens 2015). Militz and Schurr (2015) 
argue that the nation emerges in moments of encounter between different bodies 
and objects through sharing, enjoying or disliking what feels national. In their 
analysis of dancing what is imagined as a “national dance” in Azerbaijan, they 
argue that fantasies of a unique nation emerging from the momentary configuration 
of bodies and objects stimulate the constant reproduction of enjoyable as well as 
menacing experiences of the nation (ibid: 2). Closs Stephens (2015) puts forward 
the idea of 'national atmosphere' and argues that nationalist emotions can be read as 
temporally and spatially specific encounters of swirling affects, memories, sounds, 
rhythms and images sticking to particular assemblages of bodies and materials. 
They have different intensities at various moments and localities. Skey and 
Antonsisch (2016) thoughtfully remind us that the discursive and affective aspects 
of identity should not be analytically separated. They suggest researching affective 
practices (e.g. making of emotions, cf. Wetherell 2012, 2015) rather than particular 
emotions (cf. Article II in this dissertation). What is important in this body of 
literature is the observation that affective orientations towards the nation are part of 
the everyday, are learnt, shared and experienced as a personal relationship between 
an individual and the imagined community.  
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Studies of everyday nationalism inquire into both blatant and hot nationalism as 
well as quotidian practices. They see them as intertwined in people's lived 
experiences of identity. One unnoticed, unwaved flag can suddenly be 
enthusiastically waved, as can be observed in today's Europe where nationalist 
ideology is – after a fairly long silence – being successfully mobilized by some 
politicians and far-right parties (Petsinis 2014; Yılmaz 2012). A widespread 
misconception/myth is that nationalism does not have a trajectory of development – 
banal does not eventually overcome the blatant (associated respectively with 
Western countries and new nations in formation). Instead, symbolic mindfulness 
can intertwine with symbolic mindlessness (Billig 1995; Jones and Merriman 
2009), there are multiple nationalisms in every society, and previously blatant can 
become banal but the relationship can also be reversed (Jones and Merriman 2009; 
Benwell 2014).  

1.6. THE INFORMAL AND EVERYDAY – A CHANGE IN 
EPISTEMOLOGY? 
The everyday and informal approach to nation-building should be read in a wider 
context of the change in epistemological and ontological stances in social sciences, 
namely the turn towards the complexity of social life, the agency of individuals and 
the importance of informality. It has been summarized well by Cohen (2002[1994]: 
6), 

'Western social science proceeds from the top downwards, from society to the 
individual, deriving individuals from the social structures to which they belong: 
class, nationality, state, ethnic group, tribe, kinship group, gender, religion, caste, 
generation, and so on. We have concentrated on these collective structures and 
categories and by and large have taken the individual for granted. We have thereby 
created fictions. My argument is that we should now set out to qualify these, if not 
from the bottom upwards, then by recognising that the relationship of individual 
and society is far more complex and infinitely more variable than can be 
encompassed by a simple, uni-dimensional deductive model.'  

This observation has an important consequence for how the political is defined. As 
pointed out by Selg and Ruutsoo (2014), more and more often the political is 
defined as consisting not only of traditional political arenas of institutions and elites 
but also as consisting of a process of articulations of social relations that happens on 
all levels of the society. Leftwich (2004) calls it a processual approach that 
emphasizes that politics also happens outside of institutional sites and the public 
domain. The broad, processual view allows for the everyday life to be analysed as a 
'lived experience' of the political and permits us see human behaviour as 
intrinsically political (Baiocchi and Connor 2008; Auyero 2006; Schatz 2009). A 
political analysis can then take a bottom-up approach and focus on the micro worlds 
of everyday relations and practices – in families, firms, organizations, showing that 
politics (for instance, relations of conflict, allegiance or cooperation) is a universal 
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aspect of human relations (Leftwich 2004: Chapter 7). As pointed out by Skey 
(2009: 336-337), engaging with people's lived experiences allows us to test 
empirically the actual significance of categories, such as national or ethnic identity, 
which are often presumed to be used (or rejected) by ordinary people. This in turn 
reduces the risk of privileging academic concepts over people's realities. 

Finally, the turn to informality, the popular and the everyday fills in the gap in 
understanding social phenomena that, although not marginal (from affective 
orientations towards the nation to informal economic practices), remained 
unregistered or under-reported due to their banality, absence in mainstream media 
or formal invisibility (Polese 2016; Morris and Polese 2015).  

1.7. NATIONAL IDENTITY 
National identity is a concept closely connected to nation-building, so it requires 
some clarification. It has been defined by social scientists in myriad ways. Stryker 
and Burke (2000: 284) differentiate three major ways of conceptualizing it. Some 
refer to identity as a collective cultural characteristic, others as a common 
identification with a collectivity such as class or a social movement, and some use 
the term to refer to 'parts of self-composed meanings that persons attach to the 
multiple roles they typically play in highly differentiated societies.' 

The first reading of identity is that of a culture of a group; a set of collective 
characteristics that a people shares. This approach was often used in early 
anthropology to create overarching cultural models of identity of a society or of 
ethnic groups (Leete 2012). It echoes a primordial view of nations as natural 
communities distinguished by collective mentality and culture too often exploited 
by nationalist and racist movements. The second meaning of identity is that of an 
identification with a group, class or movement. This perspective acknowledges that 
identity is a choice made vis-a-vis social structures. In the context of the nation, 
spreading a certain idea of national identity for citizenry is the end goal of a 
political project of nation-building. Identity is the acquisition of a sense of 
belonging to a national community proposed by political elites (Deutsch 1966; 
Kolstø 2000, 2014) but also a result of prevailing structures and grand discourses 
(Bhabha 2013; Leeto 2012; Mole 2012). It is thus a combined result of political and 
social action upon which mobilization can be based (cf Brubaker and Cooper 2000). 
In the third approach, identity has been understood in a more psychological way: as 
a conglomerate of self-made meanings that a person attaches to multiple, diverse 
roles in society, which is complex and reflexive (Cohen 2002[1994]; Adams 2009) 
and a matter of choice, construction and contestation (Leeto 2012; Laitin 1998).  

This thesis is founded upon a combination of the two latter approaches. The 
definition of identity must consider the agency of people -- what they say, when, 
how and why they act and signal their identity – and must likewise acknowledge the 
aspect of individual agency and subjective experiences in how one constructs one's 
own and the other's identity, its content and borders. People are self-reflexive about 
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how they locate themselves and others in relation to collective categories such as 
nations or ethnic groups (Adams 2009). Ultimately, national identity is experienced 
only through the self, so acknowledging the agency and subjective experiences 
related to national identity is indispensable to understanding whether any nation-
building project works or not and how, or why.  

On the other hand, all individuals act within the opportunities and constraints of 
social structures and context – from a micro context of a particular situation to a 
wider socio-political environment. This means that identity is a process (not an 
attribute), enacted by an individual but learnt from and constantly validated and 
reshaped in social relations. Thus it can be argued that however individual it is, 
identity is always reflecting discourses, structures, inherited definitions of those 
actors who have the power to both construct categories and promote them as natural 
or superior (Penrose and Mole 2008: 345 in Mole 2012: 2). When forging collective 
identity, states rely on rituals, myths and symbols to create and sustain a shared 
thought-world for members of a population. Such symbolic means are often 
difficult to change or question as their goal is to condense the collectivity around its 
shared norms and ensure that a crisis of identity does not happen (Schöpflin 2003: 
480-481). Castells (1997) argued that the power of identity, which he sees mostly as 
creating sameness and attachments to communities (real, imagined), is that it can be 
used as a tool for collective mobilization, manufacturing consent, legitimization and 
dissent within but more importantly, also beyond the state. In the context of a 
perpetually interconnected world (a network society), having power lies in being 
able to impose identities and make people internalize them. In that sense identity is 
both a part of oneself and a (political, social) project crafted by those in power 
within a set of social structures.  

For the study of identity it is important to note that reflexivity implies that identity 
is always in the making, be it identity as a part of self or a political project. 
Analytically it is more fruitful to see it as a multidirectional process rather than 
stable characteristics that people 'have' (Brubaker and Cooper 2000). Finally, as 
observed already by Goffman (1978), identity as self-presentation always involves 
performance addressed to particular audiences. This is done primarily through 
speech but also through movement, gestures, emotions and facial expressions, 
clothing, use of objects and management of spaces. Some aspects of it can be done 
intentionally while some happen unreflexively, often exposing underlying 
ideological habits and routines (Billig 1995).  

The unspoken, affective and bodily aspects of identity have been a matter of debate 
and focus mostly in psychology, feminism and gender studies. In the context of 
nation-building research, there is a growing number of studies that pay attention to 
bodily performance and experiences as a meaningful way of expressing and 
building a sense of national belonging. The focus here lies in understanding how 
national identity is enacted through the body in everyday life (for example through 
clothing) but also in 'hot' national contexts like national dance, songs, parades or 
cheering for national sports teams (Ismer 2011; Militz and Schurr 2015). This 
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'beyond words' approach, which invites (and rests on) interdisciplinary methods for 
studying national identity has greatly inspired me to reflect upon the connection of 
affect and identity, which is the topic of Article II.  
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2. POST-SOVIET NATION-BUILDING 

The formation of new states after the collapse of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia 
provided a new stimulus for literature on nation-building and national identity. The 
post-Soviet region was interesting as the ethnic composition of newly emerged 
states has been in most cases very different from what it had been before Soviet 
migration and nation-building policies. At the same time, nation-building as 
implemented in newly independent states was largely based on nationalist 
definitions of freedom – that is that people want to be governed by those of their 
own culture (Mole 2012: 26). The tension between desired nation-states and factual 
multicultural societies prompted scholars to examine questions like how the Soviet 
definition of nationality and ethnicity impacted nation-building in newly emerged 
states and why nationalism as the organizing political principle replaced 
communism so easily in most of the former Soviet republics. It can be argued that 
three main bodies of literature have developed. The first one looks at the Soviet 
ideology and its “flirt” with nationalism and legacies of the Soviet nationality 
policies in today's states. The second one investigated legal, administrative and 
symbolic mechanisms of nation and state building employed by political elites 
across the post-Soviet space. The third one, perhaps the most recent and smallest 
one, looks at identity changes from the point of view of ordinary people, using 
mostly ethnographic material from the region.  

2.1. LEGACIES OF SOVIET NATION-BUILDING 
In general, scholars agree that the notion of nation and ethnic groups as objective 
entities that all people belong to was deeply ingrained in the Soviet ideology, 
making it one of the possible reasons why national categories prevail in the post-
Soviet states (Slezkine 1994; Hirsch 2005; Brubaker 1996). From an institutionalist 
perspective, the most cited factor that contributed to the salience of ethnic and 
national categorizations during and after Soviet regime was its ethno-federal system 
of administration, which constituted ethnocultural nations by granting them 
'autonomous' territories and recognizing their cultural, linguistic and historical 
particularity (Brubaker 1996, 2011; Slezkine 1994). Moreover, “Paralleling the 
national classification of territories was the national classification of persons. Every 
citizen was assigned an official ethnocultural ‘nationality’. This was ascribed at 
birth on the basis of descent, registered in personal documents and recorded in 
bureaucratic encounters.” (Brubaker 2011: 1787). The state registration of 
nationalities and ethnic groups created a tension in which from the ideological 
perspective, communism was to dismantle national sentiments but in practice and 
people's everyday experiences nationality was officially and informally maintained 
(Kuutma et al. 2012). Hostile towards individual's rights, the system promoted 
group rights, especially ethnic particularism (Slezkine 1994: 415). Upon the 
collapse of the Soviet Union, the division of the Union along ethnic lines had 
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practically been prepared by the diligent administrative and institutional promotion 
of ethnic groups (Brubaker 1996).  

Laura Adams (1999, 2010) reminds us that it is not only the administrative aspect 
that maintained a national vision of the world but also the the Soviet conception of 
nation and culture. In Soviet policies culture was a collective attribute of an ethnic 
group. The term 'nationality' (natsional’nost) 'resembled that of ethnos for both 
words signified ethnic affiliation and were used to distinguish ethnic communities 
from each other' (Kuutma et al. 2012: 52). Such a notion of the nation is derived 
from romantic nationalism, in which an ethnic group can be described by its clearly 
distinguishable mentality, set of practices, material objects, which all make a 
distinct homogeneous folk culture. According to this ideology, each nation and 
ethnic group organized in a hierarchy should have a distinct culture that should be 
preserved and developed in a manner mandated by the state (Adams 1999, 357-
360). Soviet ethnographers played a major role in creating the ethno-national 
system. Apart from preparing exhibitions and books about 'the peoples of the Soviet 
Union', they created national censuses and decided on the status and territory of 
ethnic groups (Hirsch 2005). This undertaking was directly politically important in 
the period of 'nativization' (korenizatsya), and beyond, which promoted 
representatives of titular Soviet nations in local government, bureaucracy and 
nomenklatura and the use of local languages. Although korenizatsya was abandoned 
when the Soviet policies shifted towards boosting the role of Russians as carriers of 
modernity, native language education went in parallel with the promotion of 
Russian as the language of interethnic communication. As argued by Gorenburg 
(2006: 276–277), this simultaneously contributed to processes of linguistic 
assimilation as well as ethnic reidentification. 

The paradox of Soviet nation-building is that it attempted to eradicate ethnic 
difference through linguistic and cultural assimilation and at the same time, it 
boosted self-understandings grounded in ethnicity (Slezkine 1994; Kuutma et al. 
2012). For this reason, Adams (1999: 363) suggests that the resulting Soviet 
definitions of nation and management were 'national in content and socialist in 
form', quite contrary to the anticipated effect. But the outcome of Soviet nationality 
policies varied across the country (Gorenburg 2006). Whereas in some countries of 
eastern Europe and the Baltic states, there was a strong sense of ethno-national 
identity which symbolically connected them to the pre-war nation-states, in other 
cases the Soviet policies were de facto first attempts of nation-building. For 
example, Central Asian republics had no prior experience of nationhood and 
statehood (Isaacs and Polese 2016: 7; Isaacs 2014) and the Soviets were responsible 
for both defining romantic national cultures and attempting to dismantle some of its 
parts considered harmful to the Soviet ideology (Adams 1999: 362).  

The focus on the Soviet nationality policy prompted scholars, especially in the early 
years after the collapse of the Union, to pose questions about the security and 
stability of the region. The institutionalization of ethnic and national identities and 
arbitrary delineation of national territories inspired scholars to analyse the 
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possibility of ethnic or religious conflicts across the region that would threaten the 
consolidation of new regimes, especially in the context of the violent ethno-
religious war in post-Yugoslavian countries (Kolstø 1993; Akiner 1993). Other 
scholars tried to project possible scenarios of identity changes, assimilation and 
loyalty issues amongst the 25 million Russophone diaspora present in post-Soviet 
countries (Vetik 1993; Kolstø 1996; Laitin 1998).  

2.2. IDENTITY POLITICS FROM THE TOP 
The context of the Soviet nation-building is indeed crucial to understand nation-
building processes in post-Soviet states. However, it can be argued that while in 
some countries the Soviets invented the nation and the new nation-building has 
carried on a lot of the Soviet policies, in others with a pre-Soviet strong national 
awareness like the Baltic states, it was also the resistance and negation of the Soviet 
policies that prompted a turn to nationalism, mainly in its ethnocultural form. 
Taking into account that historically it was mainly culture and ethnicity from which 
local elites drew legitimacy for creating Central and Eastern European nation-states, 
the quick jump to ethno-nationalism after communism disintegrated does not come 
as a surprise ( Schöpflin 2003). As put by Kuzio (2002), the primary theme of new 
identity politics of post-Soviet elites was to overcome the sense of political 
inferiority and cultural discrimination imposed by the former ruling power. 
Consequently, the issue of regaining national confidence and identity has been 
persistently employed in political discourse and policies throughout the transition 
period and beyond. Post-Soviet nation-building mostly took an ethnic direction and 
aimed at empowering titular ethnic majorities and diminishing the importance of the 
real and perceived Soviet/Russian influence (Kuzio 2002; Mole 2012; Kolstø 2014).  

The initial and still dominant approach to the post-Soviet nation-building has 
focused primarily on the state as the main actor of this process. Observing the 
formation of state institutions, scholars focused their attention on the discourses of 
political elites and the laws and policies being applied (Smith et al. 1998, Laitin 
1998, Kuzio 1998; Cummings 2006; Reigl and Vaško 2007). Roger Brubaker 
(1996, 2011) came up with a model of a 'nationalizing state' which has influenced 
academic thinking about the successor states for many years. A nationalizing state 
employs a variety of practices and policies that 'promote (1) the idea that the state 
contains a ‘core nation’ or nationality, understood in ethnocultural terms and 
distinguished from the citizenry or permanent resident population of the state as a 
whole; (2) a claim to ownership or primacy: the state is understood as the state of 
and for the core nation; (3) the claim that the core nation is in a weak or unhealthy 
condition; (4) the idea that state action is needed to strengthen the core nation, to 
promote its language, cultural flourishing, demographic robustness, economic 
welfare or political hegemony; and (5) the claim that such action is remedial or 
compensatory, needed to redress previous discrimination or oppression suffered by 
the core nation.' (Brubaker 2011: 1786).  
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Brubaker's model was widely employed but also met with some critique, for 
example Kuzio argued that in practice all states employ nationalizing policies, so 
the model of a nationalizing state applied in many post-Soviet states is not that 
different from nation-building that took place from the 18th century onwards in 
Western Europe. Polyethnic rights have been ignored on both sides of the classic 
East-West divide, he argues (Kuzio 2001: 135). In 2011 Brubaker revisited his 
model, saying that nationalizing projects do not necessarily produce their intended 
results, while nationalizing processes may occur even in the absence of expressly 
nationalizing discourses or policies (Brubaker 2011: 1789). Nevertheless, the model 
of the nationalizing state attracted significant scholarly attention (Smith et al. 1998; 
Bohr 1998; Ferrando 2008).  

Another important branch of literature studied symbolic nation-building across the 
region, namely strategies of consolidation of identity enacted by the state using a 
plethora of cultural and historical symbols (Kolstø 1999, 2006, 2014). This 
approach is based on the observation that apart from institutional tools, post-Soviet 
elites referred to historical and cultural symbols to create a sense of nationhood in a 
population. This was done by a variety of discursive and material actions, which 
have been carefully examined by the scholars of the region. A number of scholars 
analysed the efforts of the successor states to reclaim national historiography and 
collective memory (Kuzio 2002; Tamm 2008; Smith 2008; Selg and Rutsoo 2014) 
through (re)introducing of important days and symbols from the point of view of 
national history such as independence, day of the national flag or national language 
(Seljamaa 2012); 'nationalizing' the physical public spaces by erecting new (or 
removing old) monuments to national heroes and important events (Seljamaa 2012; 
Brüggemann and Kasekamp 2008; Polese and Horak 2015); establishing national 
and history museums (Datunashvili 2017); grand architectural projects (Menga 
2016), or remodelling capital cities (Grant 2014; Fauve 2015). 

2.3. RESEARCH INTO NON-ELITE VIEWS ON THE NATION  
In recent year, hand in hand with the world literature on nationalism, there is a 
growing interest in research into how ordinary people experience identity in the 
post-Soviet countries. As regional scholars seem to have exhausted the topic of 
institutional foundations of nation-building, its banal, everyday and informal 
aspects have still not been fully researched. The debates focused on top-down 
strategies on nation-building, as well as new empirical data from the region 
gathered 15-20 years after the initial studies have shown at least two important 
things. First, the state has no monopoly over the creation of identities, which 
sometimes takes a different trajectory than expected (Brubaker 2011). The vision of 
the nation proposed by the state might simply not be accepted by some parts of the 
society or confronted with alternative ones, especially that in many post-Soviet 
countries the trust in elites is rather low (Isaacs 2014). Second, there are non-
political spheres of life where national identities are constantly enacted and which 
have been omitted in the study of the region: daily life interactions, vernacular 
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discourses, literature, media, popular culture and many others that are beyond the 
realm of the state, yet form an experience of identity (Bassin and Kelly 2012; Isaacs 
2014; Seliverstova 2016a, 2016b, Morris 2005; Siiner et al. 2017). The new, 
emerging form studies which are usually qualitative, ethnographic labour-intensive 
look beyond grand discourses, policies and key political figures in order to 
investigate identity performances from the bottom-up perspective, which allows us 
to expose identity strategies that work in parallel to official measures of nation-
building. A passage from a study of everyday ethnicities in a Romanian city of Cluj 
with a significant Hungarian minority very aptly summarizes the general departure 
point of many new studies of identity in the post-Soviet space: 

'An outside observer, reading the local newspapers, Hungarian or Romanian, might 
well get the impression that there were serious tensions between “the Hungarians” 
and “the Romanians.” And a researcher coming to town for a brief visit to study 
ethnopolitical contention, and meeting with representatives of the mayor’s office, 
the DAHR, local NGOs, and journalists, might have had that impression confirmed. 
Yet had that researcher stayed longer and settled into the rhythms of everyday life, 
she would have been hard-pressed to find evidence of that tension among ordinary 
Clujeni' (Brubaker et al. 2006: 6). 

The variety of analytical tools used to explore the informal aspects of identity in the 
post-Soviet region is impressive (from ethnographies of communities, schools, or 
celebrations to work on cinema or consumption) so presenting a whole picture is 
almost a hopeless task. Nevertheless, from the point of interest of this dissertation, 
the works of Laura Adams (1999, 2010) about Uzbek nation-building deserve 
attention. Using ethnographic fieldwork, Adams investigated the production of the 
notion of the Uzbek nation through national holidays and mass spectacles, 
especially Navro’z, the spring equinox celebration, and Independence Day. She 
used interviews with cultural workers, choreographers, and organizers of these 
events to reveal the new dynamics of Uzbek nation-building; rather than rejecting 
the Soviet-made idea of the nation, it instead appropriates it using cultural 
spectacles as one of its means.  

Rico Isaacs (2014) investigates the role of cinema as a tool of nation-building in 
Kazakhstan. Through analysis of film plots, characters and settings, he exposes that 
the elite-made vision of the Kazakh nation is complemented or even contested by 
other discourses of the nation present in Kazakh cinematic works. Eleanor Knott 
(2015) also investigates the contested nature of nation-building in the post-Soviet 
space. She interviewed everyday social actors to reveal the dynamics of national 
identifications amongst kin majorities in Moldova and Crimea. She concluded that 
people tend to define themselves more in terms of assemblages of ethnic, cultural, 
political, linguistic, and territorial identities than in mutually exclusive census 
categories (Knott 2015a, 2015b).  

A group of scholars used consumption practices as an analytical lens to investigate 
identity performance. Jeremy Morris' (2005) study of advertisements of tobacco and 
alcohol products in Russia shows how statements about what is 'Russian' are 
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perpetuated and remade through marketing. Oleksandra Seliverstova (2017), Anna 
Pechurina (2015) and Anu Kannike (2009) all used the practice of decorating home 
interior as an entry point to understanding daily life expressions of identity. 
Seliverstova (2016) interviewed Russian and Ukrainian speakers in the city of L'viv 
about their preferences in home decoration and renovation. Her study demonstrates 
the everyday importance of the material aspect of performing identity. She found 
out that many of her respondents have things (such as linen table clothes, pictures, 
religious icons) which they associate more with the nation than official symbols like 
the national flag. Home is a site where the vernacular, alternative identity symbols 
are often displayed. 

All these works (and many others, the overview of which is beyond the scope of 
this chapter) reveal the complexities and dynamism of identity formation across the 
post-Soviet region. Based on in-depth studies and ethnographic evidence, they shed 
new light on the problem of whether and how the top-down policies are received 
and remade by ordinary people through time, and depending on political context. In 
that way they offer a great opportunity for meaningful comparison across cases, 
grounded in evidence from people, real experiences, opinions and activities.  
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3. IDENTITY POLITICS IN ESTONIA 

3.1. INSTITUTIONAL MEASURES OF NATION-BUILDING AFTER 1991 
Estonia celebrates two independence days. The first one, on 24 February 
commemorates the first independent statehood established in 1918. It is in fact the 
'main' independence day when official celebrations and military parades are held. It 
is also the date from which the official 'age' of the state is counted. The second 
independence, celebrated on 20 August reminds citizens about the restoration of 
independence in 1991 after the collapse of the Soviet Union. It was introduced only 
in 1996, after being rejected by the first parliament between 1992 and 1995 (Pettai 
2007: 424). The two dates and the different significance attributed to them are a 
good departure point towards understanding the process of nation-building in 
contemporary Estonia. They reveal the basic principle upon which the Estonian 
state and nation-building have been enacted, namely legal restorationism (Pettai 
2007; Mole 2012), according to which the current Republic of Estonia is a legal 
continuation of the inter-war state. In the perspective of Estonian national history, 
reproduced by many politicians and historians, the time of Estonian Socialist Soviet 
Republic, between 1940 and 1991 should be called occupation, since the de facto 
annexation to the Soviet Union based on the Ribbentrop-Molotov pact has been 
deemed illegal. This stance is proclaimed in the first sentence of the Estonian 
(re)independence declaration:  

'The Estonian SSR Supreme Soviet affirms that the occupation of the Republic of 
Estonia by the USSR on June 17, 1940 has not interrupted the existence of the 
Republic of Estonia de jure. The territory of the Republic of Estonia continues to be 
occupied to this day.' 

Therefore Estonia does not see itself as a Soviet successor state, and the term 'post-
Soviet' is often perceived as pejorative. Legal restorationism has been the 
touchstone of building state institutions but has also impacted how elites and 
ordinary people interpreted the Soviet times, as well as the Soviet, Russian-
speaking diaspora who arrived in Estonia (and other Soviet republics) as a result of 
Russification and industrialization policy. In 1934 1.1 million people lived in 
Estonia, of whom 88% were Estonians and 8% Russians (1934 census in 
Lewandowski 2001: 96). By 1989, it is estimated that the proportion of ethnic 
Estonians fell to 61% and the vast majority of Russian speakers did not speak 
Estonian (Vetik 2012). In this least populous of Baltic states, the rapid change of 
the demographic situation as well as the restorationist discourse resulted in a 
situation where the Soviet immigrants were deemed illegal and Estonia did not want 
to bear any legal responsibility for the newcomers. The Russian speakers were not 
seen so much in terms of ethnicity but rather as a potential political and 
demographic threat to the continuance of the state (cf. Pettai 2007).  
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In terms of legal measures, othering and marginalization swere made official 
through a series of rather strict policies on citizenship and language (Laitin 1996; 
Siiner 2006; Järve 2009; Hogan-Brun et al. 2008; Rannut 2004, 2008; Brüggemann 
and Kasekamp 2008; Vihalemm and Hogan-Brun 2013) but also discursively by 
key political figures (Mole 2012; Selg and Rutsoo 2014; Jansen 2013: 6-8). Latvia 
and Estonia, in contrast to Lithuania who gave citizenship to all residents who 
wanted it, implemented demanding requirements for naturalization. All people who 
arrived to Estonian and Latvian territory during the Soviet period and could not 
prove their citizenship, nor their own birth or that of parent or grandparent within 
state borders before the Soviet annexation (1940), had to pass a language and state 
exam. The policies based on historical criteria defined the relationship to the state in 
terms of long-lasting and culturally profound relationship to the land (Berg 2002). 
Consequently, the Russian-speaking population that arrived in Estonia as a result of 
Soviet policies was considered illegal and excluded from the national demos unless 
they were naturalized (Vetik 1993). These ethnic policies resulted in a further 
segmentation of the population and naturalization of the view that there are two 
linguistically and culturally different ethnic communities in Estonia.  

In terms of symbolic measures, the Estonian state restored pre-Soviet national 
symbols, as well as national holidays that celebrate national historical narratives, 
the Finno-Ugric heritage of Estonia, and the language. Those include the Native 
Language Day (1999), the Flag Day (2004), the Resistance Fighting Day (2007), 
the Day of Remembrance for Victims of Communism and Nazism (2009), and the 
Tribe Day (2011) dedicated to the Finno-Ugric language kinship (Seljamaa 2012: 
52). An important part of the nation-building process was reclaiming national 
history through establishing heritage sites, museums, monuments and historical 
writing (Velmet 2011; Tamm 2013). It is worth noting that many key political 
figures, such Mart Laar (first prime minister of independent Estonia) are trained 
historians (Selg and Rutsoo 2014). Marek Tamm summarized that 'Estonian 
memory politics during the re-independence period has been characterised by a 
clear desire to establish a more or less unified conception of the events of Estonia’s 
recent past, and to shape collective memory with the help of laws, regulations, and 
monuments' (2013: 667). While the period of national movement was sacralized 
(Tamm 2013; Selg and Rutsoo 2014), the Soviet time was declared alien and illegal, 
as was the presence of Russophones who had come to the Baltic states during that 
time (Jordan 2013, 6-7).  

However, the ideal of a Western modern multicultural society where cultural 
differences are accepted and the rights of minorities protected, which Estonia and 
the other two Baltic states aspired to be, contributed to a gradual softening of the 
citizenship regulations. Joining EU and also NATO was not only a matter of 
security but also the anticipated Estonia's 'return to Europe' after years of forced 
separation (Feldman 2001; Kuus 2002; Berg 2002). The EU exerted some pressure 
on Latvia and Estonia to resolve the issue of political disenfranchisement of 
Russians before the enlargement, but it has never threatened to block the process 
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because of legal restorationism in domestic ethnopolitics (Pettai 2007). With time, 
Estonia did make some concessions to non-citizens on its territory. For instance, 
since 1996 persons with no Estonian citizenship can vote in local elections. The 
latest amendment to the Citizenship Law (2015) guarantees a right to acquire 
Estonian citizenship to children whose both parents have undetermined citizenship; 
moreover, the language exam has been simplified for applicants over 65 years old 
and limited to only the oral part3. As of January 1 2016, 84.2% of Estonia’s 
population held Estonian citizenship, 9.7% were citizens of other countries (6.7% 
hold citizenship of the Russian Federation), and 6.1% (80 010) were of 
undetermined citizenship. The share of persons of undetermined citizenship in 
Estonia has decreased from 32% in 1992 to 6.1% in January 2016, which can be 
considered a significant progress in resolving the issue of illegality of Soviet 
migrants (Source: Ministry of the Interior, Population Register).  

Understanding Russophones as immigrants and 'the other' in the Estonian nation-
state recreated the idea that there are two different communities within the country 
and thus that a common ground as well as one national identity has yet to be built 
(cf. Vetik 2012). Integration efforts were strongly recommended by Western 
international organizations (OSCE) that feared an eruption of ethnic conflicts in 
Central Eastern Europe. International and domestic factors resulted in the creation 
of a series of integration programmes (for an overview see e.g. Vetik 2012: 29-31) 
that aimed at bringing the perceived two ethnic communities closer. The latest plan, 
called 'Integration Estonia' and estimated at over 42 million euro, aims 'to increase 
social cohesion and ensure the social inclusion of people with different linguistic 
and cultural backgrounds'4. A huge part of it is aimed at improving the skills in the 
official language amongst adults, and another one is youth work activities, through 
which a further inter-ethnic integration is anticipated. Also, a separate state 
foundation – the Non-Estonians Integration Foundation (later renamed to the 
Integration and Migration Foundation 'Our People') was established in 1998. Its 
purpose is to further integration, boost civil society and in recent years, to support 
migrants who settle in Estonia as well as Estonians who want to come back to the 
country.  

3.2. CONTEMPORARY SCHOLARSHIP ON IDENTITY AND 
INTEGRATION IN ESTONIA 
Estonian nation-building and integration issues received a lot of attention from both 
domestic and international scholars. An overview of literature that analyses the 
country's citizenship and language policies can be found in Article II and a related 
article in Journal of Baltic Studies (Pawłusz 2016), and will thus be skipped here. 
Instead, this chapter focuses on works that researched Estonian integration policies, 
from formulation to reception amongst people. This is a useful analytical lens, as to 
                                                 
3 http://estonia.eu/about-estonia/society/citizenship.html, accessed on 26 January 2017. 
4 Full description is available at: http://www.kul.ee/en/integrating-estonia-2020 
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a large extent, the programmes and the answer to them expose the common thinking 
about the nation in Estonia and the founding ideas for its nation-building. 
Moreover, the scholarship on identity patterns of minority and majority groups will 
be discussed.  

One of the most comprehensive recent studies in integration policies and everyday 
experience of identity in Estonia has been done by Elo-Hanna Seljamaa (2012). She 
combined document analysis with classic ethnographic fieldwork in Tallinn to 
reveal formal and everyday aspects of imagining the nation in contemporary 
Estonia. In her conclusions, she argues that Estonian integration policies cannot be 
easily interpreted: they blend the rhetoric of ethnonationalism, Soviet nationality 
policies and liberal multiculturalism. On the one hand, they promote 
incommensurability and equality of cultures but on the other hand, they reinforce 
the Estonian-centred nation-state. Moreover, the perspective on minorities is very 
historicized; they are defined through cultural heritage rather than their current 
cultural, social and political interests and roles (Seljamaa 2012, iii-iv). According to 
her results, such formulated policies may in fact further the real and perceived 
separateness of Estonians and Russophones. In the same vein, Tove Malloy (2009) 
pointed to the legal tension within the policy: even though Estonian integration 
policy supported pluralism, the Constitution clearly states the leading role of 
Estonian culture and the state as its guardian. This leads her to a conclusion that the 
state promotes a 'fictive pluralism for some and not for others'. The same feature is 
identified by Raivo Vetik (2012). In their comprehensive study on Estonian 
integration efforts, Vetik and his collaborators argue that so far, and apart from 
some successes, national integration programmes focused mostly on the Estonian 
language learning among Russian speakers, leaving out these aspects of integration, 
which would presume an effort also on the side of the majority group (2012: 35). 
Malte Brosig (2008) points to the lack of inclusion of Russian speakers as equal 
partners and decision-makers in the integration policies. Several studies provided 
evidence that Russian speakers doubt the intentions of the Estonian state and 
perceive state-initiated integration, as well as language and education policies as 
state-driven assimilation rather than meaningful integration (Vetik 2012, 
Nimmerfeldt 2009; Schulze 2012). Vetik, Kalev and Nimmerfeldt (2012) point out 
that the ethnic politics of Estonia, perceived as assimilative pressure and 
establishing an ethnic hierarchy, make many Russian speakers employ a 'reactive 
identity', which is characterized by a confrontation with the other ('the Estonians') 
and leads to a low identification with Estonia (Vetik et al. 2006). This hinders 
integration and prevents nation-building (which they define as sharing a common 
public sphere and mutual trust in the society) from being successful, as at least one 
third of the Russian speaking population lacks emotional attachment to the country 
they reside in. 

An important turning point in the study of the effectiveness of Estonian ingratiation 
policies was the so-called 'War on Monuments', a series of events and public 
discussions revolving around the difference between 'Estonian' and 'Russian' 
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memory of WWII and the Soviet Union. Specifically, the conflict over the removal 
of the Soviet Bronze soldier monument in Tallinn that culminated in street riots 
reached international media and the scholarly community (see, e.g. Smith 2008, 
Brüggemann and Kasekamp 2008, Ehala 2009, Tamm 2013; Selg 2013). 
Nimmerfeldt et al. (2011) note, the protesters in the centre of Tallinn in 2007 were 
proficient in Estonian, so acquisition of the national language does not mean an 
automatic identification with the state, as initially anticipated in state integration 
policies. Cheskin (2015) observed that the event brought the phenomenon of (often 
conflicting) collective memories to the attention of policy-makers. In the abundance 
of literature on memory politics that emerged after the 2007 riots (Tamm 2012; 
Kasekamp and Brüggemann 2008; Smith 2008), it can be read that one of the 
challenges to social cohesion in Estonia is the difference in the perceptions of the 
Soviet times. In contrast to the official grand historical discourse of the Estonian 
state, Russian speakers are more likely to oppose the idea that the Baltic States were 
forcibly annexed to the Soviet Union, and by and large associate the Soviet times 
with welfare and socio-economic security (Cheskin 2015; Wertsch 2008). This 
might result in a rejection of the nationalizing efforts of the state in which the 
memory of the Soviet past is based upon a common understanding of collective 
victimhood under Soviet rule, thus excluding the Russian-speaking minority from 
this state-building memory community (Kasekamp and Brüggemann 2008, 426). 
Also, the influence of Russia through consumption of Russian media (Cheskin 
2015) contributes to the fact that Estonian and Russian speakers live in two 
different information zones (Siiner 2012)5. Consequently we can see that language 
skills, access to citizenship, and socio-economic well-being (the so called structural 
aspects of integration), contrary to expectations of policy makers, are not the only 
factors that determine the levels of social and identificational integration and it is 
the perhaps cultural identification that is missing (Cheskin 2015; Vetik 2012).  

At the same time, there is a growing number of studies that point to the 
exaggeration of the vision of an ethnic conflict and warn against assuming there are 
two ethnic communities of different memories and customs who live separately 
making the society bifurcated along linguistic and cultural lines (a view often 
perpetuated in top-down identity studies). Seljamaa, who convincingly questions 
the general rationale of integration policies, argues that the perceived 
incommensurability of cultures and memories (that the integration policy targets, 
yet recreates) does not hold up in everyday life, where the Soviet, Estonian, and 
Russian overlap and merge (2012, iv.) In extension to studies which highlighted the 
fragmented, multiple identities of Russian speakers in Estonia (Laitin 1998, 2003; 
Vihalemm and Masso 2007; Toots and Idnurm 2012; Vetik, Nimmerfeldt and Taru 
2006; Kruusvall, Berry and Vetik 2009; Nimmerfeldt 2009; Vihalemm and Kalmus 
2009; Nimmerfeldt, Schulze and Taru 2011; Cheskin 2015) but not Estonian 

                                                 
5 It is worth noting that the issue of separated information zones has been increasingly addressed 
by launching channels of Estonian television and editions of national newspapers and news 
portals in Russian. 
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identity, Seljamaa points to the actual pragmatic interdependence of individuals of 
multiple identities that inhabit a common space. She calls it 'commonality'. 
Commonality and interdependence do not mean that perception of differences 
dissolves, nevertheless the hegemonic narratives largely maintained by the state and 
implemented through policies do not capture the full complexity of people's 
experiences and identity performances, of Estonians and Russophones alike (ibid). 
Alina Pfoser points to the same deficiencies of the Estonian hegemonic narrative of 
restoration and othering the Soviet past. Through her study of identity discourses 
amongst residents of Narva, the third largest and predominantly Russian-speaking 
city in Estonia located on the border with Russia, she shows that the memory of the 
Soviet times continues to impact how people experience national identity and 
perceive the nation today. For many, the Soviet times, present through individual 
and family memories, as well as seen in everyday life in the landscape of the city 
and its surroundings cannot be simply abruptly removed and alienated as it has been 
done in the official restorationist narrative. The same conclusion is suggested by 
Martinez (2016) after his ethnographic study of material culture (for example local 
bazaars in Tallinn) and generational change in Estonia. Oleksandra Seliverstova 
(2016, 2017a, 2017b), who relied on the everyday approach to identity formation in 
Estonia and Ukraine, concluded that Russian speakers in both countries often reject 
official national narratives but this does not mean they do not identify with the 
country they reside in. Instead, she argues, it can be observed that in such cases 
people find new national meanings in everyday culture (through consumption of 
food products or designing home interiors) and create alternative identity markers 
through which they associate themselves with the imagined national community of 
the territory on which they reside.  

Thus it can be argued that even though state policies have tremendous significance 
in how the nation is perceived by Russian and Estonian speakers, it is perhaps the 
study of how people reproduce or challenge given narratives in their everyday life 
practices and interactions that sheds light on how the process of integration and 
identity formation develops. It can be argued after Martinez (2016) that the 
everyday life is not only a backdrop to political events but a major site where 
subjectivities are constructed. What is more, he argues, the change towards a more 
integrated pluralistic society is being made because of generational replacement 
(and not necessarily integrative policies), which makes some ways of perceiving 
history or majority-minority relations simply obsolete (cf. Saar 2015). In addition to 
this, Toots and Idnurm (2012) cite improved civic education in Estonian schools as 
a factor that has supported inclusive attitudes in younger generations. Korts (2009), 
Vihalemm and Kalmus (2009) in turn point to consumerist, globalized culture, 
while Laitin (2003), Europeanization and the multiculturalism paradigm as factors 
that influenced young Estonian and Russian speakers’ general identity patterns (cf. 
Cheskin 2016 on the same issue in Latvia).  

This dissertation takes up a few threads in Estonian nation-building that remain 
understudied. First, it revisits production of identity narratives of the majority from 
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an informal point of view. As argued by Amon Cheskin (2015), a majority of 
studies in Baltic nation-building focused on the identity choices of Russian 
speakers, neglecting or taking for granted identity construction of the so-called 
majority groups. This dissertation looks in particular at a well-known Estonian 
identity marker – the national song celebration (laulupidu). The event has attracted 
some attention from folklorists and historians who largely focused on its function as 
a communal identity expression (Kuutma 1996, 1998) or a vehicle of non-violent 
political mobilization (Šmidchens 1996, 2014; Aarelaid-Tart and Kannike 2004). 
Brüggemann and Kasekamp (2014) analysed the changing meanings and roles of 
the national song festival since its beginning until the Singing Revolution. Contrary 
to popular expectations that the participation in the song celebration and singing 
societies would decline as the festival ceases to be needed as a protest mechanism, 
it turns out that the number of people who keep singing remains quite stable.6 This 
dissertation takes it from there and analyses laulupidu in the context of the 
contemporary society. In particular, it pays attention to the discursive exclusion and 
factual inclusion of Russian speakers (cf. Pawłusz 2016), as well as affect and 
performance as key aspects of the festival that are also constitutive of what is 
experienced as “Estonian” and “other”. Understanding affective aspects of 
nationalism is crucial, taking into account that most studies pointed to the weak 
emotional attachment of Russian speakers to the country and nation and a missing 
cultural link to the nation (Cheskin 2015). Second, the phenomenon of national? 
branding of Estonian heritage (also the musical one) is studied to show how 
familiar, culture-oriented narratives of the nation gain new life and recognition 
amongst the locals through commercial practices aimed first and foremost at global 
community (such as branding the national airport). Finally, the realm of popular 
culture and music production is examined to show the agency of different, non-
political figures such as musicians as actors of nation-building in contemporary 
Estonia.  

  

                                                 
6 According to the Estonian Statistical Office, between 1999 and 2009 the number of choir singers 
has remained nearly the same, whereas the number of people involved in hobby groups has 
decreased by half. Statistic Estonia, News release no. 73, 2009, http://www.stat.ee/34512, 
accessed January, 26 2015. 
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4. METHODOLOGY 

4.1. RESEARCH DESIGN 
The main research problem of this thesis consists of non-traditional (informal, 
spontaneous, non-elite) ways of nation-building in the post-Soviet context. This 
study investigates how the ideas of nationhood are created, performed, and narrated 
through celebratory, informal and everyday practices. Although it focuses mainly 
on the informal, it does not draw a firm line between the state-led nation-building 
policies and informal mechanisms of identity construction. Rather, it argues that 
those are intertwined and complimentary aspects of the same process and one 
cannot be fully understood without the other.  

In terms of research design, this thesis is based on an interpretative qualitative 
approach (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012). The compound name - qualitative 
interpretative - is used to signal ontological constructivism and interpretivism as the 
epistemological basis of this qualitative project. Constructivism may be defined in 
many ways. In this project it is defined generally as a view in which the social 
world is continuously constructed, interpreted and experienced intersubjectively by 
individuals in symbolic interactions in attempting to establish a meaningful reality. 
In terms of epistemology, constructivism pairs with interpretativism (Jemielniak 
2012: 80). Interpretativists are concerned with meaning-making by individuals but 
also pay attention to social structures which enable and condition such meanings, 
bearing in mind that research is just another of its manifestations.  

Thus the analytical focus here is on how and when the nation as a category of 
seeing the world becomes relevant (Brubaker et al. 2004, Fox and Millder-Idriss 
2008), how it is used and how different actors (re)create intersubjective meanings of 
the nation ('Estonian', 'non-Estonian' etc.) through the use of language, symbols, 
routines, choices, emotional acts and rituals. The boundaries of the nation as a 
category, its cognitive content and ways of contestation are also in the scope of the 
research (Adams 2009; Fox 2016). 

Locating this research within the constructivist paradigm influences the type of 
questions that can be asked. A set of questions I kept posing throughout this 
research are:  

How and when do different actors perform and reproduce the sense of national 
identity (in national celebrations, everyday life, leisure time etc.)? 

How do they make sense of concepts such as 'nation' or 'state' and categories like 
'Estonian' and 'Russian'? 

How do informal practices related to identity resonate with or challenge the elite-
led nation-building efforts (e.g. language policy) in Estonia? 
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This set of questions with which I entered the field has been revised and expanded 
several times. The revision of research questions after creating and collecting data is 
characteristic to abductive reasoning and iterative research cycle. Abductive inquiry 
starts with the observation of a particular phenomenon and subsequently moves 
towards hypotheses or claims formation (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012; 
Charmaz 2006). In this case the fieldwork started with a participant observation of 
the National Song Festival (laulupidu) in 2014 which made me realise that what 
matters is not only what people say but also what they do and how they feel about 
the nation. This prompted a new question of: 

What is the role of performance and affect in experiencing and maintaining a sense 
of identity? How is emotional attachment to 'the nation' ('language', 'national 
culture' etc.) constructed and when is it experienced?  

This research was thus hardly a linear process. Generating data, new research 
questions, formulating claims and pursuing new literature were all intertwined. In 
general, this research can be described as an attempt to mediate between the 
anthropological tradition of staying close to the data and letting it lead the research 
('emic' perspective) and using concepts and research strategies created by and 
meaningful to the academic community ('etic' perspective), characteristic more of 
political science and sociology. This sometimes, and especially in the beginning, 
created a tension between finalizing research questions and choosing case studies 
structured according to pre-chosen key concepts on one hand, and “following” the 
data on the other. In the end, I prioritized what I discovered in the field and let it 
influence further fieldwork as well as the theoretical framework. Namely, I started 
with an investigation of a national ritual - the song celebration, and this led me to 
studying branding and the commodification of national cultural heritage; and from 
there, to investigating the making and consuming of nationhood through popular 
music, which often draws inspiration from the tradition of choral singing. The three 
studied phenomena are closely interlinked but also form separate cases that reflect 
different stages of development of this research and can be read independently. 

4.2. TYPES OF DATA AND ITS GENERATION 
Most of the data for this research had no prior existence, therefore I prefer to talk 
about how it was "generated" rather than "collected". Since the research questions 
involved exploring people's' perceptions, points of view, behaviours, emotions and 
performances embedded in cultural settings, various types of data occurred that 
reflected the varieties of human activity. I was interested in acts (performances of 
joint singing at festivals, national celebrations, local celebrations), actors (laulupidu 
organizers, conductors, members of choral singing associations, musicians, 
branding specialists etc.), sites (museums, exhibitions, choral singing venues, 
branded public spaces), as well as language use and discourse (policy documents, 
relevant websites, media articles, tourism brochures, Estonian literature, movies 
etc.). The focus on informal actions, affects, performances and various aspects of 
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the everyday was a methodological challenge and required a lot of creativity and 
elasticity in deciding what research methods best serve to answer the research 
questions. A methodological reflection accompanied this research from the 
beginning, and eventually led to developing a separate study of methods and 
methodological hints that can be used when studying informal and everyday aspects 
of nationhood, details of which are presented in Article I. This chapter provides an 
expansion to the article by listing and discussing written data sources, as well as 
providing new reflections on interviewing and observing, which were not included 
in Article I. 

4.2.1. Living in the field 
In principle, three basic methods were used to generate evidence: observation (with 
various degree of participation), interviewing, and analysis of research-relevant 
written and visual materials (some of which were products of fieldwork, namely 
photos and field notes, whereas some were external to the research experience, e.g. 
exhibitions, posters, websites and the like). All these data production/collection 
methods have been embedded in my experience of living in Estonia, which meant I 
was never really outside of my fieldwork. Since the beginning of this research I 
have lived in Tallinn, a city which is roughly 50% Russian speaking, if we count the 
mother tongue. I had contact with Estonia before and the political context of the 
country in particular was familiar to me already several years prior to my move 
here. For the first 1,5 years, I lived in Kadriorg, one of the central, most prestigious 
neighbourhoods where the presidential palace and park and the national song 
festival grounds are located. This is very much the postcard Tallinn. Then I moved 
in to Pelguranna, a residential district in Northern Tallinn (Põhja-Tallinn), inhabited 
mostly by Russian speakers. Pelguranna is a part of Kopli, a peninsular industrial 
neighbourhood infamous for the high rate of drug addiction. As described once by a 
friend of mine, 'mentally, for Estonians, Kopli is an island', by which she meant that 
the neighbourhood is symbolically and emotionally distant for many ethnic 
Estonians. In comparison to the surrounding hip neighbourhood of Kalamaja, Kopli, 
with its post-industrial landscape and relatively few residential areas, seems 
underdeveloped and forgotten. There is a different, even contrasting 'feel' between 
the two areas that I lived in. While Kadriorog is a picture-perfect tourist area with 
wooden houses considered traditional and typically Estonian, Pelguranna with its 
Soviet era 3 to 9-storey panel houses and significantly poorer residents has more of 
a 'post-Soviet' vibe. Kopli is considered by many locals to be 'Russian' and because 
of that, an undesirable place to live, which became clear when I was asked again 
and again why I chose to live there. My place of living was a conversation starter 
very many times. That enabled me to learn about the process and practices of 
labelling places as 'Russian' or 'Estonian' and the meanings, stereotypes and 
perceptions that stand behind such labels.  

This experience of living in the field and in two distinctive neighbourhoods was 
crucial for every step of this study. I could completely immerse myself in Estonia. I 
became a resident of Tallinn; the society, culture, history in which the locals live 
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became the context of my daily life. I had the chance to observe everyday 
interactions and performances of identity - in the food shop, shopping centre, at a 
bus stop or on the local beach. For three years I was never outside of the field. What 
is more – as a resident of Estonia, with time understanding the language better – I 
became not only an observer but also a subject and participant of the ongoing 
nation-building processes. Just as everyone else in Estonia, I was exposed to 
national TV, newspapers, street advertisements, branding of food products I buy 
regularly or airlines I travelled with so many times. I learnt the dates of national 
holidays through observing when the national flags were displayed on my street or 
on public buses. All those everyday experiences contributed pieces of empirical and 
analytical insights that amount to this thesis.  

4.2.2. Observation 
In the course of my stay in Estonia (from 2014 onwards) I did two kinds of 
observations which I call spontaneous and planned ones. My observations included 
four kinds of events. First, I observed choral singing events, such as the National 
Song Festival, the punk version of the song festival in Rakvere, a folk festival in 
Viljandi, a German song festival in Tartu and many other small concerts and 
festivals. I also visited local music and choral singing schools in Tallinn, Narva and 
Sillamäe in eastern, mostly Russian-speaking Estonia. Second, I did observation at 
choir rehearsals in Tallinn, thanks to the kind invitation of the Tallinn Old Town 
Choir. Third, I followed the Tallinn rock and folk music scene and observations 
done there, especially at bigger rock and folk concerts, which resulted in the focus 
on popular music as a vehicle of identity making. Fourth, for the paper on branding 
the national heritage, I did observation at major tourist sites in Tallinn including the 
Tallinn airport.  

Observation poses many challenges. The researcher lacks control over the unfolding 
events, cannot easily replicate the observation and remains the primary "instrument" 
of it. Accepting that all observation is partial, the scrutiny and systematicity of 
observation is achieved through exposing possible biases: related to the researcher's 
prior knowledge or characteristics, or general, like the likelihood that rare, unusual 
events will be more closely observed than the commonplace events (DeWalt and 
DeWalt 2012: 90). In doing observations, I paid attention to the 'storyline' of the 
event, segments of action, main characters, symbols, arrangements of the site; I 
tried to distinguish regular activities from variable, situational items, look for 
inconsistencies, tensions and puzzles. I casually spoke to the people around me and 
documented the events with a camera. Observation involved seeing, analysing as 
well as empathizing (to the extent one can truly feel for others), which has 
increasingly been acknowledged as an important way to engage in fieldwork 
(Davies and Spencer 2012). I wrote down my observations trying to achieve a 'thick 
description (Geertz 1973) that not merely describes what happened but also 
interprets it in a wider context. It would also be virtually impossible to write 
fieldwork notes without reflecting on my own experiences and reactions. Often 
fieldwork notes were the first step in the process of analysis of what I observed. 
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Throughout my stay in Estonia I kept a diary, which was a good way to describe, 
reflect and interpret my daily life observations. 

Observation (planned and spontaneous) was particularly suited to explore "tacit" 
aspects of national identity such as emotions, body language, feelings of discomfort 
etc. Paying attention to these might help to unravel conflict or ambiguity that would 
not have appeared if one were to study only what individuals articulate. 
Observations proved indispensable for seeing the collective and 'hot' aspect of 
nationhood in the affective practice of joint singing or cheering for a rock band. 
Such moments can be narrated in interviews but it does not do justice to the extent 
of how people construct their belonging through actions, body and emotions. 
Furthermore, observation invites to use all senses to gather data, to feel, smell, 
touch, and see. This naturally makes the physical environment a relevant site of 
research, in which one can trace how things, objects, fabrics, pictures, flags, clothes 
and all the ways people use them in space and time come to reflect notions of 
belonging, inclusion/exclusion and power. 

4.2.3. Interviewing 
During fieldwork (April 2014- November 2016) two types of interviews were done – 
informal ones that accompanied participant observations or situations/meetings which 
were not initially planned as fieldwork but brought some relevant data; and more 
formal interviews (over 30) arranged with purposely chosen actors. My primary focus 
was individuals involved in organizing the national song celebration and other choral 
singing events, belong to organizations linked to choral singing, conductors, choir 
leaders or editors of publications on the tradition. In the subsequent stage I 
interviewed persons that execute branding strategies (marketing specialists, editors of 
branding materials), but also employees of museums and heritage organizations. In 
the third round of interviews I spoke to musicians, young conductors and composers 
who fuse modern pop, rock or classical music with folk inspirations.  

The choice of informants was revised during the research process and influenced by 
encounters during fieldwork. Therefore, instead of talking about 'sampling', which 
originates in probability and the goal of generalizing the magnitude or distribution 
of certain features, the principles of 'exposure' and 'mapping' were used. Schwartz-
Shea and Yanow (2012: 84–87) write that the goal of mapping is to maximize 
research-relevant variety in the researcher's exposure to different (often conflicting, 
complex or ambiguous) meanings of what is being studied. While sampling 
suggests the researcher's prior control over the selection process, exposure and 
mapping capture the idea of striving to explore a variety of meanings without 
purporting to be statistically representative. In this project, exposure meant 
interviewing individuals who belong to different organizations, hold various 
positions in relation to decision-making (for the case of the song celebration that 
meant the main organizers, concept creators, conductors, and ordinary singers). 
Variety in their place of living (Tallinn, Tartu, Haapsalu, Sillamäe, Narva), 
demographic and self-defined ethnic/national background could also suggest 
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different opinions and experiences. The principle of exposure was used also in 
relation to observations aiming at a variety of sites: main national events, state 
events, rock concerts as well as local, marginal festivals.  

Most of the formal interviews were recorded and transcribed and if that was not 
possible, comprehensive notes were taken. The language of most interviews was 
English with occasional switching to Estonian if no English equivalent could be 
found. English, a foreign language to both the respondent and the researcher, served 
as a relatively 'neutral' ground and invited additional explanations of history, 
context, metaphors and figures of speech by the respondents who often saw me as 
an outsider to the Estonian context. One interview took place in Estonian and 
several in Russian with the help of a translator. I stayed in touch with some of my 
interviewees, continuing dialogue via e-mail. During the research process I acquired 
B1 language skills in Estonian, which allowed me to converse at a basic level and 
handle written materials quite comfortably. I also passed the state language exam, 
which is part of the official set of requirements for naturalization, not only to check 
my language skills but also to share the experience of many local Russian speakers 
and foreigners who take the exam. 

Formal interviews had a semi-structured form. Before each interview (formal and 
informal during participant observation) I informed participants about the general 
aim of my research project, my academic affiliation and the way data obtained in 
the conversation would be used. I always prepared a list of questions in advance, 
however, they served more as a departure point for the conversation and intertwined 
with questions and topics that emerged from the flow of it. In the course of an 
interview I paid attention not only to the meaning but also to the vocabulary (the 
use of pronouns like 'us', 'them', and categories 'normal', 'non-Estonian' etc.) the 
person was using. Moreover, I paid attention to the body language, tone and 
emotions, which often indicated much better than words what topics were perceived 
as easy or uncomfortable. Those aspects were accounted for in transcriptions of 
interviews. In general, I observed that most of my interviewees had no difficulty 
talking about Estonian nation, heritage, language, history and it seemed like they 
had an array of narratives, as well as self-reflections to refer to. A few actively used 
the concept of identity to indicate some specificity of Estonian mentality or people. 
Those topics were usually met with openness and eagerness to describe to me, “the 
foreigner”, specificities of Estonian socio-political situation. Some people acted as 
'cultural interpreters', trying to explain 'Estonia' to me as much as possible. Others 
politely but nonetheless clearly doubted that a foreigner would be able to empathize 
with them; especially regarding the song celebration which, they argued, was of 
spiritual and emotional character that only insiders comprehend. My country of 
origin (Poland) was always of interest to my informants. Sometimes the common 
Soviet past of Poland and Estonia served as a way to establish rapport, as the 
informants assumed a similarity in political problems in contemporary Poland and 
Estonia. Other times, the informants contrasted Estonia and Poland, arguing that 
perhaps people in Poland do not have to be so concerned with their identity, as the 
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population is bigger and there is nothing threatening the language or culture. 
Interestingly, Polish religiosity was another topic often brought up by the 
respondents. Overall, most informants needed to categorize me with respect to 
nationality and to a lesser extent, religious background. For many of them, it was 
the first opportunity to speak to a Pole, so they wanted to confront their stereotypes 
or simply learn something about Poland. This also nicely showed how the nation 
(and by extension, friendly and unfriendly nations) prevails as a basic way of 
categorizing others and predicting their defining characteristics: my interviewees 
were usually surprised by my lack of religiosity, as this was perceived as being 
quite 'un-Polish' of me.  

Observations of people's bodily reactions and readiness to respond was a method of 
inquiry from which meaningful conclusions could be drawn. Quick, long and eager 
responses usually indicated topics that have been repeatedly debated, or also 
controversial aspects of nation-building present in political discourses, schooling 
etc., such as the Estonian path to independence, which most of the respondents 
narrated comfortably. A prolonged time to respond, consternation or an “I have 
never thought of this” type of response generally indicated that the aspect of nation-
building in question remains tacit, invisible and perhaps unquestioned. One 
example from my interviews (both formal but also everyday life conversations) was 
the question whether Russian speakers can come closer to the Estonian culture 
through singing. For the majority of the respondents it was a strange question that 
they found difficult to answer. What this actually showed was the taken-for-granted 
boundaries of the nation and what these defining boundaries are. Singing is an 
'Estonian thing' often associated with the anti-Soviet social movement, so why 
would 'Russians' (belonging to a different national category) want to participate? 
This bewilderment in responses stood in contrast with the actual practice of Russian 
choirs participating in the song celebration. The point here is, however, to capture 
the moment of confusion and consternation which usually indicates that some 
taken-for-granted assumptions, the natural order of things, have been disturbed. 
This strategy of asking questions that challenge the routine ways of doing things, or 
normative orders and discourses that most qualitative researchers use in interviews, 
has lately been conceptualized by John Fox (2016) as 'breaching'. In short, 
breaching is a strategy that means probing the conscious edges of the nation, 
upsetting the unspoken order which often causes consternation and the need to 
restore the status quo. It allows the researcher to sidestep explicit claims about 
national identity to get at some of the more taken-for-granted, unrehearsed, and thus 
uncensored invocations of the nation (ibid.: 17). Fox argues (ibid: 17) that the 
inarticulateness that went hand-in-hand with the bewilderment of interviewees is 
evidence of the nation's taken-for-grantedness.  

4.2.4. Secondary sources  
The third sort of data used extensively in this project was policy documents and 
official websites, publications, brochures, and state statistical data. These helped me 
to triangulate what my respondents said during interviews together with the data on 
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which the analysis of institutional tools of nation-building applied by the state was 
based.  

Other sources included traditional and social media. I regularly read online the 
biggest national newspaper 'Postimees' and followed social media events and 
groups related to events in Tallinn. In the pool of sources to analyse I often included 
materials sent or recommended to me by my interviewees as those that 'are best to 
read if you want to learn about Estonian identity', such as the famous film 'The 
Singing Revolution' (directed by James and Maureen Tusty and released in 2006). 
These materials helped me to understand the field better, immerse myself in the 
Estonian society and find new, rich and interesting evidence. 

Table 3. Track record of major secondary sources used 

Publications linked to the song festival  
Multinational Candidature File for the 2nd Proclamation of Masterpieces of the 
Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity 'Tradition and Symbolism of the Song 
and Dance Celebration Process in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania' 
The Song Celebration in Photographs, Estonian Song and Dance Celebration 
Foundation, Tallinn, 2014 
Estonian Song and Dance Celebrations, Estonian Institute, 2014 
'Touched by time. The time to touch' Song and dance celebration booklet, 
Estonian Song and dance Celebration Foundation, Tallinn, 2014 
'The Singing Revolution', Priit Vesilind with James and Maureen Tusty, Tallinn, 
2008 
'Folk Song and Us', Veljo Tormis, Eesti Kirjandusmuuseum, 2007 
Estonian Institute publications on culture and language  
Estonian Enterprise tourism brochures and promotional videos 

Official documents 
Integration in Estonian Society 2000–2007, 2008–2014, 2014–2020 
Development Plan of the Estonian Language 2011–2017 
Citizenship Act 
Constitution of the Republic of Estonia 

Online sources 
www.laulupidu.ee Estonian Song and dance Celebration Foundation 
http://www.kooriyhing.ee Estonian Choral Association 
http://www.singingrevolution.com "The Singing Revolution" (2007, Sky Films 
Inc.) movie official website  
http://www.tobreatheasone.com "To breathe as one" (2013, Sky Films Inc.) movie 
official website  
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http://www.estonica.org, ESTONICA Encyclopedia about Estonia by Estonian 
Institute 
http://www.estinst.ee Estonian Institute 
http://www.visitestonia.com official tourism portals 
http://estonia.eu  
http://brand.estonia.eu  
http://www.eas.ee Enterprise Estonia 
http://www.postimees.ee Biggest national newspaper 

Statistical data 
Estonian tourism statistics (Estonian Tourism Board) 
Statistics Estonia (Eesti Statistika) database 
Estonian Choir Association numerical data 

4.3. ANALYSIS 
In recent years there has been a trend to establish more and more codified methods 
of qualitative data analysis (see, e.g. Boyatzis 1998, Braun and Clarke 2006, 
Charmaz 2006, Schreier 2012). This involves meticulous description of how to 
approach the data 'step-by-step', sentence by sentence. Although this tendency adds 
to the transparency of how one arrives at conclusions, it hardly reflects the 
processes of data analysis as it happens in all its richness and complexity. Schwartz-
Shea and Yanow (2012) argue that in a research project based on the interpretative 
approach, elements of data analysis (or sense-making, as they call it) are 
intertwined with data generation throughout the research process. Analysis starts as 
soon as first data is generated, throughout fieldwork and in the deskwork, 
traditionally considered the data analytic stage (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012: 
104). This was exactly my experience, as I never stopped being alert to new 
evidence and the 'desk' at which I wrote this dissertation has always been in 
Estonia, immersed in the environment. Moreover, while conducting interviews 
during my fieldwork, I used two levels of listening. The first is the actual one, 
listening to the content, observing gestures and body language. The other one I call 
analytical listening, which is the process of analysing the content as it happens in 
relation to the wider research problem. It often includes forming new ideas and 
prompting new empirical but also theoretical questions. In my experience, the stage 
of collecting data was never fully separated from the analysis and interpretation. 

Before and after each period of more intensive fieldwork, a set of questions 'to the 
data' was established. With those in mind, I re-read the material several times and 
did two rounds of coding or simply grouping of data in relevant categories with the 
aim to find patterns in the abundance of empirical material. The initial coding 
aimed at staying close to the data, often using the language of the informants. It was 
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a general 'scanning' of the material that resulted in exposing actions and ideas 
meaningful from the point of view of the research problem, as well as from the 
perspective of the informants (cf. Charmaz 2006). In the second round (more 
focused coding), the initial categories were grouped, integrated and applied to larger 
segments of data. In this phase usually some theoretical, abstract concepts (such as 
'everyday nationalism') were used as large families of codes/categories. Looking for 
surprises, inconsistencies and potential conflicting aspects or statements was 
another effective, though less structured, strategy of analysis (cf. Schwartz-Shea 
and Yanow 2012: 105). Lastly, I found writing analytical field notes, memos and 
journaling very useful for seeing emerging patterns in the data. The final stage of 
analysis was placing the findings within the theoretical and empirical literature on 
nation-building. 

4.4. TRUSTWORTHINESS 
Taking the interpretive approach to research means that the classic notions of 
reliability, validity, and falsifiability are of limited use. Since interpretative research 
does not seek to discover the 'truth' or 'real meaning of data', neither the researcher 
nor research participants and their interactions are assumed to be interchangeable 
(Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012). Replicability is not epistemologically relevant 
and the ideal of the disengaged, disembodied researcher is not pursued (Haraway 
1988). Instead, the researcher's characteristics and assumptions are brought into the 
process, as long as they are made explicit and reflected upon, are relevant and co-
create, rather than 'contaminate' the data. The issue of representativeness is 
substituted with the imperative to generate 'saturated' data (data saturation is 
reached when new data does not result in any new significant ideas and claims). 

At the same time, acknowledging multiple interpretations and limitations of claims 
produced does not mean that 'anything goes' as a valid account of the phenomenon 
under study. The biggest challenge to the evaluation of the qualitative interpretative 
research process is that the researcher is the primary tool of collecting and 
interpreting data. Following Shea-Schwartz and Yanow (2012), I decided to replace 
the terms 'reliability' and 'validity' with 'trustworthiness' of the researcher.  

Having that in mind, I aimed at increasing the trustworthiness and transparency of 
data generation and interpretation using several recommended techniques. First, as 
most qualitative researchers I obtained data using several research methods 
(triangulation) which resulted in multiple sources of evidence. Second, data 
generation and analysis happened simultaneously, ensuring that fieldwork is driven 
by analytical questions and the abundance of data is reduced to most relevant 
fragments. Miles and Huberman recommend 'regular, ongoing, self-documentation' 
to guarantee the transparency of methods used (1994: 439). I documented all 
research activities in the form of fieldwork notes, memos, analytical notes, coding 
schemes for analysis, journal, videos and photographs. Moreover, in writing 
fieldwork notes I applied two separate ways of writing, low-inference which is 
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descriptive, rich in detail such as verbatim accounts of what people said and high-
inference which is analysis and interpretation. Detailed yet interpretative accounts 
of phenomena have been considered a quality mark of ethnographers, 
anthropologists and other qualitatively-oriented scholars since the 1970s (see e.g. 
Geertz's 'thick description' [1973]). However, when writing up the articles, due to 
some journals' word limitation the articles had to be shortened significantly, often 
losing much of the empirical part.  

Even if often unwilling to admit it, most researchers have not only fixed views on 
the general goal of research and the role of scientists, but also certain backgrounds 
and preferences in terms of methodology and theory. I am a trained sociologist and 
anthropologist and this made me way more comfortable using qualitative methods. 
Postmodernism, gender studies and modern anthropology are the background in 
which my epistemology and ontology are embedded. The combination of my 
critical paradigm and my anthropological background results in my being especially 
sensitive to people's everyday meaning making, but also to larger macro-issues such 
as power relations and asymmetries, as well as mechanisms of social inclusion and 
exclusion. The reader will surely notice there are moments when my reflections are 
more critical, leaning towards exposing asymmetries of power, assumed to be 
universally wrong, and at other times more interpretive and context-sensitive. 

4.5. PROBLEMS AND LIMITATIONS  
This section refers to problems and limitations to methods chosen, data generation 
and the scope of claims made. 

Observation as well as interviews are time-consuming data generation techniques 
which involve a high degree of engagement on the part of the researcher. For this 
reason, the transparency of the research process cannot be fully achieved. Another 
limitation, especially to observation is that it is rather synchronic, situational and 
difficult to be replicated, as it takes place in a "natural" setting outside of the 
researcher's control. To overcome these limitations, ethnographic evidence is 
supported with secondary data as well as interviews. The limitations of interviews 
refer to the fact that they are always co-generated. The informants respond not only 
to questions but also to the figure of the researcher and the context. All 
communication involves an element of performance and presentation of self 
(Goffman 1978) aimed at, for example, putting oneself in good light or in the role 
of an expert in front of a researcher or a foreigner. Another issue with interviews 
was access. In the case of some organizations, I had difficulties with access to 
chosen informants; usually the organization delegated the task of 'speaking to the 
researcher/journalist' to one person or insisted that all the data needed could be 
found online and refused to meet me in person. In such cases I tried to establish at 
least e-mail communication. Finally, although I have good passive knowledge of 
Estonian, most interviews were conducted in English. It can be seen as a limitation 
to the study as I observed that in the native language the informants tended to speak 
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more freely and emotionally. On the other hand, I did not subjectively experience 
any language barrier.  

Finally, it is worth explaining the scope of claims made in this thesis. It is not a 
diachronic study of the song celebration in Estonia, nor of Estonian nationalist 
ideology or policies after 1991. It does not claim to give a full, "holistic" or definite 
account of the phenomena under study. However, the cases and practices of 
informal nation-building studied here are generalizable and comparable across 
societies and can be used to further theorization of the persistence of nationhood on 
a quotidian level (Goode and Stroup 2015: 9). 
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5. OVERVIEW OF ARTICLES 

Three 'case studies' were conducted in order to accomplish the goal of research into 
informal and everyday nation-building in Estonia. Each of them takes on an aspect 
of informal identity construction, such as creation and performance of affect to the 
nation (language, culture etc.) – article II, popular music and leisure activity as a 
site of identity performance – article III, and branding and heritage tourism as 
informal (re)making of the notion of the nation – article IV. These three papers are 
empirical, while article I explains the general methodological and epistemological 
approach that underlies the study overall.  

The three instances of nation-building in Estonia were chosen empirically in the 
course of fieldwork. This is in line with the chosen iterative research design where 
data generation and conceptualization alternate and constitute one another. The first 
part of fieldwork included observation of the national song festival and interviews 
with its organizers. From this stage of fieldwork three aspects emerged as important 
ones (though I acknowledge that other researchers may have chosen other aspects): 
the affective aspects of building and performing a sense of belonging (using the 
example of choral singing of national songs and the national song festival), leisure 
time and popular culture as sites of rendering identity discourses (making and 
consuming folk-inspired rock music) and finally, the commercial use of identity 
markers (such as the national song celebration and choral singing) in branding and 
heritage tourism. In other words, the study started from an in-depth investigation of 
one identity marker – the national song celebration managed by the state, and then 
developed into a study of other channels through which the same marker is 
reinterpreted and remade.  

Article I, co-authored with Oleksandra Seliverstova, is a reflection on the 
implications of using the everyday and informal nationalism approach to study 
nation-building and identity formation. The paper focuses on the post-Soviet 
context specifically, arguing that even though the number of studies using the 
informal/everyday approach is increasing, the methodological reflection on it (also 
amongst area specialists) is still scarce. Taking into consideration the prevalence of 
informality in the region (Morris and Polese 2015), the article argues to focus on 
methods that enable researching this informality in a more systematic and profound 
way. The impact of informality in terms of methodology is that existing official 
data and standard ways of collecting data, such as surveys or structured interviews 
with elite political representatives, are not sufficient to grasp the complexity and 
changing aspects of the formation of national identity in the region. Having done 
extended fieldwork in Estonia and Ukraine, the authors come up with a set of 
practical ideas about how to study identity in its everyday, banal aspects. The article 
stresses the usefulness of different aspects of an ethnographic approach such as 
participation in everyday life situations, and focusing on non-declarative and 
affective, as well as material aspects of identity performance (managing of home 
spaces, material objects and symbols). The argument is illustrated with two cases 



57 

studies. The first one (by Oleksandra Seliverstova) discusses how Ukrainians 
express identity through choosing objects for home interiors. The author argues that 
the context of home interviewing as well as everyday material objects and narration 
about them were crucial sources of data. The second case study (by the author of 
this dissertation) is the Estonian song festival, studied as a state-driven event that 
rests mainly on popular enthusiasm for choral singing and nation-wide participation 
in choirs and song festivals. The event exposes how formal nation-building is 
intertwined and largely supported by the informal and mundane. The study also 
discusses the ambiguous position of the people who organize the national 
celebration — their shifting identities and sometimes conflicting discourses that 
arise depending on the context of the interview. The study points to an understudied 
aspect of identity — its affective, performative and bodily dimension. In line with 
recent anthropological research, the author discusses empathy as a way of 
generating knowledge and argues that there is a need — and space — for emotional 
reflexivity in the practice of researching national identity. 

Article II is forthcoming in an edited volume that discusses language policy, one of 
the key elements of official nation building in Estonia, from the perspective of 
bottom-up practices and non-state actors. The book sees language policy and 
language ideology as practices that happen every day in social interactions, cultural 
events, schools, local authorities etc. It tries to understand what aspects of language 
policy and its environment contribute to or hinder its success. The article explores 
the role of emotions and affective practices in language beliefs, acquisition and 
practices. It argues that affective orientations towards language comprise an 
important part of the linguistic culture of a community: the beliefs, attitudes and 
assumptions that largely shape the popular understanding of the role of language 
and in which language policies are embedded. The chapter analyses how the 
national song celebration serves as a site where emotions, especially love and 
anxiety, are discursively and performatively 'attached' to the idea of national 
language. The song festival and joint singing of national songs are analysed using 
the concept of 'affective practice' (Wetherell 2015), which sees emotions not as 
“things” or individual states of mind, but rather as patterns integral to power 
relations and social structures. The main argument of this study is that, in the 
national song festival, the Estonian language is constructed as a marker of ethnic 
Estonians and an object of emotions, particularly love and anxiety. It is a ritual in 
which the nation constructs itself as an emotional community and in which some 
affective dispositions towards the language, the nation, national culture are created, 
performed and validated in the presence of others. The paper makes two important 
points. On the empirical level, it points to the tension between the official idea of 
making Estonian a civic marker of identity proposed in state integration 
programmes, and the actual making of the Estonian language into an ethnic marker 
through affective discourses and performances. This is relevant for policy making 
as it shows that deeply embedded emotional patterns and dispositions are difficult 
to alter merely through rational top-down programmes and education. On the 
theoretical level, the article highlights the importance of collective psychological 
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and affective context, which often shapes beliefs about a language or nation but 
which has been largely unnoticed and unreported in nation-building studies.  

Article III explores another often unnoticed site of identity construction, namely 
leisure time activities such as the making and consuming of music. While music has 
often been studied in connection to the making of the nation, the attention has been 
mostly on folk or classical music. This article furthers the interest in popular culture 
and music as sites of remodelling and consuming identity markers. It argues that 
popular music artists can be viewed as nation builders who, through their musical 
pieces, performances and discourses, (re)create certain representations and 
narrations of the nation (in accordance or not with the elite notion of the nation). If 
the artist is internationally successful, he/she may be, similarly to successful 
sportsmen, a reason for national pride. Moreover, as an extension to the previous 
paper and its focus on affect, the article highlights that it is not only through lyrics 
that the nation 'is made' in music; musical performances, direct affective and bodily 
experiences of music at concerts, the discourses (outside lyrics) the musicians 
themselves create, and finally, the public and media reception of the music and 
musicians all influence how audiences make sense of musical pieces and performers 
vis-a-vis their identities. The argument is illustrated with a case study of Metsatöll, 
an Estonian folk metal band that combines classic heavy metal style with 
inspirations coming from Estonian traditional singing, mythology and folklore. The 
band has been active for almost 20 years and has gained domestic and international 
recognition beyond heavy metal fans. The findings indicate that although the band 
hardly refers to the state and prefers to talk about pre-state times in Estonia, it 
affirms the tangible existence of the nation, takes pride in its heritage (indigenous 
religion, folklore, country life) and assumes the collective responsibility to protect 
it. In that way it reaffirms the familiar discourse of ethnic nation in Estonia. What is 
new is the medium of identity formation – popular music which is used to 
reconfigure 'old' elements of Estonian identity in the context of the present – rock 
music, everyday life, hobby, going to concerts in leisure time. The old content and 
the new modernized form perhaps bridges the experience of identity of Soviet and 
post-Soviet generations. Moreover, the appeal of the band as a popular national 
symbol may be strengthened by the idea that music is the cultural form that most 
strongly signifies Estonianness ('the singing nation'). Finally, the paper makes an 
important point regarding the question of who builds the nation. It is argued that the 
distinction between top-down powerful actors and everyday actors is in practice 
much more blurred than in academic accounts. Namely, there is a range of 'middle' 
actors whose interpretations of nationhood go viral and thus affect how the nation is 
understood and experienced in a society. The case study of Metsatöll serves as an 
illustration of this process – when ordinary citizens become recognized as nation 
builders and recreate national identity anew. 

Article IV, co-authored with Abel Polese takes branding and heritage tourism as 
practices that bypass political elites, yet constitute and re-make what is considered 
national, traditional, local (or not) by people. Even though branding and tourism 
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rhetoric are most often directed at tourists and businessmen, it is argued that they 
affect domestic audiences. This happens discursively (slogans, narratives of 'who 
we are'), as well as materially through the adaptation of proposed national symbols 
in public spaces (branding of airports, stations, creating of heritage sites), or tagging 
food, elements of clothing, jewellery, types of fabric and patterns as 'national'. 
Many post-Soviet countries used branding as a way to project a new identity and 
national confidence and make the Soviet time, at least rhetorically, more distant. 
Therefore many authors see nation branding beyond its commercial goal and call it 
a form of new identity politics in the region (Kaneva and Popescu 2011). In that 
way, branding can be seen as an unintended, often unnoticed form of nation-
building that proposes new identity markers. Estonia was the first post-Soviet 
country to engage in branding which started as early as 2000. By analysing the way 
official tourism brochures, Estonian tourism narratives in general, and the way of 
'selling' the country to tourists has developed, the article exposes the underlying 
theme of 'convince the others to convince ourselves'. Tourist brochures in Estonia, 
while emphasizing certain aspects of the national culture, and celebrating the 
richness of the country, convey a message that may be used to enrich a narrative on 
national identity. They contribute to what Hobsbawm (1983) has called 'the 
invention of traditions'. Tourism rhetoric, which constantly employs a routine 
'deixis' pointing to the national homeland as the home of the readers (Billig 1995, 
11), can be seen as a banal, subtle form of nationalism, understood as an attempt to 
assert the national uniqueness. Modernity supplies the condition for nostalgia for 
authenticity and tourism is a means to access the 'real', 'authentic' culture of the self 
and other. Thus post-modern nostalgia for the authentic and pristine, combined with 
the similar longing characteristic of romantic nationalism, still strong in Estonia, 
merge in branding and tourism. The paper aims to show that the sense of national 
belonging and national markers are not objective resources that can be exploited in 
the tourism industry; rather, they are constantly remade, retold and popularized in 
the course of tourism development.  
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DISCUSSION AND PRELIMINARY CONCLUSIONS  

This dissertation has argued for an informal (spontaneous) and everyday approach 
to studying nation-building in the post-Soviet space. It studied empirically the case 
of Estonia and three sites of identity formation, namely the national song festival 
and the affective orientations it creates towards the nation; Estonian branding and 
heritage tourism; and the making of nationally-themed popular music. The results 
of the study indicate the following. First, identity creation in Estonia is an ongoing 
process where even the well-known and taken-for-granted icons of nationhood 
change and gain new meanings, responding to the ever-changing context of 
domestic affairs and globalization. New vernacular markers of national identity 
such as the ethnic metal band Metsatöll emerge and become associated with 
genuine Estonianness. Simultaneously, the investigation of the semi-official 
traditional national symbols like the National Song Celebration reveals that the 
meaning people associate with such symbols cannot be assumed as static and 
universally shared. Even if rhetorically the festival displays mainstream Estonian 
nationalism, in practice, when investigated carefully, it does provide spaces for 
other identity narratives and inclusion of Russian speakers who are in the official 
national narrative considered 'the other' with respect to the [native] Estonians. 
Collective rituals such as the Song Festival play a significant role in maintaining a 
shared sense of collective national belonging. It is perhaps the combination of the 
belief in ethnic myths and civic rituals that create the sense of attachment and 
conviction that a nation is something transcendental and beyond the individual. The 
festival can be seen as what Schöpflin (2003) called a collective text through which 
ethical norms, self-narratives and boundaries between 'us and them' are encoded and 
sustained. In that way it is a mechanism that provides an almost sacred sense of 
stability and durability of the nation beyond the state. This thesis observed that the 
song festival has permeable boundaries and a potential to transgress the ethno-
national self-definition of the Estonian nation that usually excludes the Russian-
speaking population. Joint singing is an effective way to empower individuals and 
help them establish firm social bonds, which can be transferred to an enhanced 
sense of belonging to the state. In other words, the exclusive ethnic dimension of 
the event does not preclude it being it potentially adaptable for facing the current 
challenges of the society – to facilitate language learning and civic national  
bonding in a non-forceful and democratic environment. Thus it can be argued that 
national symbols are never completely defined; they can be seen and work as 
divisive and inclusive at the same time.  

The nation branding case study shows that old identity markers gain new meanings 
and circulate in new forms not as a result of nation-building efforts but as a 'side 
effect' of commercial and economic practices suggested by the state but 
implemented by private entities and ordinary people. This confirms the observation 
by Isaacs and Polese (2016) that nation-building can result from actions which were 
not primarily for that purpose. Therefore this study shows that what (object, place, 
practice, feature) is understood as 'Estonian' changes, is not fully determined by the 
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political elites and cannot be disentangled from the context of globalization on 
macro and micro levels (state branding strategies and consumption of popular 
music, respectively). It is also worth noting the impact of international affairs on 
how the nation is defined. For instance, in the Estonian context the issue of 
accepting non-European immigrants and refugees may redefine the notion of 
locality and the other. Combined with the political pressure coming from Russia, 
which uses the rhetoric of diaspora protection, it may accelerate the process of 
accepting Russian speakers as 'our people', legitimate members of the Estonian 
nation. In fact, as this chapter is written, a new public debate has been started about 
the possibility of granting the Estonian citizenship to a majority of non-citizens with 
permanent residence permits.  

Second, while most studies on Estonian nation-building focused on the aspects of 
state governance through policies (language, education and citizenship) and 
influential figures of political life (Lennart Meri, Maart Laar, Toomas Hendrik Ilves 
or Edgar Savisaar), there is a variety of other actors that affect people's 
understanding of heritage, nation, and exclusion-inclusion mechanisms. Each article 
of this dissertation points to one such category: cultural sector workers and activists, 
popular musicians, and marketing specialists. An important point this dissertation 
makes is that official and unofficial nation-builders are not two distinct, exclusive 
categories. The people who make the nation come from outside of politics and 
affect other people's identities not through political means but through literature, 
film making, art, music, consumption or tourism. The recent Nobel Prize in 
literature was given to Bob Dylan for 'having created new poetic expressions within 
the great American song tradition.' His music comprised folk and rock songs 
addressing issues such as war, workers’ rights and racial inequality. Dylan is not a 
writer; technically, should he be eligible for the award at all? Yet, the decision of 
the Swedish Academy to give him the Nobel Prize in literature affirms the social 
influence of his songs and storytelling over a generation of Americans in a time of 
an intense social change. In an analogical way, nation builders do not have to be 
politicians by definition; it is rather the influence on the national imaginary that 
defines the significance of an actor in the process of identity formation. The change 
of identity markers can also be an accumulated effect of the actions of ordinary 
citizens. This is particularly viable considering the growing effect of social media in 
mobilizing collective actions or making some topics, actions, people or objects go 
viral.  

Third, this dissertation has shown the existence of practices in the society outside 
the realm of politics in which identity narratives are not only received from top-
down but also performed, changed and creatively mixed with other important 
identity narratives. In other words, this is a realm of experience of identity that 
engages an individual much more than the realm of state policies. The examples of 
such practices include cultural events (e.g. the Song Celebration and other festivals 
in Estonia), hobby activities (like choral singing societies), as well as consumption 
and leisure (popular music, tourism). Those are not directly political activities and 
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have often been omitted in thinking about what affects nation-building. In this 
thesis it is argued that these informal and mundane practices are fundamental to 
maintaining and recreating the sense of identity, as they are close to personal 
experience and build people's everyday life. To some extent they are independent 
from the official narratives and therefore a great entry point to researching the ways 
people share and express nationality. In this study, a unique analytical tool for 
researching identity is first and foremost music. Music has often been employed in 
building national sentiments, starting from, for example, the national anthem. It is 
present in official national celebrations but also surrounds us everywhere in our 
daily lives. It can be thus 'hot' and 'banal' at the same time. The interesting aspect of 
music is that its reception is mostly based on emotions and therefore it provides 
great insights into affective aspects of experiencing identity.  

The key conclusion of this thesis is that the embodiments and affect that accompany 
one's experience of national identity might be one of the reasons why the belief in 
nations prevails against all odds. The second reason might be that the nation as a 
cognitive category but also as a category of practice is embedded in the everyday 
life. From reading newspapers directed at national audiences, to cheering for 
national sport teams playing against other 'nations', to listening to nationally-themed 
music and supporting one's country by buying locally produced vegetables, people 
repeat consciously and unconsciously the mantra that the social world around them 
is a world of nations. The power of this everyday learning is its repetitive and banal 
character which makes the national look as obvious, self-evident, and normal. What 
is more, in contrast to actions of the state often labelled as 'political', popular music 
or singing folk songs in a festival are in people's perceptions first and foremost 
leisure time activities that have nothing to do with politics. Therefore, they are seen 
as 'apolitical', 'clean', and 'not spoiled' by 'dirty politics'. This leaves them 
uncontested or unreflected upon by most of those who engage in them. This 
conviction that the everyday is non-political is the exact reason why it is a site 
where political narratives (such as the one of nationalism) and identity reproduction 
work so successfully.  

There are also limitations to the presented approach of informal and everyday 
nation-building. Anthony Smith (2008) argued that it ignores the causal-historical 
methodology of previous studies and neglects the pre-existing institutions and 
ideologies that shape the action of individuals. In response, it might be argued that 
the focus on the everyday and informal does not seek to eradicate the top-down 
approach or deny the importance of structure. Rather, it seeks to engage with what 
has often been ignored in macro studies – the human agency and the everyday life 
as lived politics. In that way, the historical/classic approach and the informal 
approach to nation-building should be seen as complementary.  
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Abstract 

This article presents a methodological approach to the study of nation-building in everyday life in the post-
Soviet region. Although bottom-up and informal mechanisms of creating identity have been acknowledged 
in the literature and methodology of nationalism studies, they have seldom been applied to studies in 
the post-Soviet countries. This article discusses the strengths and limitations of such an approach, using 
the example of two studies — on consumption and national identity in Ukraine and on music and nation-
building in Estonia.

Keywords: post-Soviet space, national identity, informal nation-building, Estonia, Ukraine.

Introduction

The post-Soviet political and social transformations provided a rich variety of topics to be addressed by 
the academic community. One strand of literature that appeared in such conditions evolved around the 
topics of state, nation-building and the formation of national identity. The biggest wave of scholarly 
literature about this region appeared at the end of the 1990s and beginning of the 2000s. Although it 
discussed various aspects of the founding of post-Soviet nations, it was usually limited to a macro 
perspective and focused on the main political actors: the state, the political elite, and their actions 
(language and citizenship policies). Alternatively, scholars surveyed popular attitudes towards politics 
and established offi  cial national symbols (Brubaker, 1996; Laitin, 1998; Kolstø, 1996, 2006). Over time, 
scholars have observed that nation-building engages multiple actors on various levels of the society 
and that the elite’s vision of the nation is often contested by socially and ethnically diverse populations 
(Isaacs and Polese, 2015; Polese, 2011). The top-down approach has been a point of critique and this 
has contributed to the increase in studies that turn attention to the agency of ordinary citizens and 
non-state actors. Such studies emphasise the context of everyday, private, informal practices and 
interactions in which the ideas of national belonging are embedded, reinforced and recreated.

This paper contributes to this growing body of literature by discussing modifi cations of 
methodological choices that emerged during the data collection process and challenges that stem 
from this theoretical approach. We identifi ed that while the literature on nation-building in post-
Soviet spaces has remained constant in time, the methodological lenses through which the scholars 
approached processes of nation-building and identity formation have not been diversifi ed and 
addressed in literature with the same level of scrutiny. Most of the literature focused on registered, 
measured or offi  cial data, neglecting the everyday aspect of identity formation. This article aims to 
fi ll this gap by presenting a composite methodology for studying national identity in the context 
of everyday life and mundane practices performed by ordinary citizens. We stress the usefulness of 
diff erent aspects of an ethnographic approach such as participation in everyday life situations, and 
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focusing on non-declarative, aff ective, implicit and tacit aspects of identity (such as material settings 
and belongings). Such an approach contributes to the understanding of identity based on unnoticed, 
‘banal’, or formally invisible practices and actors that renegotiate the political narrative and contribute 
to reshaping the perception of how national identity is formed.

Although the bottom-up approach is not novel in worldwide literature (Edensor, 2002; Fox & Miller-
Idriss, 2008), it is only recently being applied in studies of major post-Soviet socio-political processes 
(Adams, 2009). We believe that it is particularly useful, as many aspects of political, social and economic 
life in the post-Soviet area have remained in place and are largely infl uenced by informal practices (cf. 
Morris & Polese, 2015). The impact of informality in terms of methodology is that existing offi  cial data 
and standardised ways of collecting data, such as surveys or structured interviews with elite political 
representatives, are not suffi  cient to grasp the complexity and changing aspects of the formation of 
national identity in the region.

We illustrate our argument and approach with two case studies. The fi rst case study, which is 
discussed by the fi rst author, is about the relationship between consumption practices and material 
objects and the sense of national belonging. It draws attention to how Ukrainians design and affi  rm 
their national self-image through aesthetic choices of certain home decoration elements and their 
narration about them. In particular, the author reveals which steps of the research design process and 
data collection helped to identify symbolic meanings of home, home possessions and consumption 
practices associated with a sense of national belonging. First, the author shares her way of fi nding 
appropriate tools to collect data, showing how it is a continuous process that should be rethought 
and adapted regularly even after stepping into the fi eld. Second, she demonstrates how the context 
of time, space and public discourse in which an interview is conducted can aff ect the interview itself, 
its interpretation, and even the role of the researcher in his/her study. The study shows some nuanced 
aspects of interviewing in home settings, in which observation of material culture could be a valuable 
source of data (Stimson, 1986), thus encouraging other researchers to develop some anthropological 
sensitivity while exploring such a multidimensional and contested process as national identity 
formation.

The second study explores how the sense of national belonging is recreated in contemporary 
Estonia through collective musical practices and national song performance. It is an ethnographic 
study of the national song festival and choral singing, which from the public perspective is an 
‘authentic Estonian thing’. The festival, which is a state-funded event, yet possible only thanks to the 
widespread popularity of choral singing, is an example of a practice that exposes how formal nation-
building driven by the state is intertwined and largely supported by the informal and mundane. It also 
exposes the ambiguous position of the people who organise the national celebration — their shifting 
identities and sometimes confl icting discourses that arise depending on the context of the interview. 
The study points to a major yet understudied aspect of identity — its aff ective, performative and 
bodily dimension. Consequently, the author poses a question about emotions and empathy as a way 
of generating knowledge and argues that there is a need — and space — for emotional refl exivity in the 
practice of researching national identity.

The paper is structured as follows. First, it engages in theoretical and methodological debates 
on nation-building in scholarly literature. Second, the two empirical illustrations are presented. The 
fi rst (empirical) case study is narrated and discussed by Author 1 and the second one by Author 2. 
Emphasis is placed on methodological choices rather than the comprehensive analysis of the fi ndings. 
Finally, the conclusion off ers a summary and discussion of the proposed methodology, its strengths 
and limitations, as well as recommendations for further research.
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Theoretical and methodological approaches to nation-building

Most scholars interested in the post-Soviet countries have until now approached the topic of nation-
building using a macro, top-down perspective. Studies within this approach investigated actions 
of political elites and various policies, such as language and citizenship policies, which have been 
the most visible and pronounced indicators of how the new states and their elites addressed the 
questions of nationality, ethnicity and minority-majority relations. There is an abundance of literature 
that adopts such a perspective (Arel, 1995; Kuzio, 1998; Laitin, 1998; Mole, 2012; Smith et al., 1998). The 
usual methodological approach involves interviews with policy makers, analysis of offi  cial documents, 
policies and statistical data on language use or declared national identifi cation. Furthermore, the 
multi-ethnic composition of post-Soviet societies — more specifi cally, how national policies in recently 
emerged nation-states did or did not accommodate various ethnic minority groups living in their 
territories — has been increasingly stimulating academic interest. In general, such studies resulted in 
two main strands of inquiry. The fi rst one examines ethnic tensions and confl icts that either appeared 
or were suppressed in the former area of the Soviet Union (Coppieters, 2004; Lynch, 2002; Tishkov, 
1997). The second one concentrates on symbolic aspects of nation-building and explores how offi  cial 
symbols were accepted/rejected by diff erent ethnic or language groups (Denison, 2009; Kolstø, 1996, 
2006).

Concurrently, a vast body of literature has developed, which inquires into the everyday life of 
post-Soviet people; namely, how they have coped with the transition and how they have constructed 
their identities. However rich in empirical evidence, this literature does not address the process of 
nation formation directly; it usually lacks the link between the macro and micro dimension of nation-
building. Yet, some studies make references to how the sense of national belonging in the new post-
Soviet reality is developed through consumption practices of food (Caldwell, 2002; Patico, 2008) and 
clothing (Gurova, 2014; Pilkington, 2002), participation in informal economic practices (Humphrey 
2002; Polese 2009), and exposure to new types of media, especially advertisement (Morris, 2005).

A newer strand of scholarship on nation-building aims to combine top-down and bottom-up 
approaches and bridge the gap between formal policies and everyday life experiences (Brubaker et al. 
2006; Cheskin, 2013; Isaacs & Polese, 2015; Polese, 2011; Rodgers, 2007). Studies within this approach do 
not dismiss the gravity of top-down policies, yet acknowledge that nation-building is a two-way and 
multi-faceted process. Ordinary citizens and their actions cannot be perceived as passive recipients 
of elite strategies but rather as active actors who adaptively transform the nation-state. Their sense 
of belonging is not only declarative, but also performative, creative, dynamic and goes beyond binary 
categories often imposed in more conventional ways of researching identity.

The pioneering work that valued such an approach was David Laitin’s (1998) study of the Russian-
speaking populations in the neighbouring post-Soviet countries, in which he combined surveys, 
discourse analysis of identity categories in the post-Soviet press, and ethnographic data such as family 
stories. Still, like other early studies of the post-Soviet nation-building, Laitin’s work focused primarily 
on language as a proxy of identity, because it is easy to ‘monitor and measure’ (Laitin, 1998, p. 368). 
While singling out one aspect of culture is useful, especially in comparative studies, it poses the 
questions of what other signifi cant aspects of identity expression and construction there are, or to 
what extent language is indeed a proxy for identity in the post-Soviet context.

Other scholars such as Isaacs and Polese (2015, 2016) challenged the language and elite-focused 
approach to nation-building. They argued for an interdisciplinary approach that includes sociological 
and ethnographic accounts of other proxies and sites of national identity construction such as schools, 
public events, arts, or religious practices. Although their works off er a fresh view on the complexity 
of the nation-building processes in the post-Soviet area, they do not explicitly engage in a discussion 
on methodological choices.
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A notable example of methodological refl exivity can be found in the work of Adams (2009) on 
how the political elite of Uzbekistan ‘imagines’ the nation through public holidays. Adams advocates 
ethnography as a method that gives access to the self-understanding of individuals in a variety of 
contexts and in practical terms. She argues that ethnography is especially suited for discovering deep 
cognitive schemes of identity, which are often discarded in offi  cial narratives and not accessible 
through mainstream methodological approaches.

Beyond the post-Soviet context, the bottom-up perspective on national identity is more 
acknowledged. Inspired by the work on banal aspects of nationalism by Billig (1995), scholars such 
as Edensor (2002), Foster (2002), Brubaker et al. (2006) and Fox and Miller-Idriss (2008) have explored 
national identity from the perspective of ordinary citizens, popular culture, or everyday practices.

Robert Foster’s (2002) studies of national identity in Papua New Guinea and Turkey showed that 
mechanisms of banal nationalism are also applicable in non-capitalist and developing countries. 
He used a variety of methods, inter alia the semiotic analysis of advertisements, analysis of the 
symbolic meaning of the Olympic Torch relay, and in-depth interviews with ordinary people. Thanks 
to this diversity of methods and fl exibility of data sources, his study on mass media and commodity 
consumption demonstrated how diff erent elements of everyday life ‘serve to anchor the nation in 
the everyday life’ (Foster, 2002, p. 64). Moreover, Foster’s work provided a new understanding of the 
concept of ‘consumer citizenship’, defi ning it as the ‘production of national identity by way of shared 
consumption practices’ (Foster & Özcan, 2005, p. 5).

Tim Edensor (2002) also turns to everyday life when studying national identity in the United Kingdom 
and focuses mostly on popular and material cultures. He discusses the role of space, landscapes, 
material objects, and products of material culture in the development and solidifi cation of the sense 
of national belonging. However, his most innovative contribution lies in his idea to group everyday 
practices into three main types of actions. They are as follows: performing the nation through formal 
and popular rituals and ceremonies; representing the nation through tourist-oriented materials and 
mythic heroes portrayed in fi lms; and exhibiting the nation through nation-wide exhibitions.

Brubaker et al.’s (2006) work on nationalism in Romanian Transylvania represents a study of the 
synergy of macro and micro actors that ‘make’ the nation. The authors performed an analysis of 
policy making grounded in the context of historical narratives and an ethnographic study of everyday 
conversations and practices. They concluded that there is a signifi cant number of discrepancies bet-
ween offi  cial national discourse and how a sense of nationality and ethnicity are experienced in every-
day life. Nationality or ethnicity should not be viewed as fi xed social groups/categories, but rather 
as diff erent cognitive schemes that change, appear/disappear depending on who is operating them.

The above-described studies demonstrate that renegotiation of what nation is for people and 
‘materialization’ of nation happens not in the couloirs of government buildings, but in the domain of 
everyday life — streets, homes, markets, schools, shops, stadiums, etc. All of these works are embedded 
in the context, are strongly qualitative and interpretative, and almost intuitively employ a variety of 
ethnographic data. Yet, with the exception of Adams (2009), they lack an explicit refl ection on the 
link between their theoretical approaches and methods of data collection, analysis and presentation. 
This problem is addressed by Fox and Miller-Idriss (2008), whose contribution to rethinking the 
methodology of researching everyday nationhood is particularly relevant for this paper. The authors 
discuss the necessity to apply multiple methods that are sensitive to the context, in order to reveal 
national identity processes at the level of mundane life. Their study proposes a methodological agenda 
for researching national identity ‘from below’; it discusses the use of surveys, as well as qualitative 
interviewing that includes observation of both declarative and non-discursive messages such as 
bodily expressions, gestures, etc. Rather than imposing the researcher’s own categories of national 
identifi cations in interviewing, the authors suggest to ‘wait and listen’ as respondents ‘naturally’ 
refer to the ideas of nationhood. To see when and how the nation unfolds, the authors recommend 
participant observation as the least intrusive method.
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Following the approach of Fox and Miller-Idriss, this paper aims to make a twofold contribution to 
the methodological refl ection on studying nation-building and identity formation. First, it ‘pushes’ the 
refl ection on interviewing and participant observation even further by discussing diff erent contexts 
and aspects of interviews and informal conversations, refl ecting on the role of the researcher’s 
position and identity, as well as emotional refl exivity as a source of data on identity and approach to 
analysis. Rather than advocating ethnography as a method for identity studies in general, we argue 
that incorporating anthropological sensitivity into mainstream political science/political sociology 
might shed light on everyday, implicit, practical aspects of national identity construction, and thus 
complement more top-down or macro oriented quantitative and mainstream qualitative approaches. 

Second, this paper refl ects upon the methodological agenda of research into everyday nationhood 
in the context of the post-Soviet area. We argue that even if they are informal, everyday aspects of 
identity formation have been acknowledged on the theoretical level, little has been done to refl ect 
upon them in terms of the methodology of such research in the post-Soviet context. Having done 
research in post-Soviet countries (Estonia, Ukraine), we use data generated on-site to discuss semi-
structured and informal interviewing on multiple sites, as well as diff erent aspects of ethnographic 
sensitivity. We consider the fl exibility of sampling and exposure as a sampling technique (Shea-
Schwartz & Yanow, 2012) and call on other researchers to refl ect not only on their role as insiders or 
outsiders (Weinreb, 2006), but also on their own identity and how it might be aff ected by the research 
itself. The ‘banality’ of the everyday life often translates into the respondents’ diffi  culty to comment 
on or even connect to their identity in such contexts. With respect to that issue, we argue in favour 
of paying attention to non-declarative identity performances. An eff ective methodology to study 
identity in the context of the mundane has to embrace non-verbal sources of data such as material 
objects and possessions, the context of a physical setting and situation, emotional gestures, acts and 
everyday life practices that demonstrate the ‘normalcy’ and specifi cs of nationhood as a category 
of reference. We believe the above-described aspects of identity formation and nation-building are 
usually hard to trace using conventional methods such as policy analysis, surveys and even qualitative 
interviewing, which often focus on the declarative level and/or offi  cial discourse, omitting the aspects 
of multiple and contested meanings of identity, nationhood, and symbols. Finally, we discuss the 
researcher’s personal background, as well as his/her interaction in the fi eld as a source of insights 
and information often disregarded in the process of data collection and analysis. This observation is 
especially relevant in the research of collective identity, since it exposes the relational, performative 
and dynamic character of identity expressions (Tilly, 2005). The following two empirical studies serve 
as an illustration of the above-mentioned claims. To facilitate the understanding of our claims, we 
summarise methodological extensions in Table 1. (see below), which we suggest to be added while 
exploring everyday identity formation.

Table 1: Anthropological extensions in the study of everyday identity formation

Sampling
Flexible sampling for extending the context of discovery;
Exposure for an eff ective sampling strategy to map contentious, confl icting identity discourses;

Interviewing

Attention to the context and setting of interviews and their infl uence over the outcome as well 
as over the role of the researcher;
Acknowledging the interview as a dialogical, relational performance in which the researcher 
invites or patiently waits for identity performance;

Observing
Observation of physical settings, gestures, face expressions while doing interviews;
Attention to non-declarative aspects of identity formation: from tangible objects to emotions

Interpreting Refl ection on the researcher’s role, background, power, interactions, identity, thoughts and 
emotions in the fi eld

Source: authors’ compilation
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Study 1

Exploring the invisible aspects of Ukrainian identity through its visible representations in 
the domestic sphere

This section presents a study that analyses national identity through everyday consumption practices. 
In particular, it focuses on the process of embodiment of national symbolic meanings in everyday 
material objects and practices of consumption, with the purpose of seeing how the concept of nation 
is grounded in ‘banal’ life. The results of this study not only reveal a multitude of non-offi  cial national 
symbols, conceived at the level of everyday life, but they also demonstrate how such symbols are 
established and then practiced for national self-affi  rmation by ordinary people. 

Previous studies on post-Soviet nationalism analysing the main ways and sites of the expression of 
national belonging often looked at offi  cial national symbols and participation in national events, such 
as parades, ceremonies or national holidays (Kolstǿ, 2006; Smith, 1998). As part of a critique of this 
approach, some scholars started to acknowledge the fl uidity of national symbols, pointing also to the 
importance of non-offi  cial national symbols (Brubaker et al., 2006; Kuzio, 1998;) and alternative sites 
for evoking national sentiments, such as the Eurovision song contest (Danero, 2015), Olympic games 
(Persson and Petersson, 2014) and the ‘Colour revolutions’ (Ó Beacháin and Polese, 2010).

Everyday life as a site for the expression of national identity is an area of inquiry that is only 
starting to gain popularity in post-Soviet studies (Isaacs and Polese, 2016). Consumption constitutes 
an important part of everyday life and it is rich in symbolic meaningfulness and has a direct impact on 
the identity formation process (Douglas, 2002; Miller, 1995). The results driven from the empirical data 
of this case study show that besides being a stage for the expression of nationhood consumption also 
represents a sphere in which national sentiments are renegotiated and shaped. 

 The two case study locations of this research are Tallinn (Estonia) and Lviv (Ukraine). The main 
data, which consists of 38 interviews conducted in Lviv and 29 in Tallinn, was collected during 2014 
and 2015. Though the discus-sions of this paper are based on both case studies, only the one on Lviv 
will be used to illustrate the refl ective process of fi nding and applying appropriate methodology. 
The main method of inquiry was semi-structured interviews with a focus on ordinary consumption 
practices in four selected domains of everyday life, namely: food, home, leisure and fashion (clothing 
consumption). The examples presented in this paper are drawn from the selected material on home 
and home-related consumption. The rationale behind focusing only on the topic of home is dictated by 
the content and dynamics of the majority of interviews conducted in Lviv, in which the topic of home 
tended to turn into particularly vivid discussions and, therefore, also became the richest topic for 
illustrating the main argument. Interviewing was supplemented by additional research methods, such 
as close reading of research relevant documents, webpages, brochures, fashion, culinary and home 
interior design magazines, by visual analysis of pictures of home interiors up-loaded to databases of 
local real-estate agencies, and also by observations made at respondents’ homes as well as the main 
sites of consumption, like markets, supermarkets and shops. The sample was composed of urban 
citizens divided into two main groups according to their natively spoken language — Ukrainian or 
Russian in the case of Ukraine and Estonian or Russian in the case of Estonia. The subgroup division 
was based on the age of respondents. In the fi rst age category, there were informants born between 
1940-1965, while in the second they were born between 1975-1990. The snowball recruitment method 
via social networks was used to fi nd potential informants. The choice to have re-spondents from 
diff erent language and age groups mirrors one of the targets of this research, which is to fi nd as much 
variety as possible in the ways in which national belonging is recreated and expressed.

So far, ethnography has been considered to be the most appropriate instrument applied in studies 
of every-day life (De Certeau, 1984) and consumer culture (Miller, 1995; Ekström & Brembeck, 2004). In 
his several ethno-graphic studies of the potential impact of consumption on people’s identity projects, 
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Daniel Miller (1987) concluded that consumption and possession of commodities not only expose 
social identities, but also stipulate their formation and re-negotiation. Since this research study’s goal 
is to answer questions like how are national sentiments shaped at the mundane level? and what are 
those national symbols that people ‘operate’ in their everyday life?, the choice of eth-nography as the 
method of inquiry appears to be the most ‘natural’ one. First, in-depth interviews were chosen as the 
main method, however later, once I read through the transcripts of the fi rst interviews, I realised that 
they represented rather ‘dry’ material that needed to be supplemented by additional data. Looking 
for a potential gap in the chosen methodology (which at that moment included semi-structured 
interviews and analysis of print advertisements) I started to look for a supplementary method. With 
more experience in interviews, I understood that there was defi nitely a need to better understand 
and feel the context, time and physical settings in which my data was collected. This encouraged 
me to ‘use my eyes’ more and to observe more closely the settings in which the research was done, 
namely at the informants’ homes (whenever it was possible) and places of consumption. Even 
though it will be too ambitious to call this supplementary tool ‘participant observation conducted as 
fully as possible’, in its anthropological and sociological understanding, we believe that this type of 
observation deserves closer attention in studies of nationalism. This is also highlighted in the work 
of Fox and Miller-Idriss (2008, p. 357), who argue that “Participant ob-servation provides a window 
for viewing the nation in everyday life”. Observing informants’ homes or sites of con-sumption was 
helpful insofar as it revealed some details of the process of national identity formation that in general 
are diffi  cult to notice when a more traditional approach to the study of national identity is applied. A 
home and the possessions it contains provide much information not only about the individual identity 
of their owner, but also about his/her group identity, and can provide evidence of how such an identity 
is recreated and maintained (Pechurina, 2015).

Another observation that I believe will be relevant to highlight for future studies on nationalism 
concerns the way in which a researcher might inquire about national sensibilities. In order to fi nd 
unoffi  cial national symbols that emerge and are ‘operated’ in the everyday life, or to learn about how 
people express their national portraits, one does not have to talk/ask about the nation explicitly. When 
the sense of national belonging is grounded in daily life, references to national categories come to the 
surface almost automatically at some point in a conversation (Fox & Miller-Idriss, 2008). If such an 
approach is chosen, a researcher should listen and just wait until his/her informant starts to refer to a 
nation. For instance, while asking my Estonian informants about their individual preferences of their 
ideal home, several of them started their answer with, “We Estonians normally like private houses” 
or “...like an average Estonian, I would prefer to live in a private house”. Even though the question 
was about individual preferences, respondents spontaneously evoked some kind of preferences 
they considered to be national, thereby identifying themselves as part of that nation. Following this 
approach, I presented my interview to informants fi rst of all as a talk about everyday consumption 
practices, which would allow them to express their perception of the nation at any point of the 
interview. In particular in Ukraine, due to the context in which interviews were conducted (at the 
time of a notable escalation of nationalistic feelings because of Euromaidan and ongoing military 
events in Eastern Ukraine), usually there was no need to wait for long until an informant would start 
to make references to the nation or talk about their sense of national belonging. However, if after 
some time my informant had still not talked spontaneously in ‘national terms’, I would ‘speed up’ 
the process and bring up an issue of products that he/she might consider to have national meanings. 

Both the researcher’s role and identity might be aff ected by a change of settings during the research 
(Adler & Adler, 1987; Weinreb, 2006). Being a native Ukrainian had an obvious impact on my cultural 
and intuitive under-standing of Ukraine, however, in the case of Lviv, it was not just that of an insider. 
There my position could be better described as those of an ‘inside outsider’. First of all because in Lviv, 
which is usually considered to be a Ukrainian-speaking city and a cradle of Ukrainian nationalism, I 
was a representative of a Ukrainian Russian speaking community, coming originally from Kiev. Though 
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I am fl uent in Ukrainian and conducted my interviews in Ukrainian and Russian languages (according 
to the needs of my informants), for native Ukrainian speakers, who usually have a very strong regional 
and municipal identity (Wylegala, 2010), I was seen more as an outsider who was observing and 
questioning them. For Russian speakers, sometimes my role of researcher-observer was turned into 
the role of researcher-comforter — a person ready to listen, share and understand concerns that could 
arise among members of a language minority group. I also experienced the same type of role when 
some respondents of a diff erent language background shared with me how their everyday lives had 
changed since the events of Euromaidan and the military confl ict in East-ern Ukraine. Usually such 
informants viewed me fi rst of all as a compatriot that should have some pro-active civil posi-tion; 
indiff erence or neutrality was not looked upon favourably in such an emotional moment for Ukraine. 
In some interviews, their perception of the researcher as sympathetic with their feelings turned 
a relative ‘easy’ talk about everyday routine into long and emotional monologues, expressions of 
accumulated feelings, thoughts and fears con-cerning the Ukrainian nation, politics, perception of the 
‘other’ and the war. In such moments, it seemed inappropriate to behave as a neutral observer — my 
Ukrainian identity was also awoken and I could feel not only empathy towards my respondents, but 
also I shared their fears, tragedies and anxiety about the future of Ukraine. Thus, in particular during 
the analysis of my data, I realised that refl ections on my role as a researcher represent an important 
element or even source of data to be aware of while considering the results of my research.

People do not think about nationhood every day in every situation; it matters only in special 
contexts  (Bru-baker et al., 2006; Fox & Miller-Idriss, 2008). The same applies to objects and practices 
through which people connect to these objects. Analysis of material objects and their consumption 
is limited to a specifi c context and a particular period of time. The change of context can modify the 
way people relate to, use and attribute meanings to objects and practices. Finally, objects become 
symbolically meaningful and can tell us something that goes beyond their basic function, only when 
studied within specifi c context (Julien & Rosselin, 2005). One of the most important features of the 
context in which my research was conducted is the fact that the period of data collection took place 
in 2014-2015, directly after the Euromaidan protests, the Crimean referendum and the beginning of 
the military confl ict in Eastern Ukraine. Entering the fi eld, I was aware that while such events could 
make my interviews more emotionally sensitive, they could also facilitate my inquiries, since national 
sentiments were no longer dormant: people were more ready to talk about the nation, spontaneously 
charging even everyday conversations with national discourse. 

The events of 2014-2015 provoked a renegotiation of national self-identifi cation for many people, 
had an impact on the attitude toward national symbols, and signifi cantly expanded their variety. In 
both the popular discourse and the academic one, this period was often described as a ‘Ukrainian 
national revival’ (Diuk, 2014; Kulyk, 2014). Against the backdrop of such an activation of nationalistic 
sentiments, one has to be careful while approaching the concept of the banal, as elements and 
behaviour patterns of the national identity production could be considered to be banal only for that 
particular period of Ukrainian history and thus represent an important limitation to my research. At 
the same time, it would be wrong to think that what manifested as banal in 2014-2015 cannot become 
a normality during subsequent years. Some material objects and consumption practices related to 
them acquired a new meaning, which I partially revealed in my study; they had become markers of 
Ukrainian-ness. Though such markers might change over time, I believe my research could still be 
useful for understanding the processes of how such markers could be shaped and ‘operated’ at the 
level of mundane life.

Physical settings in which I conducted interviews represented another important aspect in the 
process of fi nding the most appropriate method of data collection and later in its interpretation. While 
conducting interviews, I started to notice that interviews done in public premises were diff erent from 
those conducted in the informants’ homes. Interviews done at home provided me with richer data, as 
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homes were not just convenient places to conduct interviews; they constituted a meaningful part of 
settings studied in my research (Blunt and Dowling, 2006). In particular, I was able to complement the 
home-related part of my interview with an observation of the home’s material culture. 

Here it would be important to revisit the necessity of being self-refl exive and consider changes 
in my own national identity, which were provoked by the context in which my research was done. 
Being in some sense ‘activated’ and renegotiated, my feelings towards Ukraine made me pay more 
attention to material things with Ukrainian symbolism even outside of my research. Exploring how my 
respondents attach national meanings to some objects from their routine life, I was simultaneously 
refl ecting on the ways I might do the same. Similarly to Tolia-Kelly’s research (2004) on British Asian 
homes, in my case, interviews conducted in home settings were more than just a conversation in a 
more relaxed atmosphere for my respondent. Usually they also included a tour of the home, which 
was in itself valuable for my research, and an experience of being treated as a guest (I was always 
off ered drinks and snacks). When observing informants’ homes, I looked everywhere for objects that 
could be signifi cant for the informants’ national identity, and after identifying at least one, I would 
usually try to provoke some talk about it and observe whether its description — or practices associated 
with it — referred to any national sentiments. Such participant observation started to lend me insight 
into how a nation gets materialised through objects that surround people in their habitual spaces of 
everyday life. The opportunity of being at home often encouraged my respondents to show me some 
of their deco-rative possessions embodied with special symbolic meaning, thus making our interviews 
more interactive. While holding an object in their hands, they would tell its story, describe their 
attitude towards it and very often also mention how it connected them with local culture.

The experience of interviewing at homes also revealed a diff erence between Russian and Ukrainian 
speakers in attitudes towards objects with Ukrainian national symbolism. For instance, I found that 
while home aesthetics were usually shared between both language groups and constituted codes of 
Ukrainian taste, the attitudes toward some objects with national meanings were never homogeneous. 
Russian speakers would value having objects that are ‘rep-resentative of Ukrainian culture’ and would 
consider them important for their identity. In their homes, such objects were normally represented 
by art works, traditional Ukrainian embroideries, national costumes and ceramics. I noticed the same 
objects in the homes of Ukrainian speakers; however, in most cases they were not mentioned by 
their owners as the main representations of the Ukrainian nation. For such purposes, the majority 
of Ukrainian speakers preferred to show either offi  cial symbols or more nationalist ones (usually not 
shared by Russian speakers) like the UPA fl ag, a portrait of Taras Shevchenko and religious icons. I also 
observed that people from diff erent language groups might use the same object diff erently. A piece 
of a traditional Ukrainian embroidery was admired and proudly showed to me by a Russian speaker, 
while my Ukrainian respondent had it folded and safely stored away, saving it for a special occasion; 
that piece represented almost a sacred object to her.

According to the principles of material culture studies, objects are used as lenses to study cultural 
meanings that they can reveal or mediate (Douglas, 2002; Julien & Rosselin, 2005). While focusing on 
how home possessions re-lated to a sense of Ukrainian identity, sometimes I would notice objects that 
had some clear national features, but which my respondent would not mention in our conversation. 
On the one hand, it may indicate that there was a lack of as-sociation between that object and 
national self-perception. On the other hand, I suggest that it could also signify that the object was so 
grounded in everyday life that its owner would not refl ect on its national meanings. Nonetheless, the 
fact of living with it would have an impact on one’s national identity. Examples of such objects are 
those functional ones, like cosmetics made in Ukraine, Ukrainian music CDs or books, but also maps 
or images of Ukrainian landscapes hanging on the walls. Among those, only books were attributed 
some national meanings. These are objects, however, with which people have contact on a daily 
basis, as such, they constitute domestic practices, being meaningful only to some particular culture 
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(Pechurina, 2015). That culture dictates a unity of tastes, some aesthetic norms for fashion, home 
arrangement, and cooking; in the end, people who consider themselves to be part of that cultural 
community share those tastes to a greater or lesser extent.

My primary interest in this research was to explore and document how national identity is 
shaped and ex-pressed by ordinary people. Though I realise that my sample of ‘ordinary people’ is 
not representative and in itself poses a signifi cant limitation to my study, I strongly believe that the 
exploration of national identity through the lens of everyday consumption practices could provide 
a supplementary picture of a major socio-political process such as the formation of a nation. The 
details that a domain of mundane life can provide for a better understanding of how nations are 
shaped and consolidated never lie on the ‘surface’, which requires the researcher to be, apart from 
systematic and consistent in his/her approach to research, also fl exible and refl exive in order to reveal 
them (Gouldner, 1971; Stanley & Wise, 1983). In this research, applying a mix of methods, regularly 
revising the initial methodology design, listening to my emotions and intuition, and paying attention 
to physical and temporal settings of research all helped me to highlight those nuances of national 
identity formation that are usually overlooked in more traditional inquiries focused on conceiving and 
reacting to national policies. 

Study 2

The study of national identity through musical performances in Estonia

Based on the multifaceted and bottom-up approach to identity, this section presents a study of identity 
and nation-building through collective musical performances. It presents music as a potent area of 
research where meanings of nationhood are negotiated but also practiced in national celebrations, 
as well as in leisure time and hobby groups. The case under study is the national tradition of choral 
singing in Estonia. There is a similar choral singing culture in Latvia and Lithuania, yet I had lived in 
Estonia before and had some basic language competence, which decidedly infl uenced my choice of 
the case and facilitated the depth of insight I could obtain. In studies of nationalism, scholars have 
inves-tigated mostly classical music and folk music, two genres that traditionally represented national 
cultures and were often incorporated in national narratives (Curtis, 2008; Bohlman, 2011; Baycroft 
& Hopkin, 2012). A new, growing body of research investigates national meanings in popular music 
(Biddle & Knight, 2007; Connell & Gibson, 2003; Johnson, 2006). In my research, I shifted attention from 
meanings in musical pieces (lyrics, contexts, authors) to music from the perspective of participation 
and everyday life. I focused on the participation, performance and narratives of conductors, as well as 
ordinary members of amateur choirs. I tried to understand how the experience of collective musical 
performance rather than only the musical piece itself links to one’s sense of belonging. In other 
words, contra-ry to the assumption that music refl ects social identities and values, I was interested 
in how music and musical per-formances create what they claim to refl ect (Frith, 1996). This stance 
was crucial, as it posed a question of not only what we can read from music about the discourse of 
nationhood, but more importantly, how music can actively contribute to or challenge the process of 
nation-building.

The tradition of choral singing festivals can be described as an ‘invented tradition’ (Hobsbawm 
& Ranger, 1983) that accompanied Estonian nation-building. It was started by nationally minded 
intellectuals in the late 19th century, 50 years before the fi rst republic of Estonia was established 
(cf. Brüggemann & Kasekamp, 2014; Šmidchens, 2014;). The festival is organised every fi ve years and 
features only choral pieces performed by amateur choirs from all over the country and abroad (usually 
choirs established by Estonians outside of Estonia). The choral repertoires feature old national songs, 
some rearranged folk songs and newly commissioned choral pieces. It is a celebration that engages 
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about 20,000 singers, with more than 100,000 in the audience participating physically on the festival 
grounds (which amounts to 10% of the total population). Even more people watch it on TV. The song 
festival is accompanied by a dance festival that takes place simultaneously.

The festival and choral singing were part of the social mobilisation against the Soviet regime in the 
late eighties, the so-called ‘Singing Revolution’. The name, used in both academic and everyday speech, 
expresses the mythical importance of singing as a way of expressing ‘Estonianness’, solidarity, and the 
common political wish for Estonians to have their own democratic state. As Lauristin and Vihalemm 
(2013) showed in their survey, the majority of Estonians express very normative statements about the 
festival — it is an ‘authentic’ celebration of the Estonian nation. Some of my informants named the 
tradition a religion for many Estonians who are otherwise not usually religious. The participation in 
the celebration decreased after Estonia regained independence, but since the early 2000s the trend has 
changed and the song celebration attracts even more people. It is estimated that about 12% of adult 
Estonians currently sing in choirs and 46% have done so in the past (Lauristin & Vihalemm, 2013, p. 9). 
My task was thus to explore the phenomenon of the song celebration and choral singing from the 
perspective of nation-building in contemporary Estonia, in the context of 25 years of independence. I 
was interested in how this kind of musical performance, both the national festival and participation 
in choirs in leisure time, both infl uences people’s perception of nationhood and helps some of the 
national narratives be more pronounced in their everyday lives.

I came to Estonia in 2014, the year when the national festival took place. The focus on participatory 
and social aspects of music led me to choose qualitative methods with the emphasis on in-depth 
interviews as well as participation and observation of choral events. My initial fi eldwork consisted 
of an analysis of the festival offi  cial communication, interviews with decision-makers, namely 
representatives of state institutions and organisations responsible for the festival, analysis of media 
representations as well as the use of the festival in the context of nation-branding. In-depth interviews 
of at least one hour provided insights into the decision-makers’ perceptions of the song celebration. 
They clearly revealed a kind of ‘normalcy’, namely what discourses are considered self-evident in 
the circle of the festival organisers and top conductors. The prevailing discourse refl ected the rather 
ethnocentric, sometimes anti-Russian narrative of Estonian nationalism. Yet, the informants, even if 
some of them worked for state agencies that coordinate the song festival, saw themselves not only as 
representatives of state institutions but also (or in some cases, most of all) as musicians, conductors, 
cultural sector workers, singers, composers, music teachers, Estonians, patriots, Russians, Russian 
Estonians, etc. Their identities and reference groups shifted during our conversations and interviews; 
sometimes they expressed seemingly contradictory opinions that depended on the context. For 
example, one of the top conductors and organisers of the song celebration insisted that the song 
festival is a celebration of the nation, its mentality, and its rootedness in the region — yet he opposed 
the political overtones of the event:

If you take nationality away, then the mentality is still there, if you take mentality away, what does this 
na-tionality mean then? It’s nothing. Take the fl ag, yes and so what? [irritation] You can put another fl ag 
here [laughter], it’s kind of a form or surface.

Concurrently, he saw the abundance of state fl ags at the event as a normal need for expressing 
the Estonians’ national confi dence. This example shows that the divide into formal and informal (top 
or bottom) actors in the nation-building process is perhaps analytically useful but problematic in 
practice. Even those who represent state institutions con-stantly negotiate their identities, challenge 
the offi  cial discourses and shift their positions and alliances depending on the interview situation. It 
might, therefore, be useful to think of the formal-informal dichotomy not as a binary division, but 
rather as a continuum where many actors will hold ambiguous positions.
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One of the most interesting interviews took place during the song festival. I was invited to follow 
the day of one middle school choir and accompany their choir leader. This person led me through each 
step of rehearsals and narrated to me her own as well as the choir’s preparations and activities as they 
‘naturally’ unfolded in the context of the festival. Her commentary on the events I witnessed provided 
me with insight into how she frames singing in her own experience and where the experience of 
national identity appears most strongly. These casual, fragmented and unstructured conversations 
revealed that most of the time the sense of national belonging is not explicitly expressed or highlighted 
by the informants. Rather, it is a wider frame of reference, something taken for granted that is often 
‘forced’ in the interview. During the festival, some of the members of the choir I accompanied asked 
me if ‘we’ in Poland (my country of origin) know about ‘their’ tradition of singing and that ‘they’ 
are the biggest choir in the world. This situation showed how my research activity and my identity 
as a foreigner evoked in them certain national categorisations and performances of identity. My 
presence at the song festival grounds encouraged the informants to frame the choral singing festival 
as something specifi cally Estonian that I, as an outsider and a representative of another nation, might 
not be familiar with. Such encounters during ethnographic fi eldwork and interviewing pose the 
question to what extent research activity that employs intrusive methods can be called another banal 
form of evoking thinking in national terms (cf. Adams, 2009).

At the next stage of choosing informants, I applied the strategy of exposure (Shea-Schwartz & 
Yanow, 2012). Namely, I tried to fi nd respondents that could potentially represent diff erent points 
of view or even contradictory narratives. This included identifying ‘types’ of respondents, according 
to their position within the structure of the festival, experience in diff erent regions of Estonia, age, 
musical activities, professional experience, etc. Some of my previous respondents directed me to 
people whom they thought of as worth talking to and considered infl uential or con-troversial. The 
strategy of exposure is neither randomised, nor theoretically-driven. The selection of informants is 
an ongoing process, closely tied to what has already been discovered. I found this particular method 
crucial in the study of bottom-up national identity. It leaves the sample of interviews open and 
fl exible, it prioritises fi eldwork fi ndings over methodological formality and, therefore, enhances the 
possibility of discovering aspects of identity creation and nego-tiation that are more complex, novel 
or marginalised in previous studies. 

In my research, the methodological choice of using exposure as a way to identify informants and 
diversify narratives resulted in interesting fi ndings with theoretical insights. I found out that there are 
many fractures in the national narrative. Some interviewees said that even though the festival is great, 
it is perhaps too conservative and marginalises the presence of Estonian Russians. Others suggested 
that the festival is too archaic and should connect people over civic patriotism, rather than repeat old 
nationalist narratives. Altogether, I identifi ed several narratives of what kind of national identity the 
song celebration conveys or should convey. These were rather marginalised in previous studies, which 
emphasised the ‘self-evident’ role of the song celebration as the Estonian cultural symbol related to 
the independence movement.

The second methodological pillar of the study was participant observation. I participated in 
several choral singing events, yet the most informative one was the national song festival in 2014. I 
documented the event with pho-tographs, short videos and fi eld notes, like the one below.

People came with blankets, food, it was like a family picnic, no alcohol, everybody rather focused on 
what’s happening on the stage. The event was opened by President Ilves, who said that ‘freedom is our 
song, we have always sung, no matter what, when we were occupied, for our freedom and now when 
we are free, he fi nished with ‘Elagu Eesti’. The crowd applauded. Then the emotional moments came – 
the national anthem and some songs of the Singing Revolution were sung. People stood up, waved small 
national fl ags, and sang along. A woman next to me grabbed my hand, it was a very bonding moment. 
An elderly lady behind me was so moved when the national anthem was sung, I saw tears on her face. 
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Everybody was very focused, it felt like they came here for these very few meaningful songs. . . . My 
Estonian friend whispered in my ear “This is the song!” when ‘Koit’ (Dawn) was sung; upon the request 
of the people the song was repeated. It was very empowering and powerful to see thousands of people 
do the same thing, wave the fl ag, move rhythmically like one body, some of them holding hands. I also 
had a fl ag and for the fi rst time in my life, I actually waved it. . . . When it got dark, people took out their 
mobile phones and held them in the air (like lighters at rock concerts) to signal the most emotional and 
sentimental songs. (Author’s fi eldwork journal, 6.07.2014)

This experience illustrates the idea that identity is not only declared but also performed and 
practiced. It made me realise that most accounts of identity or nation-building focus on stories, on 
how people narrate where they belong. This is a fundamentally important approach, yet it does not 
address what lies beyond the word: those aspects of identity that link, for example, to aff ect, body 
and action. The festival was a kind of ‘maximum’ experience, an ecstatic event of collective joy that 
manifests when people go beyond their selves in order to be part of something greater (a kind of 
Turner’s communitas, see Turner, 1966). The moment of joint singing of patriotic songs, which was 
a symbolic re-enactment of the nation, drew my attention to emotive aspects of national identity 
which are usually invisible in a top-down approach to nation-building. Although the body of research 
on the social aspects of emotions is growing (Ahmed, 2004; Rosenwein, 2007; Wetherell, 2012, 2015), 
in nationalism studies emotions have been noticed but not thoroughly researched as mechanisms 
of collective identity building (cf. Gellner, 1997), sometimes omitted as uncanny or associated with 
uncontrolled outbursts of hatred and ethnic violence (Druckman, 1994). Michael Skey (2006) suggested 
that surpluses of emotion at national events — what he calls ‘ecstatic nationalism’ – can be seen as 
an ex-tension of Billig’s banal nationalism. He argues that they ‘both illuminate and materialize the 
often rather nebulous solidarities that are presumed to underpin daily (national) life’ (Skey, 2006, p. 
146). Skey sees ecstatic events as somewhat interrupting the banal routine of nationalism, yet my 
analysis of the song celebration and choral singing revealed two major things about emotions and 
identity. First, emotional outbursts can be expected and somewhat learned and ritualised. In the 
context of the song festival, the audience is very familiar with the emotional load that the songs carry 
(everyone learns those songs at school) and expects the ritual to be emotional. This suggests that 
emotions are not uncanny, but rather constructed discursively, aff ectively and performatively within 
a cultural context (Ahmed, 2004; Wetherell, 2012, 2015). Second, the emotive aspect of identity is not 
extraordinary or limited to one single event. It also lies in everyday speech, in how people frame and 
talk about their sense of belonging. This experience alerted me to discourses of feeling and emotive 
vocabulary that came up in interviews and the emotional reactions of my informants. It made me 
notice, for instance, how some of the interviewees said they feel Estonian and placed their hand on 
their heart when describing their experiences of singing at the song festival. Sometimes the body 
communicated a stronger or a diff erent message than words.

The systematic observation and inquiry into emotional states of informants has become part of 
the interview-ing process and also brought up further methodological questions, such as how to 
research and write about emotions in the social sciences. For a long time, the ideal research position 
was the one of an emotionally detached, most neutral observer. This was sustained by a philosophical 
position, which separated judgment and emotion and made the latter one inferior. This assumption 
has been challenged in the fi eld of anthropology but seems to prevail in academic standards of other 
disciplines, including the study of nation-building and national identity in political science. There is, 
however, a growing body of literature that argues that emotional introspection is a way of knowing 
and generating knowledge (Davies & Spencer, 2010; Munkejord, 2009;). Brannick and Coghlan (2007) 
argue for a process of refl exive awareness in order to unlock tacit knowledge that may be reframed as 
theoretical knowledge. Munkejord (2009) sug-gests that emotional refl exivity improves trustworthiness 
and transparency of research. In my research, attempts to relate to my informants emotionally and 
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understand my own emotional reactions (moments of distance, compassion, repulsion, or an urge to 
act, like wave the fl ag on the song festival) were very informative. Emotions are not easily transcribed 
into notes and then an academic text, which is usually fragmented, condensed and adjusted to 
standards of journals and academic audience(s). Yet, they play a signifi cant role in the way people 
create and experience their identities and also in how researchers study them, which is altogether a 
strong reason to incorporate refl ection and questions about emotions into the theory and practice of 
researching informal, invisible aspects of nation-building and group identity formation. 

This short refl ection of my study aimed to show that music (from national celebrations to everyday 
hobby) is fertile ground for researching the informal, implicit aspects of the sense of belonging. It is 
culturally embedded, it en-gages people on many levels — discursively, emotionally, etc. — and traverses 
their leisure time. The study of the song celebration and choral singing in Estonia also revealed that 
a signifi cant component of national belonging rests on participation, collective acts and the sense of 
emotional attachment to the imaginary national community. It showed how new theoretical insights 
into identity can be developed by investigating what is usually left beyond academic re-search — the 
emotional states of the respondents and emotive aspects of identity discourse. This is especially valid 
for the post-Soviet area, since most of the accounts of nation-building focused on administrative and 
institutional decisions related to language or citizenship. In my research, I realised the relevance of 
looking into how people feel about and perform the nation in most culturally signifi cant contexts, 
such as the national song festival, which is closer to the experience of ordinary people than policies 
and main political actors.

Conclusions

The goal of the paper was to elaborate methodological approaches to the study of nation-building 
and national identity in the context of everyday life. It focused particularly on the study of mundane, 
unnoticed practices related to identity in the context of the post-Soviet region, in which scholarship 
on informality and the mundane exists, but has not been explicitly linked to wider processes of nation-
building. The paper attempted to demonstrate the relevance of research into informal, everyday life 
experiences and practices in the search for a better explanation of the process of nation-building, 
identity formation, its failures and successes. Using the example of consumption practices in 
Ukraine, as well as musical practices in Estonia, the paper aimed to problematise certain aspects 
of interviewing such as informality, intrusiveness, interview setting, and exposure as a strategy of 
sampling. It also presented some useful aspects of anthropological sensitivity through which both 
tangible proxies of identity (meaningful objects, products, private space) and intangible aspects such 
as aff ective practices can be revealed. Finally, the article provided some refl ections on the positionality 
and identity of the researcher in the fi eld, in particular, the usefulness of emotional refl exivity as a 
research tool that complements, rather than disturbs analysis and interpretation.

These methodological propositions do not form a new coherent methodology; they should be 
read rather as a set of ideas about how to practically approach identity formation in the context of 
everyday life. In the era of growing codifi cation of research methods, this paper aims to re-emphasise 
some modes of learning about identity that are absent in the mainstream literature on identity 
formation. With this highly interpretive, ethnographic approach we hope to understand national 
identity as a nuanced, embodied experience, intertwined with many aspects of everyday life. Through 
the exploration of national meanings in the banal, routine, and self-evident, we hope to shed new 
light on how and why certain top-down decisions and policies related to nation-building solve or do 
not solve identity chal-lenges. The post-Soviet and more widely, post-socialist countries, with already 
25 years of new national history, are a perfect ‘laboratory’ to research tensions and dependencies 
between the macro and micro, public and private, top-down and bottom-up aspects of identity.



91

Everyday Nation-Building in the Post-Soviet Space. Methodological Refl ections 83

Although the focus on the everyday construction of identities might bring a lot of insight about 
particular and general mechanisms of identity construction, as any approach, it has limitations. The 
concept of the everyday or banal is never fi xed; it is not uniform, as it does not have well-defi ned 
borders. However, as shown in the example of Ukraine, in certain political situations the banal 
aspects of nationalism, previously invisible, can be easily mobilised and become very pronounced. 
Another diffi  culty of research into everyday practices is their richness and even ‘messiness’. After all, 
nation as a cognitive scheme is always intertwined with diff erent group identities and ideologies and 
cannot be neatly singled out or measured. This poses a challenge to traditional concepts of reliability 
and validity of such research, yet, we argue that the richness and complexity of data, as well as a 
methodological fl exibility of looking at it, extends the context of discovery and may generate new 
theoretical insights. We hope that as the bottom-up research into nation-building is gaining ground, 
further methodological refl ection about it will develop and contribute to better understanding the 
limits, strengths and applicability of such an approach in the post-socialist context and beyond.
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Abstract  
This chapter explores the role of emotions and affective practices for 
language beliefs, acquisition and practices. It argues that affective 
orientations towards language comprise an important part of what 
Schiffman (1996) calls the linguistic culture of a community: the 
beliefs, attitudes and assumptions that largely shape the popular 
understanding of the role of language and in which language policies 
are embedded. While there is a growing interest in language policy 
beyond official legislation, there is still very little understanding of 
how the notion of language is constructed discursively, affectively 
and performatively. This chapter explores this angle using the case 
study of the Estonian choral song celebration, the largest state-
supported event in Estonia. Song festivals have been intertwined 
with the process of nation-building since their beginning in the 
nineteenth century. This chapter analyzes how the song celebration 
serves as a site where emotions, especially love and anxiety, are 
discursively and performatively “attached” to the idea of national 
language. Such affective narratives inform the protectionist language 
policy of Estonia. Finally, this chapter opens a discussion on the 
possibility of the song festival becoming a site for creating an 
inclusive emotional patterning of language use. The primary data for 
the study was gathered in Estonia between 2013 and 2015, using 
participant observation at choral singing events, as well as semi-
structured interviews with the song festival organizers. 

                                                           
1  Emilia Pawłusz, Tallinn University, emilia.pawlusz@tlu.ee 
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Introduction 
This study joins the body of literature that examines language policy 
beyond the state and its juridical character (Schiffman, 1996; 
Shohamy, 2006; Spolsky, 2004). It focuses on affective practices 
(Wetherell, 2012; 2015) that position a language in the national 
narrative and influence the way people think and feel about the 
language in relation to the state, other linguistic groups and their 
own identities. Affective practice as a conceptual framework allows 
emotions to be seen not as individual states of mind, but rather as 
patterns integral to power relations and social structures (cf. 
Bourdieu's concept of symbolic violence). This observation sheds 
new light on studies of language policy: it highlights the importance 
of collective psychological context, which often shapes beliefs about 
a language. 
 Combining literature from studies of emotions and language 
policy, this chapter analyzes the Estonian national song festival (in 
Estonian, laulupidu) as a case of affective practice where the 
emotive aspect of language use is constructed and performed2. The 
main argument of this study is that, in the national song festival, the 
Estonian language is constructed as a marker of ethnic Estonians and 

                                                           
2 This chapter is a continuation of my article “The Estonian Song 

Celebration (Laulupidu) as an Instrument of Language Policy ” (Journal of Baltic 
Studies, DOI: 10.1080/01629778.2016.1164203), in which I analyzed laulupidu as 
an example of implicit language policy-making (Shohamy, 2006) in the context of 
nation- and state-building in the post-Soviet space. One of the findings of that 
article is that there is some form of affective solidarity stemming from joint 
singing that could potentially contribute to the process of civic national integration 
in Estonia. The crucial role of collective affect in nation-building is the point of 
departure for this study, which employs theoretical concepts from the study of 
emotions to analyze how affective construction of language use can legitimize 
official language policy. This chapter presents affective practices related to 
language as a new, understudied angle in the study of language policy. 
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an object of emotions, particularly love and anxiety. The song 
festival is analyzed as an example of a ritual in which the nation 
constructs itself as an emotional community. Moreover, the 
laulupidu (re)creates affective dispositions towards certain 
judgments, bodily engagement and perception of the language that 
are trans-personal in scope and irreducible to individual states of 
mind (cf. Emirbayer and Goldberg, 2005). This chapter observes 
that choral song festivals are sites of meaning-making where the 
Estonian language is perceived as a frame for the ethnic-national 
identity. I develop a critique in this chapter of the festival both as a 
tradition that does not take up the linguistic diversity of the society 
and as site that is distanced from efforts to make Estonian the basis 
for the civic culture of the society (affirmed, for example, in state 
integration programs).  
 The relevance of the song festival to the study of language 
policy in Estonia stems from its rich discursive, affective and 
performative character. Physically gathering over 100,000 people at 
the event (and about 20,000 singers on stage), the song festival can 
have a great impact on the way people perceive and experience the 
issues of identity, nationhood, language and patriotism on both 
cognitive and emotional levels. A recent quantitative study by the 
sociologists Marju Lauristin and Peeter Vihalemm (2013) found that 
the majority of the respondents (Estonian-speakers ranging in ages 
from 15 to 74) were passionate – if not “religious”– about the song 
festival and considered it a very important Estonian national 
tradition that gave them a sense of national community and 
familiarity and is actively used in the current branding of Estonia. 
The political significance of the event that has functioned as a 
marker of national awakening and the anti-Soviet civic movement, 
its grassroots popularity, combined with the personal and bodily way 
of participation make it a suitable foundation for observing affective 
practices related to identity and language, nationhood and statehood. 
 Methodologically, this study is based on qualitative data 
gathered in Estonia between 2013-2015, in particular participant 
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observation at the national song celebration in Tallinn in 2014, and a 
set of eleven semi-structured interviews with organizers from the 
Song and Dance Celebration Foundation (ELTSA), which is the 
state agency that coordinates the song celebration and the Estonian 
Choral Association, as well as conductors and individuals 
responsible for official communication about the festival. Each 
interview lasted at least one hour, and one interview took the form of 
a conversation during the rehearsals for the 2014 festival. 
Interviewees were guaranteed anonymity and confidentiality. The 
language of interviews was English with occasional switching to 
Estonian. Estonian words and phrases were used to discuss concepts 
for which English does not have adequate vocabulary. English, 
being a foreign language to both the respondents and the researcher, 
served as a relatively “neutral” ground and invited additional 
explanations of history, context, metaphors and figures of speech by 
the respondents, who often saw me as an outsider to the Estonian 
context. Other sources of data were official publications about the 
song festival issued by the organizing agency.  Finally, to focus on 
emotive practices, I turned to auto-ethnography and empathy, to 
which current anthropology attributes high epistemological value 
(Davies & Spencer, 2010). , I found that keeping a journal was the 
most effective way to reflect on my experiences, and it later helped 
me conduct the final analysis.  
 
Conceptualizing the Affective Grounds for Language Policy  
The relationship between language, identity and emotions has been 
analyzed in different branches of language policy research. On the 
macro level language political interventions are analyzed as 
potentially causing tensions or as a tool of avoiding inter-group 
conflicts (Lo Bianco 2008). On the micro level the relationship 
between emotions and language is mainly analyzed in language 
acquisition, studying cognitive and emotional aspects of 
multilingualism (Pavlenko 2006). In both cases we study human 
behavior in sociolinguistic settings were several languages and 
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identity constructions are involved and where any language political 
intervention giving preference to one language on the expense of 
another, always bears a risk of conflict. Positioning laulupidu within 
the research field of language policy as a sacred event for Estonians, 
where they celebrate their language, nation, and freedom allows for 
an analysis of the affective and potentially uniting aspect of singing 
together--an aspect of emotions and language in LP research that has 
not been fully explored before (Pawłusz, 2016). 
 The concept of affective practice developed by Wetherell 
(2012; see also Bourdieu 1977) successfully combines the 
discursive, affective and performative. Wetherell turns away from 
seeing affect as an uncanny and irrational outburst of emotion and 
argues for a focus on how emotions unfold and their role in social 
situations. Similarly to other scholars, such as Ahmed (2004) and 
Emirbayer and Goldberg (2005), she sees emotions as both 
biological and social, subjective and objective, individual and 
collective, historical and political. She argues that the concept of 
practice helps to shift attention to how emotions may be organized, 
habitual, ongoing, and patterned on associations, relations and 
connections to people, events, objects and wider social and power 
structures. Finally, her approach to studying affect overcomes the 
often-presupposed division between tamed speech and the 
uncontrolled body. Instead, she suggests that affective practice is 
meaning-making, which never exists outside language and 
discourse. 
 The focus on affect shifts the locus from policy as a static 
product of political elites to mechanisms of linguistic culture 
(Schiffman 1996), and even more, to the way attitudes and beliefs 
about language are dynamically expressed, felt and experienced by 
groups and individuals. The case of Estonian song festival shows 
how a national  celebration of singing patriotic songs reiterates 
certain affective attitudes towards the national language that are 
present and often taken for granted in the society, and which affect 
the ways official policies will be implemented and understood by 
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ordinary citizens. Furthermore, the study shows that it is not only the 
language-policy experts and state institutions shape thinking about 
the language; there is a range of “unrecognized” actors and practices 
(such as song festivals) that are meaningful in this context, too 
(Polese, 2011; Siiner, 2012; Isaacs & Polese, 2015; Pawłusz, 2016). 
The notion of affective practice allows for the capturing of the 
dynamics between the pedagogical (often top-down), performative 
and personal. 
 Furthermore, the way language is regarded in a society is 
often closely intertwined with nation-building and sense of national 
belonging. Wetherell's view on affect applied to nation-building 
leads to the realization that the process of imagining that one 
belongs to a nation (Anderson, 1991) involves also feeling the 
national attachment and that communities (like nations) can 
encourage particular norms of emotional valuation and expression 
(cf. Reddy, 2001; Rosenwein, 2007). This argument, put forward by 
psychologists (Druckman, 1994), has often been neglected or limited 
to the analysis of ethnic violence3. In contrast, Wetherell's approach 
provides practical tools to analyze emotions regarding the nation not 
as opposed to reason, extreme and dangerous, but as both body and 
mind, socio-cultural constructs crucial to one's identity. 
 
Linguistic Culture and Nation-building in Estonia  
Linguistic culture and the way language is associated or sometimes 
equated with national identity in Estonia is deeply influenced by the 
German Romantic philosophers and idea of “nation”. The 
development of cultural nationalism—with language as a central 
identifier of the nation – swept through Europe in the 19th century 
and hugely influenced the way 20th century nation-building 
developed (e.g. Herder 1772/1966, cf. Forster, 2011; Šmidchens, 
2014). For example, Herder’s high evaluation of popular traditions 
and folkways deeply influenced nationalist thought in the Baltic 

                                                           
3  The notable exception is Walker Connor (1994), who stressed 

psychologism and the emotional nature of ethnic attachments. 
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space, and throughout Central and Eastern Europe (Kohn, 1965: 30-
32; cf. Baycroft & Hopkin, 2012). The language came to represent 
the main identity marker that defined “the Estonian nation” against 
“the Germans” or “the Russians”. Of great importance for 
inculcating the idea of Estonian nationhood was schooling and the 
growing number of magazines and literary works available in 
Estonian.  On a grassroots level, the missionaries of the Moravian 
(Herrnhut) Brethren, a Protestant religious movement, encouraged 
literacy and communal involvement amongst the peasant population 
(Raun, 2002; Puderbaugh, 2006). Herrnhut missionaries, often in 
opposition to the established Lutheran church, associated with the 
Baltic German elite, encouraged also the use of music and singing in 
worship. The latter fell on fertile ground as Estonians already had a 
rich tradition of joint singing that accompanied community rituals 
and everyday life (Kuutma, 1996). Singing in the Estonian language 
soon became of the most prominent mechanisms that supported 
nation-building and became another identity marker of the nation. In 
the late 19th century the native Estonian intelligentsia (but also some 
of the Baltic Germans) established amateur associations to collect 
and research the folklore, traditions and customs of the native people 
(Lukas, 2011). Research on the Estonian language and its proximity 
to other Finno-Ugric languages also increased. Originating as a 
vernacular, Estonian gradually became a fully developed literary 
language (Verschik, 2005).    
 Walker Connor (1978) argues that even though nation-
building is led by political elites, nationalism is primarily a mass 
phenomenon based on a psychological sense of collectivity. The 
romantic interests of the local intelligentsia and grassroots 
popularity of joint singing and brass bands came together in Tartu in 
1869, when the Estonian Singing Society Vanemuine organized the 
first national song festival (inspired by a Baltic German choral 
festival a few years earlier in Riga). The first festival gathered over 
800 singers from all over the country and became a platform to 
create “a distinct public culture to carry the message of nationalism” 
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(Šmidchens, 2014: 78). The songs ‟refined” folk themes or were 
inspired by Protestant hymns, and expressed love for the land, and 
the joys and sorrows of country life. Through collective singing, the 
emotional awareness of the fatherland and compatriots was 
established. Writers, teachers, folklorists, poets and conductors 
became the first generation of nation-builders. Johann V. Jannsen, 
the organizer of the first song celebration, translated several church 
hymns into Estonian and came up with the ethnic name “Estonians”. 
Before people usually simply called themselves “country men” 
(Šmidchens, 2014: 79). With time the song celebrations were 
became public events where the Estonian language gained 
prominence as a national language. 
 After the Republic of Estonia was established in 1918, the 
song celebrations and focus on folk culture and poetry as the source 
of national culture were institutionalized and often centralized (on 
the inter-war cultivation of folk culture, see Kuutma, 1998, and 
Brüggemann & Kasekamp, 2014). A nationwide network of choirs 
and folk ensembles was established. An important change was also 
that the song festivals became celebrations not only of the cultural 
uniqueness of the nation, but also its political extension against 
former marginalization through the state (Puderbaugh, 2006: 42-44). 
The nation-state representation of laulupidu was especially 
reinforced during the Soviet occupation. The song festivals, which 
carried the memory of the independent state, played an important 
role in civic mobilization against the communist regime, as well as 
consolidating the Estonian identity (Šmidchens, 1996).  

The question of language was particularly topical. During the 
Soviet times, a considerable number of Russian-speakers settled in 
Estonia. By the end of the occupation, Russian-speakers made up 
about 40% of the population (Ehala & Niglas, 2006: 210)4. The 
Soviet language policy favored Russian as the language of many 
public domains and promoted “bilingualism” for Estonians, while 

                                                           
4  The events of WW2 influenced deeply the population composition (and size) of Estonia. 

Between 1941- 1989, the size of Russian population has increased about six and half times (Tiit 2011). 
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promoting monolingualism for Russian-speakers (ibid.). Still, the 
song festival, in which songs in Russian and from other “sister 
republics” were incorporated, remained a major expression of 
patriotism and memory of pre-war Estonia. It was a place where 
symbolically the linguistic hierarchy could be inverted for a short 
period of time and the pre-Soviet concept of a nation-state could be 
revived (Aarelaid-Tart & Kannike, 2004). In the final years of the 
Estonian Socialist Soviet Republic, singing associations, song 
festivals, and spontaneous night singing were parts of a social 
movement which challenged the Soviet culture and gave people the 
sense of belonging and affective solidarity (Kuutma, 1998; 
Šmidchens, 1996, 2014). The near-mythical importance of joint 
singing as a tool of collective non-violent protest is carved in the 
name “Singing Revolution”, commonly used in scholarly 
publications and in everyday speech. 
 After regaining independence in 1991, Estonian nation- and 
state-building was dominated by the idea of the legal restoration of 
the pre-war nation-state (Pettai, 2007). This meant diminishing the 
importance of the Soviet legacy, including the symbolic status of the 
Russian language. The project was consolidated by several language 
laws (Hogan Brun et al., 2008; Järve, 2009; Rannut, 2008; Siiner, 
2006), as well as a citizenship policy which granted citizenship only 
to pre-1940 Estonian citizens and their descendants and made 
Estonian a major perquisite for naturalization (cf. Pettai, 2007). The 
Estonian language policy has received a great deal of scholarly 
attention. Some scholars find the Estonian language laws and 
integration policies too restrictive and based too deeply on national 
pedagogy (Aidarov & Drechsler, 2013; Kuutma, Seljamaa, & 
Västrik, 2012; Siiner, 2006). Others emphasize that the historical 
and demographic situation justifies protective attitudes towards the 
Estonian language and cultural identity (Ozolins, 2003; Rannut, 
2008). 
 The song celebrations are run by the Estonian Song and 
Dance Celebration Foundation (ELTSA), a governmental agency 
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within the Ministry of Culture, have developed into a major 
symbolic representation of Estonianness. With their inclusion in the 
UNESCO Intangible World Heritage List together with their Latvian 
and Lithuanian counterparts, they are a resource fully exploited to 
present the image of the cultural uniqueness of Estonia to the 
international audience, as well as to counter Estonians' perceived 
threat of globalization. According to the Estonian Statistical Office5, 
between 1999 and 2009 the number of choir singers remained nearly 
the same, whereas the total number of people involved in cultural 
activities (e.g. brass bands, folk dance and drama groups) decreased 
by half. The 2014 festival gathered a crowd of 150,000 attendees6 

and singers. Not counting those who came from abroad, this 
represents approximately 11% of the population.  
 
The Song Celebration as Affective Practice  
Empirical inquiry into emotions is a demanding and ambitious 
project. Affect, being both biological and social, conscious and 
unconscious, cognitive and discursive, individual and inter-
subjective, is seen, felt, deduced, interpreted, performed, narrated, 
contextualized and so on. There is no single method that can capture 
this complexity, nor can a single account of it be satisfactory. 
Margaret Wetherell (2012) suggests that the basic unit for the 
analysis of affect should be affective practice. The word “practice” 
shifts attention to what has often been neglected in the study of 
affect: the fact that it can be organized, practical and patterned 
(Wetherell, 2012: 13–14, 98, cf. Emirbayer and Goldberg [2005] 
who discuss “emotional structures” in institutions). In this study, 
such a singled out practice is the national song celebration and, in 
particular, its 2014 edition. What I analyze here are choral singing 

                                                           
5 Statistics Estonia, News release no. 73, 2009, http://www.stat.ee/34512, 

accessed January, 26 2015 
6  ELTSA press release, http://2014.laulupidu.ee/en/uudised/press-release-

the-song-and-dance-celebration-touched-more-than-hundred-thousand-people/, 
accessed December 17, 2014. 
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performances, audiences, the sequence of events, official festival 
rhetoric, and interviews with the people who organized and shaped 
the event artistically, affectively and discursively. I argue that there 
are affective patterns that concern the issue of language, nation and 
identity and which unfold in the song celebration. 
 The national song celebration takes place every five years in 
Tallinn (in between there is a similar event where children and 
young adults perform; in Estonian, noorte laulu- ja tantsupidu). 
Laulupidu is usually a two- or three-day concert of choirs and brass 
bands. Each festival has a theme chosen through an open 
competition announced by ELTSA. The repertoire is agreed upon by 
the artistic director of the festival (each time a different person) and 
a team of conductors chosen to lead different group of choirs (e.g. 
men's choirs, children's etc.) long before the event. . It also needs to 
be approved by an expert committee of the Estonian Choral 
Association (which members change) which validates if the 
proposed repertoire is technically, artistically and thematically 
suitable for the event. Once the repertoire is agreed upon, it is 
announced publicly so that any choir who wants to participate may 
start rehearsing the songs. In order to qualify, choirs perform the 
repertoire in front of a commission during try-outs all over the 
country. Foreign choirs, usually (but not only) Estonian choirs from 
abroad, may also participate on condition that they have mastered 
the repertoire. The song festival features a repertoire of national 
songs; many of them have national poems as lyrics and were 
composed during the 19th century “national awakening”. Others are 
folk, pop or rock songs arranged for choirs. In addition, to support 
the sustainability of choral music, Estonian composers are 
encouraged to compose choral pieces, as well as being 
commissioned by the ELTSA and its partner organizations to write 
new pieces for each celebration. The songs and the whole event are 
in Estonian7 and the knowledge of the language is needed to be able 

                                                           
7  Some (religious) songs are in Latin and some songs are in southern 

Estonian varieties which may not be intelligible to a part of the audience. 
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to understand what is happening.  
The festival is contextualized in Estonian history, 

contemporary topical issues or such values as respect for nature, 
peace and avoidance of conflict. Traditionally, Laulupidu is 
composed of three elements: 1) an opening parade of performers, the 
majority of whom are dressed in traditional or folk-style outfits (the 
parade starts at Freedom Square and ends at the song festival 
grounds), 2) the choral performance of national songs, in which 
those toward the beginning and end symbolically frame the concert 
as a national event, and 3) an oratory that contextualizes songs and 
explains the message of the celebration. The organizers of the event 
see the narrative as just as important for the audience as the songs 
themselves, 
 
Excerpt 1. Interview 02, in the original English: 
 
“Singing is a big medium to all levels of the society. [he moved his 
hand showing that the society is structured vertically] It carries 
values, the best national feelings, feelings for the fatherland; it unites 
people. It is the biggest public movement in Estonia. Also, people 
are waiting for a message, concept, it is not only about cultural 
experience but the concept of it that people want.”  
 
The narrative of the song celebration is conveyed in official 
publications by the organizing agency, as well as in speeches by the 
country's officials, and in the text read out between songs. The 
discourse, as it gradually unfolds, creates the emotionality of joint 
singing. The central theme, which can be found both in the official 
publications and in the oratory, is that the song celebrations and 
choral singing have helped to preserve the language and the identity 
of being Estonian. In the opening presidential speech of the 2014 
festival, the song celebrations were called “the breeding ground 
(nest) of our language” (In Estonian, meie keelepesa, Laulu- ja 
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Tantsupeo Teataja 2014: 2), which echoes the Herderian approach 
to language. Similarly, in another excerpt, the status of the language 
was elevated from a code of communication to the most important, 
timeless national trait, which has profound emotional value: 
 
Excerpt 2. Speech by the former president, Lennart Meri, published 
in the official publication of the song celebration [Estonian Institute, 
2009], as well as performed at the 2014 festival in Tallinn. In the 
original English: 
 
“Song Celebrations have never been fashionable, for Song 
Celebrations are not about fashion. They are about the heart. Like 
Estonian language and mind, like love.”  
 
Such figurative language is critical for the emotionality of the text. It 
evokes “us” as a community of feeling (Ahmed, 2004) and envisions 
the nation as what Barbara Rosenwein (2007) called an “emotional 
community”. Creating the nation as an emotional community 
assumes that people share a system of feeling, valued emotions, 
affective bonds and rules of emotional expression. It also implies 
that there are accepted and valued emotional orientations towards 
past events, figures, places and symbols important in the national 
history. Emotional community may be seen as part of what 
Anderson (1991) called imagining the nation's horizontal 
comradeship and as a step in bridging the distance between elites 
and ordinary citizens, which is crucial for the nation-building 
process to succeed (Connor, 1978). 
 As the song celebration unfolds, the discursive aspects of the 
myth of the language and identity are reinforced with more 
“doings”, engaging both the performers and audiences. In my 
observation, the affective peak was formed by the songs associated 
with the Singing Revolution. This supports the results of Lauristin 
and Vihalemm’s (2013) survey in which respondents pointed to two 
songs - “Koit” (Dawn) and “Mu isamaa on minu arm” (My 
fatherland is my love), both carrying the memory of the struggle for 



110

14 

 

independence - as the most emotion-laden. Scholars argue that 
emotional sensations are not private, and that a crowd cannot be 
seen as an aggregate of individual subjective emotional states 
(Wetherell, 2012; Emirbayer and Goldberg, 2005). Rather, they are 
processes in relation to others, objects and circumstances irreducible 
to the self. The affective reaction of the crowd was clearly visible, as 
at one point people stopped chatting, stood up, turned their faces 
towards the stage, waved flags, and sometimes joined hands with 
strangers (which happened to me at laulupidu during the song 
“Ärkamise aeg”; in Estonian, “Time of Awakening”) and sang 
along. The choirs and audiences became one huge body that moved 
rhythmically while singing the most awaited songs. It was not 
uncommon to see tears on people's faces. Some people smiled and 
embraced each other. Most crowd-favorite songs were repeated and 
there was considerably louder applause than after less symbolic 
songs. One conductor narrated the final moments of song festivals 
very passionately, 
 
Excerpt 3. Interview 06, in the original English: 
 
A[nswer]: “Sometimes they say it is holy... It is holy.” 
Q[uestion]: “Would you compare it to something else?” 
A: “No.. I have never seen so many people crying at the same 
time.” 
Q: “Have you cried?” 
A: “Of course, many times!” 
Q: “Why?” 
A: “Because it is so so so beautiful! And I was so so so happy!” 
[smiling, opening her arms with excitement and joy] 
 
Based on my own experience as a participant, there was a feeling of 
an unspoken intimate bond that connected people and was 
understandable to everybody. Although it felt uncanny, uncontrolled 
and spontaneous (almost too deep and intimate to believe it could 
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ever be reproduced), modern studies on emotions suggest there is 
much more  organization, pattern and habit in collective emotions 
than there seems to be (Ahmed, 2004; Lutz & White, 1986; Reddy, 
2001; Rosenwein, 2007; Wetherell, 2012; 2015). As Wetherell 
explains, 

Any particular instance of the circulation of affect, whether 
occurring in consulting rooms, parliamentary committees, 
football stadiums or in the message boards of the Internet, 
involves understanding a raft of processes: body capacities to 
re-enact the actions of others; the developmental 
infrastructure of inter-subjectivity; the power of words; the 
affective-discursive genres personal and social histories 
which channel communal affect; inter-subjective 
negotiations; consideration of the cultural and social limits 
on identification and empathy; and exploration of practices 
of authorization, legitimation and resistance, not to mention 
analyses of the containing institutions, spaces and media of 
circulation (Wetherell, 2012: 142). 
 

The song festival has a clear discursive and affective organization. 
The circulation of affect relies largely on the ritual. The audience 
knows and anticipates the sequence of events and the way the 
emotional pattern unfolds: from relatively neutral to the most 
emotionally and symbolically loaded songs. The final sequence of 
songs brings back the awful memory of war, terror and danger, yet 
with the immediate relief and hope that comes from the awareness 
that “we” overcame it. The event is a safe environment to evoke 
fear, anger and grief, which are mediated with patriotic love and 
gratitude. Reenacting this story of trauma and injury may be healing, 
but there is also a need to hear it out and perceive it as meaningful. 
The affective solidarity is further sustained by waving flags, which 
is universally associated with the collective “with-ness” and “for-
ness”, power over the territory, and love for the nation (Ahmed, 
2004: 74). Moreover, the act of joint singing is a unique moment of 
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direct communication to which people are emotionally attuned and 
in which they create the bond to others on many levels: 
linguistically, discursively, and bodily. This is reinforced by the fact 
that group singing evokes a range of positive emotions, such as 
feelings of elevation, increased self-esteem, confidence, and a 
cooperative attitude towards others (Livesey et al., 2012). The song 
festival is different from, for example, fans cheering in a football 
game as it focuses on national unity rather than competition with 
other nations, it is a carrier of historical memory and a source of 
spiritual and artistic experience, as highlighted by most of my 
informants. Lastly, much of the emotionality comes from a context 
outside of a single festival, such as the widespread perception of the 
festival as the oldest national tradition of Estonians embedded in the 
process of musical education and socialization in schools and 
homes, as well as in media discourses (Raudsepp & Vikat, 2009). 
These everyday “banal” practices and discourses related to choral 
singing, interwoven with ecstatic and effervescent moments (the 
festivals), build an emotional habitus: dispositions towards certain 
ways of engagement, relation and reaction to the song festival and 
the narratives of the state, nation, and language related to it. 
 While the performances of some songs can be seen as very 
intense moments of affective mobilization, in which positive and 
negative emotions intertwine, overall the event is affectively 
organized by the narrative of love for the people, territory, culture 
and language, seen as a single entity. As expressed in the 
information booklet from the 2014 festival, 
 
Excerpt 4. Laulu- ja Tantsupeo Teataja 2014, p. 65, in the original 
English: 
 
“The songs for mixed choirs are about Estonia, our people; our love 
for our fatherland, mother tongue, beloved ones and friends. They 
are about love and the joie de vivre.” 
 
The nation is both the subject and object of feelings, i.e. the 



113

17 

 

individual feels for the nation as well as the nation feeling. This 
results in what Sara Ahmed (2004: 2) has called “the alignment of 
'you' with the national body”. The feeling steers and justifies a 
certain orientation towards the object of love: the 
language/nation/land/culture requires acts of love, such as devotion, 
hope, and readiness for a lifelong investment that may be postponed 
or perhaps never pay off (Ahmed, 2004). Furthermore, the use of the 
pronouns “we” and “our” reveals who belongs to the imagined 
community (Billig, 1995; Ahmed, 2004).  
 
Excerpt 5. Interview 07, in the original English: 
 
“They say that one million is this crucial point, if it is less the 
language dies out. We have to sing our songs; otherwise it 
disappears.”  
 
This excerpt signals that the main subjects and agents of the song 
festival are ethnic Estonians (“one million”) and the event is 
presented as a defense mechanism of a small nation struggling to 
preserve its identity in the face of unfavorable historical 
circumstances. In my observation of the 2014 festival, I noticed the 
same idea of a one-million nation was said in commentaries that the 
speaker read out in-between the songs. Vihalemm and Masso (2007) 
have pointed out that typically the Estonian identity discourse in the 
post-restoration years has shown resistant, defensive minority 
identity patterns based on such ethnic traits as language. “One 
million” suggests that in the popular perception Russian-speakers do 
not count in the pool of the bearers of the national language. This 
signals that integration policies which highlight the national 
language as the bridge between “Estonians” and “Russians” may not 
have succeeded in altering the popular perception that language is 
bound to ethnicity. 

 Furthermore, the song festival website and the official 
information booklet are available in English but not in Russian. 
Those residents of Tallinn (a city which is practically bilingual in 
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everyday life and services; cf. Zabrodskaja, 2014) or Estonia in 
general whose competence in Estonian is poor are symbolically 
made invisible the celebration and can participate only by accepting 
the power relationship that privileges the titular ethnicity as the 
rightful demos of the country. Russian language press covered the 
last festivals in 2011 and 2014, but describe it as a party for 
Estonians where only a few Russian choral music enthusiasts 
participate. During the 2014 festival also Estonian media raised the 
issue of whether more Russians and even Russian songs could be 
included (Jevdokimov, Gnadenteich 2014). The idea that the 
Estonian language is endangered and in constant crisis is a powerful 
narrative that legitimizes the linguistic exclusivity of the song 
festival and more importantly, other language-related actions, such 
as the emphasis on language competence in obtaining Estonian 
citizenship. Picturing the Estonian language as under threat, even in 
independent Estonia, may evoke a range of negative emotions, such 
as anxiety, fear, anger or defensive attitudes towards any 
interference with the purity of the language. It also creates the need 
for distance from groups considered to be threats, for example the 
Russian speakers. 
 Most informants (with two exceptions) when asked about the 
possibility of singing in Russian as an inclusive gesture towards the 
large number of Russian-speaking people in Estonia replied 
negatively, often with confusion or surprise. For some, this was an 
uncomfortable topic to talk about. 
 
Excerpt 6. Interview 07, in the original English:  
 
Q: “Do you think that if there was a Russian song it would make a 
difference for them (Russian speakers in Estonia)?” 
A: [a moment of silence] “What a surprise..., this would never 
happen.” 
 
The respondents justified their negative answers with two types of 
arguments: by referring to historical injustice, namely that in the 
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Soviet Union Estonians were forced to speak in Russian, and the 
perceived lack of interest of many Russian-speakers in the Estonian 
culture and language in contemporary Estonia. Although most of the 
interviewees insisted that Russian speakers were welcome at the 
festival, they did not see themselves as agents who could or should 
make it happen. Rather, they perceive “the Russians” as those who 
should initiate this process. 
 
Excerpt 7. Interview 04, in the original English: 
 
“Yes.. doors are open, they can come but I cannot help them.” 
 
The Russian language, similarly to Estonian, is constructed as a 
marker that “belongs” to a certain clearly defined socio-cultural 
group which, due to historical circumstances, is “not us”. Vihalemm 
and Masso (2007) have argued that for many Russian-speakers the 
association of language with ethnicity came about during the 
transition time, mirroring the Estonian identity pattern. Therefore the 
language-centered construction of “Russians” as a community that 
shares certain interests and characteristics, usually in opposition to 
“Estonians”, is to a certain degree a recent Estonian-created category 
(cf. Aidarov and Drechsler, 2013). Based on this observation, it can 
be argued that the narrative of the language as an endangered ethnic 
attribute may in the long run stir up negative affective orientation 
and encourage discourse of why people who do not speak Estonian 
should not learn it. For example, in 2013, Yana Toom, a member of 
the Center Party, the political party traditionally supported by 
Russian speakers, said in an interview on the Russian portal 
Baltija.eu that the Estonian language was spoken only by 900,000 
people, which suggested the language and Estonians were dying out 
(Postimees, 13.01.2013). This statement stirred controversy, but 
Toom's election to the EU Parliament in 2014 may be seen as 
evidence that the “dying language” image influences affective 
orientation for a significant portion of Estonia's Russian-speakers. 
 The emotional dispositions towards the Russian language 
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and Russian speakers revealed in the interviews echo the still 
dominant political discourse of restoration that pictured the Soviet 
times as a disruption of the otherwise linear process of national self-
determination of Estonians (Pettai, 2007; Seljamaa, 2012). Yet, the 
fear for the future of the Estonian nation and language has also been 
fueled by a range of recent political events, such as Russia's invasion 
of Ukraine in March 2014 and the violation of its territorial integrity, 
which immediately posed questions about the security of the 
Estonian-Russian border, as well as the loyalty of Estonia's Russian-
speaking population (Siiner and L’nyavskiy, this volume) if Russia 
attempted to pursue a similar policy in the north-east, mostly 
Russian-speaking, region of Estonia. Russian military exercises 
rehearsing an invasion of Poland and the Baltic states further stirred 
affective orientations of the population, contributing to the overall 
sense of internal and external threat and validating a discourse of 
“endangered majority” (Kalmus, 2003). 
 
Discussion and Conclusions  
This chapter has investigated how, through the emotional discourse 
of patriotic love and the social practice of joint singing, language as 
an object of collective affect is created. Affect concerning the 
language – love, care and pride in it - is strongly present in the 
linguistic culture of Estonia. The song celebrations reflect the notion 
of the language as historically belonging to this land and an 
important marker of Estonians' ethno-centric national identity. Joint 
singing at the festival creates an imagined perennial community of 
people that share ancestral roots, language, land and culture. The 
form of ritual evokes familiarity, identification and “attunes” 
participants to feel in a certain way about one another. As explained 
by Berezin (2001: 93), 

Familiarity and identity are coterminous. The repeated 
experience of ritual participation produces a feeling of 
solidarity – “we are all here together, we must share 
something”; (…) It produces collective memory – “we were 
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all there together.” What is experienced and what is 
remembered is the act of participating in the ritual event in 
the name of the polity. Emotion is the pivot upon which 
political ritual turns. It is a vehicle of political learning that 
has the capacity to create new identities. 

The absence of Russian speakers among the audience, absence of 
their language in booklets, songs in Russian or Russian songs in this 
all-Estonian event can be surprising for an outsider. This absence is 
discursively constructed, as they are almost “cut out” of laulupidu 
discourse; though, it is notable that Russian speakers have not 
questioned this “exclusion.” I posit that, an active involvement of 
Russian-speakers could be crucial for Estonia in developing a more 
integrated society (cf. Soll et al., 2014).  
 I have identified two major narratives. One is of the language 
being an object of love and the key marker of one's identity as 
Estonian; the other one revolves around the anxiety that, even 
though Estonia is a sovereign state, the Estonian language is 
endangered and is perceived as almost a minority language that 
requires cultural and political protection. Consequently, any 
protective measures regarding language, namely securing its 
position as the only state language, the language of the public 
sphere, governance, science and education, are seen as necessary to 
protect what is loved and constitutes the collective national “self”. 
This theme can be widely found in the legislation of Estonia, starting 
with the constitution, which pledges that the state “shall guarantee 
the preservation of the Estonian nation, language, and culture 
through the ages” (the reference to language was inserted in 2007). 
This is implemented through various programs, such as the 
Development Plan of the Estonian Language 2011–2017 (DPEL), 
which aims to ensure the presence of Estonian in all spheres of life 
and to decrease the pressure on Estonian resulting from the 
widespread use of English and Russian (Estonian Language 
Foundation, 2011). The song festival that before WWII contained 
songs in different languages (mainly German) and has reflected the 
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de facto language situation in Estonia, has changed. The master 
narrative created around laulupidu today ignores the de facto 
linguistic diversity of the population as it is caused by inner 
migration during the occupation. As such, laulupidu sustains the 
naturalness of seeing the society in terms of ethnic Estonians and the 
rest, reinforces the validity of the restorationist discourse in which 
the official language policy is embedded. The growing Western-
Russian tensions strengthen the sense of threat in the society. 
Overall, the song festival in its current form affectively and 
symbolically legitimizes state efforts to pursue a vision of a 
monolingual nation-state.  
 The importance of revealing affective practices for the study 
of language policy and its effectiveness lies in the fact that affect is 
educational. Sara Ahmed (2004) has suggested that emotions both 
generate their object and repeat past associations. In reading the 
language as beautiful, yet threatened, one is filled with love and 
anxiety, as a sign of the truth of the reading (Ahmed, 2004: 194). In 
agreement with many scholars, I argue that the gradual 
deconstruction of the Estonian language as an almost endangered 
majority language (Kalmus 2003) and an affectively constructed 
kernel of ethnic-national identity would be beneficial for the long-
term goals of societal integration. Yet, it must be acknowledged that 
deeply embedded emotional patterns and dispositions are difficult to 
alter merely through rational top-down programs and education. As 
Lauristin and Vihalemm (2013) showed in their quantitative study, 
the song festival is an important event related to national feelings for 
the vast majority of the Estonian-speaking population. It is a ritual 
but, as the Singing Revolution proved, it can also be transformative 
of established actions and support large-scale social change. It could 
be that song festivals and the tradition of choral singing have the 
potential to act as a site of gradual change of the emotional 
patterning of language use (for both the Russian and the Estonian 
languages) towards a more inclusive and less ethno-centric 
condition. This is especially relevant considering that many Russian-
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speakers recognize Estonian as useful and important in job-related, 
social and intellectual activities (Soler Carbonell, 2011; Cheskin, 
2015), yet often feel oppressed by the national pedagogy and 
symbolically excluded from the core nation (Pfoser, 2013).  
 In conclusion, this study has showed that a nation can be 
seen as an emotional community that is fostered through affective 
practices, which influence the way language (and other national 
attributes) can be perceived in a society. A focus on affect reveals a 
different type of relationship that individuals may have towards the 
use of language and its role in their personal self-identifications. The 
Estonian song festival provides an example of a regular and 
predictable practice that influences both the context in which non-
Estonians learn the Estonian language and how native speakers 
perceive their mother tongue. More systematic and comparative 
research on affect in discourses and practices concerning national 
languages could explain how and why language policies work and 
how popular perceptions of language may accelerate or hinder the 
solution of linguistic challenges in multilingual countries such as 
Estonia. 
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Can musicians build the nation? Popular music and identity in Estonia 

Emilia Pawłusz, Tallinn University 

In: Identity and Nation Building in Everyday Post-Socialist Life, edited by Polese, A., J. Morris, E. 
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Abstract. In contrast to traditional scholarship on music and nationalism, which focused on folk or 

classical music as foundations and representations of national culture, this chapter investigates 

popular music as a platform for negotiating national narratives. It argues that popular music can be 

seen as a medium through which musicians (deliberately or not) engage in negotiation, creation and 

reinvention of national identity, thus become informal nation builders.  

The focus on the agency of musicians draws attention to the question of “who” and “how” builds 

the nation. The chapter shows that elite and informal nation building actors are not clear-cut 

categories. A group of ordinary citizens who form a popular band which takes national identity, 

ethnicity and heritage as its main inspiration, can become influential actors of nation building that 

affect how people relate to the nation.  

The argument is illustrated with an ethnographic study of Metsatöll, an Estonian folk metal group. 

Keywords: informal nation building, music, national identity, Estonia, folk metal 

 

Introduction 

On the 23rd of August 2014 Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania celebrated the 25 anniversary of the 

Baltic Way, a human chain in which two million people had joined hands from Tallinn to Vilnius to 

show the region's solidarity and draw international attention to the political situation of the Baltics 

under the Soviet Union. Tallinn commemorated the anniversary with an event on the Freedom 

Square, during which photographs from 1989 were shown, and popular artists performed well-

known national songs that mobilized Estonians in the late 80s for the civic movement popularly 

called “the Singing Revolution”. The second part of the event was a concert of two Estonian bands, 

one of them Metsatöll, an internationally recognized folk metal band active for almost 20 years. 

Heavy metal music, although a big music market, is usually considered underground, alternative 

and absent from mainstream radio stations. It is often associated with massive sound, amplified 

distortion of guitars and hyper masculinity of the musicians. Having such picture in mind, I was 

surprised when I saw how enthusiastic the audience was when listening to Metsatöll on the 

anniversary concert. Although the event took place in a concert hall in Tallinn where the audience 
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was supposed to sit, many people stood up, danced, sang along, proving that Metsatöll's music is 

known well beyond metal fans. The band uses traditional folk instruments and the lyrics of their 

songs often talk about Estonian heritage and the national past. Having toured abroad, in particular 

with Scandinavian folk metal bands, it is presented as a modern adaptation of Estonian folk music, 

which has long been a cornerstone of Estonian national identity narrative.  

 This chapter uses the case of the Estonian folk metal band to analyze the role of popular 

music as a vehicle of nation building. It argues that popular music artists can be viewed as nation 

builders who through their musical pieces, performances and discourses (re)create certain 

representations and narrations of the nation (in accordance or not with the elite notion of the 

nation). If the artist is internationally successful, he/she may be, similarly to successful sportsmen, a 

reason for national pride. Moreover, the chapter highlights that it is not only through lyrics that the 

nation “is made” in music; musical performances, direct affective and bodily experiences of music 

at concerts, the discourses (outside lyrics) the musicians themselves create, and finally the public 

and media reception of the music and musicians all influence how audiences make sense of musical 

pieces and performers vis-a-vis their identities (cf. Revill 2000, Wood 2004, Wood et al. 2007, 

Wood 2012).  

 Traditionally, the connection between music and national identity has been explored in two 

major directions. One strand of literature focused on folk music and its 19th century romantic 

discovery as a repository of “national character” (Wilson 1973, Bohlman 2011, Baycroft and 

Hopkin 2012). Another body of literature investigated how classical composers often took the role 

of nation builders and how some of their pieces came to represent high culture of a nation (Curtis 

2008, Frolova-Walker 2007). Recently, it has been shown that also popular music, although often 

based on the pattern and style of the Anglo-American music industry, can channel, evoke or 

reproduce themes related to the sense of locality, and ethnic or national belonging (Larkey 1992, 

Cloonan 1996, Connell and Gibson 2003, Whiteley et al. 2004, Biddle and Knight 2007). This 

chapter is a further move in this direction. Footing on the ideas of Billig (1995) to look for banal 

mechanisms of nationalism and Polese and Isaacs' (2016) to see nation building beyond the state, 

this paper investigates popular music, its creators and reception as a prolific site to explore how 

official identity narratives are processed, amplified or challenged through the artistic medium which 

surrounds and engages people in their everyday lives (Edensor 2002, Fox and Miller-Idriss 2008, 

Skey 2011, Antonsich 2015). Popular music, broadcast and accessible through traditional and new 

social media is an “invisible”, even “banal” site of identity building that accompanies the everyday, 
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even if we do not pay direct attention to it.1 Having an individual dimension, music affects people 

on discursive, auditory and emotional levels (Stokes 1994, Billig 1995, Revill 2000, Wood 2004). 

Furthermore, music informs attitudes, perceptions of the social world and the sense of self, 

especially for young people (Bennett 1999).  

 The basis for this paper is my ethnographic fieldwork done in Estonia between 2014 and 

2016, during which I observed five concerts of Metsatöll, ranging from a usual club concert, to a 

rock festival and national celebrations. I also analyzed lyrics, visuals (album covers, fan art, music 

videos and concert photographs), and online materials (band's official webpage, interviews and 

albums' reviews in Postimees, the biggest national newspaper). Finally, I contacted one of the 

members and corresponded with him for two months which allowed me to get insights into his 

interpretations of the band, as well as, his perception on what the Estonian identity is today.  

 Before delving into the empirical data, the chapter discusses the different approaches to the 

relationship of music and the nation. Then it presents the case study of Estonia, starting from the 

historical context of “singing nationalism” and the role of music in Estonian nation building. 

Finally, it turns to the case of Metsatöll to illustrate how the band attempts to reconcile “taken for 

granted” romantic national identity with modern, global music business. 

 

Music and national identity 

Music and arts have been critical for the establishment of national cultures and ultimately, national 

citizens (Curtis 2008). Scholars agree that music itself cannot be nationalist, nor it is a simple 

expression of national(ist) feelings. Rather, it can be seen as a tool to create, sustain and mobilize 

national sentiments. Music makes the nation (Curtis 2008, Bohlman 2011) by mapping onto 

people's recognition of places, geographical sites and cultural boundaries (Stokes 1994, Wood 

2012). It is the reception and interpretation, rather than the music itself, that make a musical piece 

“national”. As many scholars argue, music is primarily about the feeling and individual bodily 

experience rather than only lyrics (Revill 2000, Wood et al. 2007, Wood and Smith 2004). Thus 

music (from lyrics to performances, sounds and emotional atmospheres) constitutes an interesting 

way “in” into the study of national identity beyond its official and discursive aspects as it shows 

that individuals perform and experience national identity in certain situations with varying intensity, 

and not necessarily “have” it.  

 Research into the relationship between music and national identity has focused on two major 
                                                 
1 Here I am thinking of how many times I heard popular songs with national themes on the radio, or as background 

music in shopping malls in Tallinn. 
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processes. First, scholars investigated various regional forms of the 19th idealization and 

appropriation of peasant songs and dances as representation of innate “national character” of the 

whole nation (Wilson 1973, Baycroft and Hopkin 2012, Bohlman 2011, Djumaev 2005). Public 

rituals and festivals engaging folk music and folklore heritage have been a vehicle of convincing 

populations of tangibility and reality of nationhood (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983, Kuutma 1996, 

Adams 2010, Cojocaru and Dimova 2013, Pawłusz 2016), as well as a platform of its contestation 

(Creed 2011, Dimova and Cojocaru 2013). A prominent body of literature analysed the phenomenon 

of turbo-folk in the former Yugoslav states, as a shared cultural memory of Yugoslavia and often, a 

form of national populism (Hudson 2003, Baker 2010, Čvoro 2014). 

 Another strand of literature investigated the role of national composers (such as Wagner, 

Grieg, or Kreek) as nation builders who through their music aimed at creating a national culture that 

would orientate people towards a polity (Kõlar 2004, Engelhardt 2008, Curtis 2008, White and 

Murphy 2001, Frolova-Walker 2007). Within nationalism studies scholars noted the role of national 

anthems as “embodiment of nation in song” (Anderson 1991: 132-133, Connell and Gibson 2003, 

Bohlman 2011), a symbolic vehicle of nation building (Mach 1994, Eyck 1995), and sometimes a 

site of competing national ideologies (Daughtry 2003).  

 Recently, scholars look into how music represents or revives socio-cultural identities against 

the backdrop of glottalization. This includes studies into the intersection of popular music and 

locality, in particular, various musical styles (for example, “Brit-pop”), instruments or performances 

considered “national”, “ethnic” or “a national brand” (Strachan and Leonard 2006). The prevailing 

argument is that although production of music has been enormously homogenized, the national, 

geographic and cultural context of music still matters for creators and audiences alike and the global 

is mediated and experienced through the local (Larkey 1992, Cloonan 1996, Connell and Gibson 

2003, Whiteley et al. 2004, Biddle and Knight 2007). Neo-folk and folk-rock have been researched 

as world-wide phenomena that answer identity challenges stemming from globalization, as well as 

regional and national identity dilemmas (Ramnarine 2003, Strmiska 2005, Cepeda 2010, Winter and 

Keegan-Phipps 2013). This “back-to-roots” trend has been present in the post-Soviet region, too. 

On one hand, it reflects the global condition of a sense of “identity loss”. On the other hand, it taps 

into the local nation building processes on at least two levels. First, it is a part of the officially 

endorsed musical representations of the nation aimed at reminding local populations of their 

national identity (Wanner 2004, Spinetti 2005) but also staging newly regained nationhood for 

international audiences, for example at Eurovision (Baker 2008, Ismayilov 2012, Jordan 2014). 

Second, the search into “locality” and “authenticity” has also been visible in bottom-up and popular 



133

5 

music creation (Johnson 2006, Wickström 2008, Wood 2012).  

 This chapter joins the body of literature on popular music and furthers the idea that 

contemporary popular musicians, with traditional and social media as powerful transmitters, can 

affect how people perceive issues of identity, belonging and position themselves vis-a-vis space, 

history and geopolitics. Songs' lyrics, musical performances, as well as discourses in which 

musicians make connections between music, identity, and politics, create new channels through 

which local renditions of the past can be conveyed to national audiences and beyond (Ashby 2015). 

Listening and creating music is a form of identity performance (Spracklen et al. 2014); it 

“constructs our sense of identity through the direct experiences it offers of the body, time and 

sociability, experiences which enable us to place ourselves in imaginative cultural narratives” (Frith 

1996: 125). 

 The focus on the agency of musicians draws attention to the question of “who” and “how” 

builds the nation (instead of the classic “what” the nation is). It shows that ordinary citizens are not 

passive receivers of elite-proposed nationalism but can play an active role in negotiation of 

nationhood (Thompson 2001, Antonsich 2015, Knott 2015). Regardless if their voice is co-opted by 

the state or challenges the elite-imposed idea of national identity, musicians and popular culture 

personalities can be seen as “middle-level” actors, in between elites and ordinary citizens, who have 

the agency of forming and popularizing national mythologies, landscapes and inclusion-exclusion 

narratives. Listening and performing music may work as an informal site of nation building 

(Eriksen 1993,  Polese and Isaacs 2015, 2016, Polese 2016) which goes in parallel to official nation 

building and penetrates many aspects of everyday life, leisure, public spaces, television, Internet, 

social media etc (Edensor 2002, Fox and Miller-Idriss 2008, Skey 2011, Pawłusz and Seliverstova 

2016, Seliverstova 2016). The focus on ordinary citizens who become recognized as pop culture 

icons, or cultural elites draws attentions to the fact that the formal (elite) and everyday (ordinary 

people) are not binary or homogeneous categories and there is a range of “middle” actors whose 

interpretations of the nationhood become viral and thus affect how the nation is understood and 

experienced in a society. The case study of Metsatöll serves as an illustration of this process – when 

ordinary citizens become recognized as nation builders and recreate national identity anew. 

 

Music and politics in Estonia 

The ability of music to build and mobilize collective identities has been observed everywhere in the 

world. Still, there are some cases where this process is more evident and influential in the wider 

context of the nation building process. Estonia, similarly to Latvia and little less, Lithuania, has 
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been known for its strong incorporation of folk songs, dances, as well as choral music in the idea of 

the Estonian nation (Kuutma 1996, Lippus 2006, Brüggemann and Kasekamp 2014, Pawłusz 2016). 

Estonia's nation building process can be described largely with Gellner's (1983) “Ruritania model” 

in which the culture of the folk becomes the basis for the future national culture. A great illustration 

of this processes is the national song celebration, a 150-year old tradition of choral singing festivals 

in which amateur ensembles from all over the country gather to perform national songs, some of 

which were also sung during “the Singing Revolution” (Šmidchens 2014). The appreciation of 

folklore as the basis for the national culture can be also read from the fact that Estonia has a special 

higher education institution, Viljandi Culture Academy that teaches traditional handicraft, music 

and dance with the aim to sustain the Estonian native culture. The town of Viljandi every year hosts 

also “Viljandi Folk”, an international festival of world music in which the notions of heritage and 

authenticity are mediated (Kuutma and Kästik 2014). In its official branding Estonia uses the image 

of “the singing nation”, the heritage of traditional singing (est. regilaul) and the vibrancy of 

modern-day folk music to establish distinctive markers of national identity for local and 

international audiences (Pawłusz and Polese 2017). When I came to Estonia to do research on post-

Soviet nation building and music, I first focused on the choral singing festivals which in various 

forms take place all over the country. I soon realised that nationally-themed music is not limited to 

choral singing and folk, and popular music, including rock and metal bands, increasingly pick up on 

national or ethnic themes, too.  

 Edward Larkey (1992) in his analysis of pop music in Austria distinguished four stages of 

development of popular music: consumption of popular music coming from hegemonic centers of 

entertainment industry, imitation of the style by local artists, de-anglicization of the imported music 

and re-ethnicization, namely establishment of local styles as independent and legitimate centers of 

creativity. The model suggests that the initial copying of Anglo-American models gradually 

becomes adapted to local contexts and consumer tastes. Moreover, local touches to well-known 

musical styles might be what “sells” certain artists as familiar yet different from mainstream Anglo-

American music. I argue that similar processes might be observed elsewhere and in other music 

genres. In the Soviet bloc, Western music (along with the home grown rock and roll, blues and jazz) 

had a profound socio-political impact, alienating people from the Soviet state and its official culture 

(Ryback 1990), as well as popularizing the everyday images of the West. In the late nineties/early 

2000s, however, it might be said that this non-critical consumption of Western cultural products to a 

certain degree lost its attractiveness. The “empowerment of locality” has been visible in 

“reterritorialization” of music, for example, music in local languages is now what is seen as less 
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mainstream and “cool” (cf. Allaste and Kobin 2012).  

 In rock and metal scene, the nineties brought a great differentiation of styles and sub-genres, 

including Europe-born folk metal. Typically, folk metal is characterised by “the concurrent 

performance of heavy metal music with the integration of folk music, mythological and/or 

cosmological stories, vocal performances in non-English languages, a focus on historical events or 

historical figures and lyrics or images that identify with a specific nation or group of people” 

(Marjenin 2014: 2). In Europe and North America “Viking metal” that uses Nordic heritage 

elements has emerged as the most prominent branch of folk metal (Lucas 2014, Marjenin 2014, 

Ashby 2015). The Estonian band Metsatöll has toured with major stars of Viking metal and 

therefore is also classified as a representative of it, however, the band prefers to refer to Estonia's 

Ugro-Finnic identity, rather than Nordic heritage at large.  

 The official website of Metsatöll informs that the band released over 20 albums, singles and 

DVDs with the latest album coming out in 2015. Several times the band has been awarded the title 

of “The Best Metal Act” at Estonian Music Awards. In 2011 they gained an official 

acknowledgment by the Estonian president for singing in the Estonian language and acquainting the 

world with Estonia, its culture and language. Mainstream success (beyond the metal audience) of 

Metsatöll is also visible in the fact that the band is often presented in official promotional materials 

about Estonia. It is described as “Estonian folk metal band whose identity is based on the 13th-14th 

century Estonian fight for freedom and Estonian folk heritage” (Estonian Institute, The World of 

Estonian Music, 2015). In the next sections selected characteristics of the band's music, discourses 

and performances will be reviewed in the context of nation building in post-Soviet Estonia. 

 

Folk song, kannel and independence: major features of Metsatöll's music 

Metsatöll formed in 1999 and released a demo the same year. The current lineup of the band, four 

members (electric guitar, bass guitar, drums and folk instruments) formed in 2004. The name 

Metsatöll (est. mets – forest, töll – creature, being) is an archaic euphemism for wolf, which 

according to folklore tradition could not be named, as this would make the wolf appear. The band 

sings in Estonian, often employing archaic vocabulary and occasionally, dialects of Estonian. The 

band has evolved from classic heavy to more folk-oriented metal. Folk instruments such as torupill 

(bagpipe), flutes, kannel, mouth harp, goat horn were incorporated. Moreover, the band successfully 

drew from Estonian runo songs (est. regilaul), an archaic style of singing found amongst Finno-

Ugric peoples (Lippus 2006, Kuutma and Kästik 2014).  
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 Singing runo songs can be interpreted as an act towards making music “Estonian” as they 

are popularly thought of as repositories of pre-modern “authentic” Estonian identity. Since the mid 

19th century regilaul was of great interest to folklorists and philologists who scrupulously archived 

thousands of folk songs as Estonian heritage. Some of the collected songs became the basis for the 

national epic Kalevipoeg (“Son of Kalev”). In the Soviet times, regilaul became a synonym for 

authentic folk song, as opposed to Sovietized grandiose folklore (Šmidchens 2014, Kuutma and 

Kästik 2014). Nowadays, the archaic style of singing has gone through a revival in contemporary 

music as many composers, as well as, pop, folk and rock groups adapt it in their musical pieces. An 

example of a folk song from northern Estonia (archived in 1910) performed by Metsatöll in a metal 

version would be:    

     

“This story I would sing, 

First sung by my father, 

Taught by my aunts, 

Used wisely by my brothers. 

I sing it the way I know, 

Like my father used to sing.”  

(translation from Estonian by Metsatöll)

 Apart from folk songs, the music of Metsatöll is inspired by two major topics. First, the band 

sings about calamities of war, patriotism and heroism, which are contextualized in Estonia's 

medieval and modern history. The lyrics talk about Estonians' fights for independence against 

German-speaking elite,2 hardships of slavery and the necessity to protect the land of the ancestors 

against recurring invasions. This theme reiterates the official national narrative of Estonia and is a 

banal reminder of it – its main events, moral aspects, enemies and allies (“us and them”). Some of 

the songs refer explicitly to geographical places in Estonia, mapping the national territory and 

establishing the sense of embeddedness of the nation (versus other nations) in the imagined 

geography of the world of nations (Stokes 1994, Billig 1995). 

 The second major theme is the native beliefs and pre-modern cultural heritage. Estonians' 

native religion, having little or no connection to both Western and Eastern Christianity (thus 

German and Russian cultures respectively), has long been considered profoundly Estonian. In the 

mid 19th century native deities and beliefs were incorporated into the national ideology and became 

                                                 
2 Baltic Germans were political, social and commercial elite from the 13th century until Estonia's first independence 

in 1918. 
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popular motives in literature. In the late 20th century the movement of Estonian native religion and 

Taara worshipers (Taara – the main god of Estonian mythology) was revived and registered (Rinne 

2016). Currently, it is the biggest non-Christian religion uniting adherents of animist beliefs in 

Estonia (Vakker and Rohtmets 2008). The movement regards indigenous beliefs as cultural and 

natural continuity and heritage of the people, prefers a native calendar over the Gregorian one 

(Metsatöll uses it also),3 and underpins the Finno-Ugric connection of Estonians. Finno-Ugric 

identity is also present in official identity discourse. In 2011 “Tribal Day” (est. hõimupäev) was 

introduced as a national holiday to celebrate the Finno-Ugric heritage. This can be interpreted as an 

assertion of Estonia's distance from the Soviet Union and the Slavic world, as well as an attempt to 

construct a modern identity of Estonian nation-state. It also furthers the romantic notion of the 

nation as a historical entity embedded in one single ethnic heritage and ancestry and the state as the 

protector of it. 

 The song “Hiiekoda” from the album of the same title (2004) which was a breakthrough to 

the international career of Metsatöll, provides a good illustration of the major themes in Metsatöll's 

lyrics. In the song an unknown hero is enraged by the slaughter of the community of people (Taara's 

tribe = Estonians) he identifies himself with, emphasizing the necessity to remember past deeds and 

sacrifice of his ancestors, as well as take revenge on the enemies for the oppression they caused on 

the peaceful folk. There is a distinct sense of “us” and “togetherness”, fraternity and horizontal 

comradeship (Anderson 1991) which contribute to the notion of historical continuity of the nation, 

and one's sense of belonging to and responsibility for it. The song brings the distant past into the 

experience of the present.  

“Hiiekoda”/ “Sacred grove” 

[Translation from Estonian by Metsatöll]

                                                 
3 The Estonian native calendar assumes the Billingen catastrophe (dramatic change in the Baltic Sea levels which 

caused the emergence of a piece of land, today's Estonian terriotory) as the beginning of its chronology.  For 
example, the year 2016 is 10229 according to the Estonian native calendar. In the interview, one of the band 
members mentioned that „For me (and for us) it was weird to spot Metsatöll's record-dates with a time from the 
year (what is also not precise, neither a fact) mythical Jesus from Nazareth was born.“ 
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Death was spun into the homes 

Of fortune’s children 

Into the farmsteads of Taara’s people [Estonians] 

Into the forests of mother earth 

 

I would rather fall for my fatherland 

Than hang in a stranger’s leash 

I would rather fill the Devil’s empty pouch 

Than pay the church’s tithe 

 

I would rather fall in battle 

Than pinch a stranger’s penny 

I would rather bury my sorrow in the soil 

Than forget the manor’s taunts [Baltic Germans] 

 

I remember the war that took away my ideals 

I remember the war that like a tempest ravaged 

my lands 

I remember the sacred grove where my father fell 

victim 

I remember the sacred grove where the blood of 

my brothers flowed 

(…) 

 

Taara’s sons rise from ashes 

Bold brothers of Vanemuine [god of music] 

Uku’s [god of thunder] proud war-wolves 

Children of iron heavy from fury 

(…) 

 

Overseers’ forts were overthrown 

Landlords were crushed 

Barons were burned 

Hangmen were slain 

Prophecies of progenitors 

Sufferings of lost ages 

Grandfather-grandmother,  

Sneered at by the manor-folk [Baltic Germans] 

 

My land is my home, my sacred grove

 The interpretation of Metsatöll's music is not limited to the history of Estonians' fight for 

independence in the Middle Ages. Some of the songs have been contextualized in the 20th century 

political history of the country. “Oma laulu ei leia ma üles”4 (“I cannot find my song”) has been the 

soundtrack of the Estonian historical drama TV series “Tuulepealne maa” ("Windward Land") 

which tells a story of Estonia's first independence and interwar time, through the prism of the life of 

two young men. Based on my observation at Metsatöll's concerts, this is one of the most popular 

songs which is received particularly enthusiastically and is known well beyond metal fans. The 

song was usually performed at the end of the concert which added to the growing emotional 

intensity of the performance. The popularity and magnitude of the song was clear as the people 

came close to the stage, danced, sang along, closed their eyes in the moment of “feeling the music”. 

There was a sense of greater understanding and harmony between the band and the audience and 

                                                 
4 The song is actually a jazz piece “Take Five” composed in 1959 by Paul Desmond and performed by the Dave 

Brubeck Quartet. In Estonia it was first performed by a female singer Heli Lääts in 1967.  
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amongst the audience. 

 Human geographers, Wood, Duffy and Smith (2007), Wood and Smith (2004) and Wood 

(2012) argue that the experience of musical performance (even if ephemeral) that engages the body 

and emotional self is critical for understanding how the sense of identification is constructed. Wood 

et al. write, 

“Musical performances are, then, about 'intimate' encounters with others; they are about 

sharing an emotional experience with other people, most of whom will never see each other 

again, let alone exchange the time of day. These are encounters where feeling, sensing, and 

tacit understanding are more prevalent than articulation and explanation (...). The sounds and 

rhythms of music constitute a nonverbal signifying system; they express precisely what we 

cannot express in language.” (Wood et al. 2007: 883) 

The intensity of music experience (like at Metsatöll's concert) shows that identity is always 

performed and embodied; it is the “here and now”, mediated through one's body, emotions and 

experiences through which the national in relation to the individual is created (Revill 2000). 

 

Estonianness in musical performance, the example of the “Course upon iron” concert 

During their almost 20-year career, Metsatöll has performed on various state and national holiday 

celebrations such as the Baltic Way 25th anniversary in Tallinn in 2014, Veterans' day, and 

numerous midsummer concerts (night of 23/24 June; est. Jaanipäev).5 The band's participation in 

national celebrations shows that in terms of identity narratives they do not represent a 

counterculture to the state (in contrast to many metal bands) but to the contrary, their music 

resonates well with some “taken for granted” assumptions of what Estonianness means (ethnic 

Estonian).  

 One of the major undertakings and distinctive performances of the band was their 

cooperation project with the National Male Choir (RAM) and one of the most known Estonian 

choral composers – Veljo Tormis. Tormis's music which draws from Estonian and other Ugro-Finnic 

folk and shamanic traditions was an important repository of Estonian identity during the Soviet 

times. Today, Veljo Tormis and Arvo Pärt are considered by Estonians to be their most important 

living composers (Daitz 2004). Metsatöll, RAM and Tormis created a spectacle based on the 

artwork of Tormis, “Curse Upon Iron”, arranged for rock performance. The band member whom I 
                                                 
5  Midsummer is celebrated all over Estonia and is a public holiday since 1992. The 23rd of June is also a 
Victory Day (est. Võidupüha) in Estonia that commemorates a battle won over Germans in 1919 during the so called 
“Estonian War of Independence” in the aftermath of World War I. 
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interviewed said that even though musically, there is not much that connects a classical composer 

and a rock band, Metsatöll and Tormis share similar interest – folksongs from “our” tradition. He 

considers the opportunity to work with Tormis as something that could happen only when the band 

was no longer seen as “a small heavy metal band, long-grease-haired-idiots”, signaling the prestige 

of the cooperation. The joint project is narrated on Metsatöll's website in the following way,   

“CURSE UPON IRON is undoubtedly one of the better known works in Estonian choral 

music. Already in its original form, it contains all the primary characteristics of this 

particular project: shamanic chants, rhymes borrowed from Kalevala, the primeval power of 

runo-singing. To this we add some increasingly popular ethno-rockers and the 54 trained 

voices of the only full-time professional male choir in the world. (...) Metsatöll becomes 

grand choral music, Veljo Tormis turns into rock. One summer night in 2006, history was 

made in Estonia, and with this disc you can enjoy it all again.” 

(Metsatöll's website, http://www.Metsatöll.ee/en/muusika/raua_needmine.html) 

The first concert of “Curse upon iron” took place in the ruins of a medieval cloister of Pirita, a 

seafront district of Tallinn. It is not a music venue but primarily a place on the imaginary national 

map (ruined cloister as a site of resistance to Christianity). The event utilized a rich repertoire of 

symbols and meanings related to the ethnic nation: folk heritage themes, national colours in 

performers' outfits, and the national meaning of choral singing and choral compositions of Tormis. 

Through the performance the ethnic past was rendered real and tangible, yet in a different form. 

Similarly to Wood (2012) who observed how “new Scotishness” is created at music festivals, I 

would argue that the cooperation project between what is “old and known” as Estonian (choral 

singing, Veljo Tormis) and a contemporary rock band showed how a new way of being Estonian is 

created. The performers reconfigured familiar themes of romantic Estonianness for the purpose of 

the present, and embedded them in the reality of contemporary popular music. This shows how 

representations of the nation and experience of national identity are constantly remade in the 

everyday life, by various actors and in dialogue with the present, answering the question of “who 

we are today” (Skey 2011, Wood 2012, Pawłusz and Seliverstova 2016). 

 

Discourses and reception of Metsatöll 

In contrast to most academic studies, in people's perceptions nations (or ethnic groups) are often 

taken for granted, as if national identity was a stable, self-evident characteristic of an individual (cf. 

Knott 2015). In the interview, one of the band members portrayed the nation as a historically shaped 
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community of people with a profound, spiritual connection to the land that their ancestors have long 

inhabited. He sees local customs, native beliefs and attachment for the land as deeply Estonian 

values, as opposed to the contemporary world which is superficial, and somewhat less “real” and 

valuable that “the old ways” and thus should be treated with certain reserve. My interviewee 

explained, 

Q: Why is it important to sing about the past of Estonia? Why did you choose this topic? 

A: The time is fictional, so, there is no past. We sing about Estonia, I make songs about us. 

Why do I choose topics like this? Maybe it would be a cliché, but I think, I don't choose 

topics, the topics choose me. (...) One function of the music has always been rebellion 

against the fictional development or progress of the human kind. Reminding people about 

their roots is a rebellion against those, who think, they can live without them. And if you 

have toes in a soil, you don't even care about the plastic wonderland, do you. (interview, 

March 2016) 

He further explained that music creation and reception is about being yourself, where often “you” is 

a multiple, collective being. “Metsatöll is about being Estonian”, he summarised. In his view, to be 

Estonian is to stand firmly in one's roots and heritage and to be connected to the land understood as 

a nourishing mother. Furthermore, the Estonian nation is seen as a continuous collective being and 

mentality rooted in history and land, and preceding its political structures such as the state. This 

echoes the post-Soviet dominant (though not homogeneous) ethnocentric national identity discourse 

that informed Estonia’s foreign, security, citizenship, and minority rights policies (Kuus 2002, Mole 

2012). Fledman (2001) argued there are two major narratives in Estonian public discourse, one of 

“Return to Europe” after the experience of the Soviet Union, and the other one of “Homeland”, 

according to which Estonia is one of the oldest countries in Europe, characterized by an ancient 

language and a shared awareness of the indigenous population's ancient territory. Similarly, Pawłusz 

and Polese (2017) in their study of Estonian nation-branding argued that in promotional rhetorics 

the ancientness of the nation is often juxtaposed with the young and fragile state. Metsatöll's music 

and discourse that emphasize cultural heritage and continuity of the nation through ages reiterate 

elements of the Homeland narrative. Simultaneously, “the other” is not only the historical enemies 

(Russia, Germany) but also “the global”. In their discourse it can be read that the band appreciates 

locality and ethnic roots as a way to contest globalization, capitalism and consumerism.  

 Although the symbolic meanings that listeners create around the music of Metsatöll can be 

diverse and multiple, in the media discourse the band has often been labeled as Estonian and 

patriotic. Their music has met with positive, sometimes even enthusiastic, reception and the fact 
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that they revive romantic national identity has been pointed out in reviews. Postimees, the biggest 

national newspaper, wrote: 

“Our governors should acknowledge and reward Metsatöll for that they have woken up the 

ancient power and the pride (of the fatherland). (Postimees, 15.01.2005, all translations from 

Estonian by Gerli Punison) 

"Their activity is patriotically more meaningful for the young people than for example the 

domestic political show-off. (…) For a long time already Metsatöll has not been just a band 

but an Estonian musical phenomenon in itself, that is worth being proud of!" (Postimees, 

7.09.2006) 

When Metsatöll's album Iivakivi (“The Fertility Stone”, 2008) was released on 24 February 

(Independence Day), it was reviewed on Postimees as an album celebrating the nation's 

independence and continuity. Moreover, the wide appeal of the band amongst Estonians was 

highlighted,  

“When the new album will be released on the 24th of February, it means a party for 

Estonians regardless if their home is Woodstock bar [popular rock pub in Tallinn] or 

Kadriorg palace [presidential palace]” (Postimees, 23.02.2008) 

Culture-focused magazine Müürileht even if somewhat skeptical of the folk metal genre, 

appreciates the international “breakthrough” of Metsatöll and call it the most famous Estonian band 

which “plays a significant role in the Estonian cultural landscape, being representatives of the metal 

subculture, as well as the country"(Müürileht, 3.04.2014) 

 The potential roll of Metsatöll as nation builders stem not only from the use of the Estonian 

language and its dialects, and the romantic national style of the music but also the international 

success of the band. The band is appreciated for being “cultural ambassadors” for Estonia, and like 

victories of national sport teams, their commercial success evokes the sense of national pride. I 

experienced this during one concert of Metsatöll when an Estonian acquaintance, not a big fan of 

metal otherwise, approached me after the show and exclaimed “They have toured America, they are 

the most famous Estonian band!”. 

  

Conclusions  

 This chapter argued that popular music may be studied as a site of identity construction 

where musicians, even if not always directly intending to do so, participate in the process of 

building the sense of nationhood. The study analyzed the case of the Estonian folk metal band as an 
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example of a commercially successful group that gained recognition amongst diverse audiences in 

their home country and the status of informal national ambassadors. Being one of the few musical 

projects from Estonia that gained international popularity, the band is often presented as “our” 

success which evokes national pride beyond heavy metal fans. In their music the band draws from 

folk songs, uses self-made traditional instruments and through lyrics reiterates the ideas of romantic 

nationalism. Benedict Anderson (1991) wrote that nations' main dream is to be free; so sings 

Metsatöll. This discourse of native land, ancestral traditions, and nation's continuity has been 

strongly present in the Estonian political discourse after regaining independence and played a major 

role in the country's identity politics (Mole 2012). Although the band hardly refers to the state and 

prefers to talk about pre-state times in Estonia, it affirms the tangible existence of the nation, takes 

pride in its heritage (indigenous religion, folklore, country life) and assumes the collective 

responsibility to protect it. What is new is the medium of identity formation – popular music which 

is used to reconfigure “old” elements of Estonian identity in the context of the present, perhaps 

bridging the experience of identity of Soviet and post-Soviet generations. Moreover, the appeal of 

the band as a popular national symbol may be strengthened by the idea that music is the cultural 

form that most strongly signifies Estonianness (“the singing nation”). 

 The power of music to help us imagine the nation lies in several aspects: its bodily 

engagement, symbolic references and emotional appeal. Music, with its personal and bodily 

dimension, brings the abstract idea of “us”, a group or collective, onto the level of personal, tangible 

experience (Wood 2012). In the words of Frith (1996: 109), “Music, like identity, is both 

performance and story, describes the social in the individual and the individual in the social, the 

mind in the body and the body in the mind”. Just as literature in the late 19th century helped to 

imagine the nation as a certain social fixity and the readers as members of this nation (cf. Anderson 

1991), today's nationally-themed popular music provides a sense of “ourness”, nativeness and 

cultural distinctiveness. Folk metal and other ethno- or folk genres tap into the romantic imagining 

of the nation constructed at the formative period of national awakening, while at the same time they 

propose a more modern, globalized idea of national music and culture, adapted to reality of global 

music market and increasing internationalization of everyday life. The success of folk metal bands 

may be read as a global phenomenon which is meant to symbolically resist the perceived threat of 

global homogenisation and empower locality, yet rests on economic resources, opportunities and 

models created within the mainstream music production. 

 The chapter also showed the significance of leisure time in constructing identity (Moser 

2010, Spracklen et al. 2014). Both making and consuming nationally-themed music may be 
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regarded as an everyday life identity performances in which individuals make sense and rework 

their sense of collective identity. The case of the Estonian band illustrates how ordinary citizens 

have the agency to (re)create ideas of what it means to belong to the nation, proving that national 

identity is an ongoing process mediated every day in many informal ways.  

 

 Acknowledgement 

 I would like to thank Eleanor Knott, Marco Antonsich, Hannah Lyons, Manolis Pratsinakis, and the 

editors of this volume for commenting on an earlier draft of this chapter. 

  

Funding  

The research was supported by the REA/EC under the Marie Curie program [grant number MCA- 

ITN-2012-TENSIONS]. 

 

 Bibliography 

Adams, L. L. 2010. The Spectacular State. Culture and National Identity in Uzbekistan. Duke 

University Press. 

Allaste, A-A., Kobin, M. 2012. From Underground Cultural Boundaries in Nineties to Fluid 

Networks at Present. The Context of Youth (Sub)cultural Identities in Estonia. Filosofija. 

Sociologija 23(2), 93-201. 

Anderson, B. 1991. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. 

London: Verso. 

Antonsich, M. 2015. The 'Everyday' of Banal Nationalism – Ordinary People's Views on Italy and 

Italian. Policial Geography (in press) 

Ashby, S. 2015. ‘Hold the Heathen Hammer High’: representation, re-enactment and the 

construction of ‘Pagan’ heritage. International Journal of Heritage Studies 21(5), 493-511. 

Baker, C. 2008. Wild dances and dying wolves: Simulation, essentialization, and national identity at 

the Eurovision Song Contest. Popular Communication 6(3), 173-189. 

Baker, C. 2010. Sounds of the Borderland: Popular Music, War and Nationalism in Croatia. 

Farnham: Ashgate. 



145

17 

Baycroft, T., Hopkin, D. eds. 2012. Folklore and Nationalism in Europe During the Long 

Nineteenth Century. Leiden: Brill. 

Bennett, A. 2000. Popular Music and Youth Culture: Music, Identity and Place. Houndmills: 

MacMillan. 

Biddle, I., Knight, V. eds. 2007. Music, National Identity and the Politics of Location: Between the 

Global and the Local. Hampshire: Ashgate.  

Billig, M. 1995. Banal Nationalism. London: Sage. 

Bohlman, P. 2011. Focus: Music, Nationalism, and the Making of the New Europe. NY, London: 

Routledge. 

Brüggemann, K., Kasekamp, A. 2014. 'Singing oneself into a nation'? Estonian song festivals as 

rituals of political mobilisation. Nations and Nationalism 20(2), 259-276.  

Cepeda, M. E. 2010. Musical ImagiNation U.S.-Colombian Identity and the Latin Music Boom. NY: 

New York University Press. 

Cloonan, M. 1996. Pop and the Nation-State: Towards a Theorisation. Popular Music 18(20), 193-

207. 

Cojocaru, L., Dimova, R. 2013. 'Nature' and 'Nation' in the Republic of Moldova: Rebirth and 

Rebuilding Through the International Festival of Music 'Mărţişor'. History and Anthropology 24(1), 

13-35. 

Connell, J., Gibson, C. 2003. Sound Tracks: Popular Music Identity and Place. London, NY: 

Routledge. 

Creed , G. W. 2011. Masquerade and Postsocialism: Ritual and Cultural Dispossession in Bulgaria. 

Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 

Curtis, B. 2008. Music Makes Nation. Nationalist Composers and Nation Building in Nineteenth 

Century Europe. Amherst, NY: Cambria Press.  

Čvoro, U. 2014. Turbo-folk music and Cultural Representations of National Identity in Former 

Yugoslavia. Surrey, England: Ashgate. 

Daitz, M. S. 2004. Integral vs. Derivative Use of Balto-Finnic Traditional Song in the Choral 

Compositions of Veljo Tormis. Fontes Artis Musicae, 51(3/4), 322-331. 

Daughtry, M. 2003. Russia's New Anthem and the Negotiation of National Identity. 

Ethnomusicology 47(1), 42-67. 



146

18 

Dimova, R., Cojocaru, L. 2013. Contested nation building within the international order of things: 

Performance, festivals and legitimization in South-Eastern Europe. History And Anthropology 

24(1), 1-12.  

Djumaev, A. 2005. Musical Heritage and National Identity in Uzbekistan. Ethnomusicology Forum 

14(2), 165-184. 

Edensor, T. 2002. National Identity, Popular Culture and Everyday Life. Oxford: Berg.  

Engelhardt, J. 2008. Late- and Post-soviet Music Scholarship and the Tenacious Ecumenicity of 

Christian Musics in Estonia. Journal Of Baltic Studies 39(3), 239-262.  

Eriksen, T. H. 1993. Formal and Informal Nationalism. Ethnic and Racial Studies 16(1), 1-25. 

Eyck, F. Gunther. 1995. The Voice of Nations: European National Anthems and Their Authors. 

Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press. 

Feldman, M. 2001. European Integration and the Discourse of National Identity in Estonia. 

National Identities 3(1), 5-21. 

Fox, J. E., Miller-Idriss, C.. 2008. Everyday Nationhood. Ethnicities 8(4), 536-563. 

Frith, S. 1996. Music and Identity, in Questions of Cultural Identity, edited by S. Hall and P. du Gay. 

London: Sage, 108-127. 

Frolova-Walker, M. 2007. Russian Music and Nationalism: from Glinka to Stalin. Yale University 

Press. 

Gellner, E. 1983. Nations and Nationalism. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.  

Hobsbawm, E., Ranger, T. eds. 1983. The Invention of Tradition. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press. 

Hudson, R. 2003. Songs of Seduction: Popular Music and Serbian Nationalism. Patterns of 

Prejudice 37(2), 157-176. 

Isaacs, R., Polese, A. 2015. Between 'Imagined' and 'Real' nation building: Identities and 

Nationhood in Post-Soviet Central Asia. Nationalities Papers 43(3), 371-382. 

Isaacs, R., Polese, A. eds. 2016. Nation Building and Identity in the Post-Soviet Space: New Tools 

and Approaches. NY, London: Routledge. 

Ismayilov, M. 2012. State, identity, and the Politics of Music: Eurovision and nation building in 

Azerbaijan. Nationalities Papers 40(6), 833-851. 



147

19 

Johnson, D. 2006. Music Videos and National Identity in Post-Soviet Kazakhstan. Qualitative 

Research Reports in Communication 7(1), 9-14.  

Jordan, P. 2014. The Modern Fairy Tale: Nation Branding, National Identity and the Eurovision 

Song Contest in Estonia. Tartu: University of Tartu Press. 

Knott, E. 2015. What Does it Mean to Be a Kin Majority? Analyzing Romanian Identity in 

Moldova and Russian Identity in Crimea from Below. Social Science Quarterly 96(3), 830-858. 

Kuus, M. 2002. European Integration in Identity Narratives in Estonia: A Quest for Security. 

Journal of Peace Research  39(1), 91-108. 

Kuutma, K. 1996. Cultural Identity, Nationalism and Changes in Singing Traditions. Folklore: 

Electronic Journal of Folklore 2, 124-141. 

Kuutma, K., Kästik, H. 2014. Creativity and “Right Singing”: Aural Experience and Embodiment of 

Heritage. Journal of Folklore Research 51(3), 277-310. 

Kõlar, A. 2004. Folk Hymns as a Source of Cyrillus Kreek's Compositions. Fontes Artis Musicae, 

51(3/4), 315-321. 

Larkey, E. 1992. Austropop: Popular Music and National Identity in Austria. Popular Music 11(2), 

151-185. 

Lippus, U. 2006. The Estonian Tradition of Folk Hymn Singing, in Spiritual Folk Singing. Nordic 

and Baltic Traditions, edited by K. S. Bak and S. Nielsen. Forlaget Kragen, 41-66. 

Lucas, O. 2014. A Finnish Medley: Forging Folk Metal. Ethnomusicology Review, June 23. 

http://ethnomusicologyreview.ucla.edu/content/finnish-medley-forging-folk-metal [accessed 30 

September 2016]. 

Mach, Z. 1994. National Anthems: The Case of Chopin as a National Composer, in Ethnicity, 

Identity and Music: The Musical Construction of Place, edited by M. Stokes. Oxford: Berg 

Publishers, 61-70. 

Marjenin, P. A. 2014. The Metal Folk: The Impact of Music and Culture on Folk Metal and the 

Music of Korpiklaani. MA thesis, Kent State University. 

Mole, R. 2012. The Baltic States from the Soviet Union to the European Union. Identity, Discourse 

and Power in the Post-Communist Transition of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. NY, London: 

Routledge. 

Moser, S. 2010. Creating citizens through play: the role of leisure in Indonesian nation building. 

Social & Cultural Geography 11(1), 53-73. 



148

20 

Pawłusz, E. 2016. The Estonian Song Celebration (Laulupidu) as an Instrument of Language Policy. 

Journal of Baltic Studies, DOI: 10.1080/01629778.2016.1164203 

Pawłusz, E., Polese, A. 2017 (forthcoming). 'Scandinavia's Best Kept Secret': Tourism Promotion, 

Nation Branding and Identity Construction  in Estonia (with a free guided tour of Tallinn airport). 

Nationalities Papers 

Pawłusz, E., Seliverstova, O. 2016. Everyday Nation-Building in the Post-Soviet Space. 

Methodological Reflections. Studies for Transition States and Societies 8(1), 69-86. 

Polese, A. 2016. Limits of a State: How Informality Replaces, Renegotiates and Reshapes 

Governance in Post-Soviet Spaces. Stuttgart: Ibidem. 

Ramnarine, T. K., 2003. Ilmatar's Inspirations: Nationalism, Globalization, and the Changing 

Soundscapes of Finnish Folk Music. Chicago, London: University of Chicago Press. 

Revill, G. 2000. Music and the Politics of Sound: Nationalism, Citizenship, and Auditory Space. 

Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 18, 597-613. 

Rinne, J. 2016. Searching for Authentic Living through Native Faith. The Maausk Movement in 

Estonia. Ph.D dissertation, Södertörn University. 

Ryback, T.W. 1990. Rock around the Bloc. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Seliverstova, O. 2016. 'Consuming' National Identity in Western Ukraine'. Nationalities Papers 

(forthcoming). 

Skey, M. 2011. National Belonging and Everyday Life. Basingstoke: Palgrave.  

Spinetti, F.,2005. Tradition and Tajik Popular Music: Questions of Aesthetics, Identity and Political 

Economy. Ethnomusicology Forum 14(2), 185-211.  

Spracklen, K., Lucas, C., Deeks, M. 2014. The Construction of Heavy Metal Identity through 

Heritage Narratives: A Case Study of Extreme Metal Bands in the North of England. Popular Music 

and Society 37(1), 48-64.  
Strachan, R., Leonard, M. 2004. A Musical Nation: Protection, Investment and Branding in the Irish 

Music Industry. Irish Studies Review 12(1), 39-49. 

Strmiska, M. 2005. The Music of the Past in Modern Baltic Paganism. Nova Religio: The Journal of 

Alternative and Emergent Religions 8(3), 39-58. 

Šmidchens, G. 2014. The Power of Song: Nonviolent National Culture in the Baltic Singing 

Revolution. Seattle: Washington University Press.  



149

21 

Thompson, A. 2001. Nations, National Identities and Human Agency: Putting People Back into 

Nations. The Sociological Review 49(1), 18-32.  

Vakker, T., Rohtmets, P. 2008. Estonia: Relations between Christian and non-Christian Religious 

Organisations and the State of Religious Freedom. Religion, State and Society 36(1), 45-53. 

Wanner, C. Nationalism on Stage: Music and Change in Soviet Ukraine. Popular Music: Music and 

identity 4, 136-155. 

White, H., Murphy, M. eds. 2001. Musical Constructions of Nationalism: Essays on the History and 

Ideology of European Musical Culture 1800-1945. Cork: Cork University Press. 

Whiteley, S., Bennet, A., Hawkins, S. 2004. Music, Space and Place: Popular Music and Cultural 

Identity. Farnham: Ashgate.  

Wickström, D.E. 2008. 'Drive-Ethno-Dance' and 'Hutzul Punk': Ukrainian-Associated Popular 

Music and (Geo)politics in a Post-Soviet Context. Yearbook for Traditional Music 40, 60-88.  

Wilson, W. A. 1973. Herder, Folklore and Romantic Nationalism. The Journal of Popular Culture 

6(4), 819-835. 

Winter, T., Keegan-Phipps, S. 2013. Performing Englishness. Identity and Politics in Contemporary 

Folk Resurgence. Manchester, NY: Manchester University Press.  

Wood, N. 2012. Playing with ‘Scottishness’: Musical Performance, Non-representational Thinking 

and the ‘Doings’ of National Identity. Cultural Geography 19(2), 195-215.  

Wood, N., Duffy, M., Smith, S.J. 2007. The Art of Doing (Geographies of) Music. Environment and 

Planning D: Society and Space 25, 867-889. 

Wood, N., Smith, S.J. 2004. Instrumental Routes to Emotional Geographies. Social & Cultural 

Geography 5(4), 533-548. 

 

 



150



IV



Pawłusz, Emilia, Polese, Abel. (2017). ‘Scandinavia’s Best Kept Secret’: Tourism 
Promotion, Nation Branding and Identity Construction in Estonia (with a free guided 
tour of Tallinn airport). Nationalities Papers, 1–20.



153

“Scandinavia’s best-kept secret.”† Tourism promotion, nation-
branding, and identity construction in Estonia (with a free guided tour

of Tallinn Airport)

Emilia Pawłuszb and Abel Polesea,b*

aSchool of Law and Government, Dublin City University, Dublin, Ireland; bSchool of Governance,
Law and Society, Tallinn University, Tallinn, Estonia

(Received 5 May 2016; accepted 7 September 2016)

This article surveys the official narrative on representation of Estonian identity and
Estonianness through the tourism strategy implemented by Estonia from 2007 to
2015. Gathering material from brochures and documents targeting foreigners
produced by the Estonian Institute and “Enterprise Estonia” (EAS) and analyzing the
logic behind the interior design of Tallinn Airport, we engage with current debates on
identity construction in post-Soviet spaces. In particular, we suggest that along with
an established body of literature looking at the role of state actors in the construction
of identity, studies should consider the role of nontraditional or non-state actors in
identifying and promoting identity markers.

Keywords: national identity; nation-branding; nation-building; tourism; heritage;
Estonia

Introduction: the loci of identity constructions

The literature on identity construction in post-socialist spaces can be classified in two ways.
Initial works after the end of socialism focused on the role of state institutions and the ruling
elites in rediscovering, inventing, and identifying identity markers (Adams 2010; Brubaker
1996; Hobsbawm 1983; Laitin 1998). While interest in state institutions has remained con-
stant, it has been sidelined by a growing body of literature exploring nontraditional sites of
identity construction and the role of non-state or non-politicized actors in defining and per-
petuating a national identity (Agarin 2010; Isaacs 2015; Janmaat 2000; Polese 2010;
Richardson 2008; Rodgers 2007).

Building on Billig’s (1995) suggestion that nationalism can be “banal” and identity may
be constructed through unnoticed and subconscious practices, scholars have been examin-
ing “spontaneous nation-building” (Polese 2009; Polese and Horák 2015). This refers to
two things: First, that ordinary people also conceive of and engage in nation-building
outside state-led initiatives, through, for instance, national songs, popular art, singing,
and dancing (De Juriew 2003; Ventsel 2012a, 2012b); second, that there may be some
measures that, while conceived of at the central level, were not intended primarily to influ-
ence identity construction. This is the case of elections, opposition movements, and mega
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events (Militz 2016; Ó Beacháin and Kevlihan 2015). These nevertheless strongly affect
national identity.

These studies prompted further reflection on the variety of actors influencing identity
construction at the national level. Recent works have accordingly considered a wider
variety of actors participating in the construction of the political (Navaro-Yashin 2002)
and suggested that many everyday practices might reshape national identity or its percep-
tion (Edensor 2002; Isaacs and Polese 2015, 2016; Polese 2016; Seliverstova 2017). This
paper is a further effort in this direction. We will draw from the Estonian experience in
nation-branding for tourism to look at the means of identity formation that do not necess-
arily pass through the political elites. By analyzing the way official tourism brochures, Esto-
nian tourism narratives in general, and the way of “selling” the country to tourists have
developed, we will show a desire to “convince the others to convince ourselves.”

Our approach is inspired by a consolidated tradition of studies seeing space as produced
through material processes and practices (Harvey 1996) that are lived, reproduced, and
transformed through everyday or constant interaction between actors and objects (Lefevbre
1991; Low 2004; Massey 1995; Ozoliņa-Fitzgerald 2016). Space gains importance over
other phenomena when dealing with nationalist feeling and/or war, particularly when
space is mythologized (Harvey 1996, 208–209). In this respect, our focus is on the role
of (the construction of) cultural heritage in both nation-building efforts of post-Soviet
countries and recent nation-branding and tourism. Tourist rhetoric often claims the exist-
ence of a collective identity and well-defined traditions organized around geographical
sites and practices. It also conveys the sense that the present must preserve its links to
a(n) (often romanticized) past that seems to be vanishing in the globalized and modernized
world.

In the Estonian case, there seems to be a well-defined attempt to establish the legitimacy
and “authenticity” of pre-Soviet identities and to link them symbolically to the post-Soviet
time. Thus, tourism rhetoric revolves around the markers of an ethnic past with the aim of
building a sense of historical and cultural continuity of the nation. This is often matched
with attempts to forget, neglect, or brand the Soviet past as negative in a fashion that
Yurchak (2013) noted when talking of the risk of dualistic (good versus bad) interpretation
of the past (in post-Soviet spaces).

Construction, reception, and perception of Estonian cultural heritage have been influ-
enced by at least two main factors. First, the process of nation-building rooted in the Her-
derian ideas of cultural nationalism (Šmidchens 2014) developed in the late nineteenth
century and institutionalized in the interwar period of independence. However, Soviet cul-
tural policies, even if aimed at denationalization, promoted an ethnic division between
Soviet society and attributes of Estonian ethnos, to a certain extent sustaining elements
of cultural nationalism (Seljamaa 2012). These two factors played a major role in postinde-
pendence policies and the construction of an official national narrative that came to mix
elements asserting detachment from the Soviet past and rediscovering the Estonianness
of the country and people. If this, initially at least, strongly fomented what some authors
called an anti-Russian narrative (Vetik 1993), it was also used as a starting point to try
and build a “new” Estonian identity asserted, inter alia, through tourism and branding
campaigns.

Tourist brochures in Estonia, while emphasizing certain aspects of the national culture
and celebrating the richness of the country, convey a message that may be used to enrich a
narrative on national identity. They contribute to what Hobsbawm (1983) has called “the
invention of traditions.” As others have noted, in the Estonian case “traditions,” and in
general official identity narratives, have resulted from a synergy between state and non-state
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actors, with many markers redefined by Estonians’ everyday practices (Kalmus, Keller, and
Kiisel 2009; Keller 2004; Seliverstova 2017).

Our reflections are intended to engage with an epistemological change that we as social
scientists should consider as reducing invisibility in research and reporting (Polese 2016).
This is particularly a task for area scholars, who should have sufficient knowledge of the
local context to know where to look for information beyond official statistics and narrative.
Hobsbawm and Rudé (1969) first noted that people tend not to notice phenomena until they
make it to the headlines. We rely on a tradition of critical studies intended to bring margin-
ality to the center of the debate. However, we claim that several major phenomena go
underreported or unnoticed even when they affect society at large. A good example is
that social capital, measured in a Fukuyama fashion through the presence and activity of
civil society organizations, went underreported until, almost overnight, civil society organ-
izations had a pivotal role in the spread of the so-called color revolutions. It had nonetheless
been suggested that low levels of social capital were the result of civil society organizations’
reluctance to formally register, rather than their absence (Pichler and Wallace 2007; for a
discussion, see Ó Beacháin and Polese 2010a, 2010b).

To attend to the informal and the banal ways of constructing identity through tourism,
besides analysis of official tourism rhetoric, ethnographic observation and semi-structured
interviews were employed. First, a survey of existing sources was conducted. The analysis
centered on current strategic documents for branding and tourism communication produced
by the Estonian Institute and “Enterprise Estonia” (EAS), the central agency responsible for
managing the “Brand Estonia” campaign from 2007 to 2015. Furthermore, editors of bro-
chures and promotional material working at the Estonian Institute were contacted and inter-
viewed. Subsequently, a comprehensive analysis of online sources was conducted. Official
websites, brochures, and promotional videos of Estonia as a tourist destination were ana-
lyzed (full list in the list of sources). Finally, several informants pointed to the Tallinn
Airport, and its interior design, as a major locus of nation-branding. To test this statement,
one of the authors contacted the airport and had a guided tour with detailed explanations of
the strategic choices with regard to the design and representation of Estonia as intended
when the airport was branded.

Heritage, branding, and identity

The literature on the shaping of national identity and heritage has focused on the relation-
ship among a state, its community, and international recognition by certain interested com-
munities. The departure point is how symbols and markers are used to create, confirm, and
perpetuate a certain identity. From one perspective, the construction of national memory
(Nora 1989) and symbols (Smith 1991) builds the relationship between a nation’s elites
and its heritage. An opposite perspective has documented the way identity is performed
by citizens through popular narratives and objects (Alonso 2004; Fauve 2015) and everyday
culture (Edensor 2002; Koch 2013), including actions performed repeatedly and automati-
cally (Billig 1995). These two opposite approaches generate different streams in the study
of national heritage or identity. The first group of authors looks at the way the state, its insti-
tutions, and elites contribute to shape identity at all levels of a society (McLean 2006). Heri-
tage is seen as that which is physically built (Ashworth and Larkham 2013; Smith 2006)
and historical facts are deployed in the construction of a national discourse (Howard
2003; Urla 1993). Museums may be regarded as a starting point in nation-building
(Coombes 1988; Cummins 2004; McLean 2005), following an attempt, mostly by the
state, to select the elements that define historical and ethnic memory and identities
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(Brown and Davis-Brown 1998). They are often accompanied by libraries, commemora-
tions, or single objects that, if granted symbolic importance, are used as pieces of a consist-
ent official narrative on identity (Gillis 1996; Peatling 2004; Penny 2002).

Objects, however, are a disputed territory, since they can not only be regarded as a
means to shape national identity by the state, but can also be used by individuals to
become the symbols of one’s own identity (Kaplan 1994). Museums are not only acting
by the people but are also acted through the people (Kaeppler 1994), making us become
what our objects say (McLean and Cooke 2003). By attaching a certain value to certain
objects, we produce an image of ourselves for others that we ourselves then “fall” back
on to reshape our identity (Paris and Mercer 2002). In a Foucauldian tradition, this helps
define new sources and relationships of power (Haas 1996; Macdonald 1998).

A stream of tourism studies explores how these constructs are consumed by domestic
and international communities and how this consumption affects identity and representation
of identity at the local, national, and international levels (Lanfant, Allcock, and Bruner
1995; Stebbins 1997). Heritage tourism particularly reflects and affects social identities
of the symbolic community involved in its development (Ballesteros and Ramírez 2007),
tying individuals to an imagined nation (Palmer 2005).

More society-centered studies look at the way tourism reshapes and renegotiates iden-
tity. Particularly in the case of a minority region, local communities can take advantage of
their economic power and international visibility to renegotiate their role in the nation and
assert ethnic identity at the national level (Picard 1997) by revitalizing neglected, or even
extinct, traditions (Abram, Waldren, and Macleod 1997; Medina 2003). Economic oppor-
tunities also reshape national identity (Dredge and Jenkins 2003; Everett and Aitchison
2008; Pitchford 2008) and self-perception (Little 2004; Sissons 1997). In this way, mass
tourism reshapes not only ethnic and cultural markers (MacCannell 1984; Sampeth
1997), but also memory, consciousness (Lipsitz 1991; Shaffer 2013), and the roles of con-
sumption and consumer choices in reshaping the perception of self (Ahuvia 2005; Reed
2004).

Nation-branding and the construction of tourist sites have much in common. In both
cases, states attempt to construct and market their image abroad (Anholt 2007). Branding,
seen as identity politics (Aronczyk 2007) or commercial nationalism (Volcic 2008),
shows how its authors imagine the state and nation and what came to represent the
nation. Even if the idea of nation-branding is highly contested (Jansen 2008; Kaneva
2011), scholars agree that branding campaigns (re)produce culturally embedded features
of national identity and define the nation for locals (Dzenovska 2005; Kaneva 2007;
Widler 2007).

Post-socialist nation-branding

In the post-socialist region, political elites quickly realized the importance of image and the
power of symbols in reestablishing identity for ourselves and others (Kolstø 2014). New
identity politics focused on the (re)establishment of post-Soviet states as independent,
“normal,” and “ready” to join the international community. Against this backdrop, the
role of nation-branding has gone beyond an economic practice toward a platform to redefine
relationships with theWestern world, overcome the negative image of socialism, and, often,
further support European integration (Anholt 2007; Kaneva 2012). Even if it subjects the
nation to the logic of neoliberalism, it is often seen as a way to enhance a nation’s
dignity, control its image, and foster its economic power (Dzenovska 2005, 177–179;
Marat 2009; Morris 2005, 2007; Volcic 2008).
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A considerable amount of post-socialist nation-branding literature has concentrated on
the Balkan region. Scholars observed the use of not only history and rewriting of history
through tourism (Lanfant, Allcock, and Bruner 1995; Martinović 2002; Puczko, Ratz,
and Smith 2007) and national revitalization (Hall 2002), but also orientalism in branding
campaigns (Kaneva 2007). A similar path was identified in Romania, where a strategy of
reconfiguring the past, overemphasizing national folklore, and exploiting what is well-
known internationally (such as Dracula, see Light 2007) has been used to create a brand
and offer the country as a major tourism destination (Light 2001). Following a strategy
also visible elsewhere (Miazhevich 2012; Militz 2016), tourism, branding, and international
events such as Eurovision (Jordan 2014) have been explored as a way to reshape national
perception (Jansen 2008) and provide a new vision of the Baltic region (Andersson 2007;
Endziņa and Luņeva 2004). Much of those actions coincided in their goals with the official
nation-building, which, in Estonia’s case, focused on two interwoven grand narratives
(Feldman 2001). First is the use of “homeland” or restoration: oriented internally and con-
cerned with the security and preservation of the ethnic Estonian nation, language, and heri-
tage as the rightful basis of the state, in a narrative that offers little sympathy for Russian
sentiments (Kuus 2002; Nichols 2001; Vetik 1993; Vihalemm and Masso 2007); and the
second is the grand narrative of “being European,” seen as more externally oriented and
focused on remapping Estonia as a successfully transformed Western European country
asserting its deeply European character (Brüggemann 2003; Feldman 2001). Unsurpris-
ingly, nation-branding campaigns, which often draw from and reproduce such discourses,
have been linked to identity politics and attracted scholarly attention (Jansen 2008; Jordan
2014).

“Introduce Estonia:” Pillars of Estonian nation-branding and tourism rhetoric

The first branding campaign in Estonia, “Positively Transforming,” was developed at the
beginning of the 2000s. Commissioned by the government, it attempted to best use the pub-
licity and increased world media attention that followed Estonia’s victory in the Eurovision
Song Contest in 2001, which made Tallinn a host city for the following year’s event (Jordan
2014). Preceding Estonia’s accession to the European Union, the campaign aimed to intro-
duce Estonia to the world (with the slogan “Welcome to Estonia”) as a quickly and peace-
fully changing country. The challenge of creating a new image for Estonia to attract new
investment, trade, and tourism was delegated to Enterprise Estonia, a central agency estab-
lished in 2000 by the Ministry of Economic Affairs. Enterprise Estonia established “brand
Estonia,” which was designed by Interbrand Corporation Global Brand Consultancy and
Emor, an Estonian marketing firm (Jansen 2008, 128). The branding imagery was trans-
mitted through a range of media and adopted by national airlines, ports, airports, tourist
sites, and numerous private businesses (Budnitskiy 2012). The second campaign
“Estonia: Positively Surprising” was launched in 2008. It did not dramatically change
the message, yet attempted to put the time of transition in the past and assure Estonia the
status of a Western country. The following sections analyze how national geography,
history, the hierarchy of nations, and national subjects are imagined and reinvented rhetori-
cally and materially through tourism and branding discourses.

The main marketing concept for brand Estonia is called “Introduce Estonia” (on the
history of the branding campaign, see Jansen 2008). As in other post-socialist settings,
the campaign seeks to place the country in a new context and construct a national identity
through modernization in an attempt to symbolically leave the post-Soviet space (Fauve
2015; Koch 2010). “Introduce Estonia” targeted four main areas: business, immigration,
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and domestic and international tourism. Tourism, due to its wide and diverse audience, is
marked as the most important area of application of the campaign. The tourism marketing
strategy opens with a statement sketching the “imagined geography” of the nation and its
clear preference to be regarded as deeply European.

By geographic location we belong in the Baltic region.
By language we belong in Scandinavia. By allies we belong in Europe.
By the prevailing religion we belong in Germany. By history we belong in
Sweden, Denmark, Livonia, and Russia. By climate we belong in the North.
(Enterprise Estonia, “Introduce Estonia” Marketing Concept for Tourism, 3)

Furthermore, the slogan “Estonia: the best kept secret of Scandinavia” strongly affirms
Estonia’s “natural” ties with Scandinavia, which were disrupted by the Soviet Union.
Estonia as Nordic rather than Baltic is a theme emphasized in most of the analyzed material.
It is largely consistent with the attitude of top Estonian officials who, since the late 1990s,
have sought to separate the country from the other two Baltic states with various political
goals, such as faster European integration (Mole 2012).

Overall, the strategy emphasizes four elements, called “cornerstones of Estonia” or “of
Estonian character,” which are recommended as a basis for marketing communication: the
Nordic influence, rootedness, the Eastern influence, and progress. The first two, the Nordic
influence and rootedness, build “the heart” of Estonia, while the Eastern influence and pro-
gress make up its “soul.” Each of these dimensions has symbols and associations assigned
(Figure 1).

The intersection of each “soul” and “heart” element builds the foundation for four target
audiences: immigrants, businesses, and foreign and domestic tourists. For example, argu-
ments emphasizing Estonia’s “Nordicness” and Eastern influence should attract immi-
grants. Business actors are to be wooed by Estonia’s progressiveness and Nordic quality
with a lower price. Clearly, “Easternness” is presented as an economic asset, whereas “Nor-
dicness” as a cultural and social one. The value matrix is also repeated in a separate dom-
estic marketing strategy (titled I love Estonia). The four “cornerstones of identity” are
portrayed as contrasts that together contribute to Estonia’s uniqueness and create the
feeling of surprise. Estonia’s main slogan, “positively surprising,” is aimed at differentiat-
ing Estonia from the region and dashing the stereotype of an underdeveloped post-Commu-
nist country. The slogan, though, recalls Poland’s “creative tensions” or Romania’s “simply
surprising.” The ideas of surprise, tension, or contrasts are rooted in the perception of the
location of Estonia, Poland, or Romania at the crossroads of “East” and “West.” This per-
ceived tension is turned into an added value that makes those countries different yet familiar
to both the Western and domestic audience.

Estonia’s Nordic heart – elegant, clean, and simple – is juxtaposed with its Eastern soul
– hospitable, exotic, and spontaneous. Such representations draw from essentialism and
groupism where some characteristics are ascribed to a wider group of people and perceived
as natural. Rootedness and the Nordic influence are further pictured as primary oppositions
to Eastern influence. From a postcolonial perspective, they echo the juxtaposition of the
modern and sophisticated West with the more traditional and spontaneous East with a
“Russian” or “Slavic” hospitable soul. The way the Eastern heritage (in the domestic strat-
egy, which is a continuation of the “Introduce Estonia” campaign, it is called explicitly
Russian heritage) is portrayed is adjusted for the “Western eye” (that is, a local understand-
ing of how foreigners, especially from Western Europe and the USA, should perceive the
country) and based on orientalist premises (Said 1978; Todorova 2009). This rhetoric
resembles “nested orientalism,” an attempt to proclaim a more prestigious position
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within a generally negatively assessed entity (Bakić-Hayden and Hayden 1992). Self-
orientalism as a mechanism perceived to attract Western Europe has been pointed out by
other scholars investigating informal mechanisms of nation-building and branding in the
post-Soviet region (Baker 2008; Kaneva 2007, 2012).

Heritage and roots define Estonia

According to the branding campaign, communication for both local and international visitors
should be based on rootedness – ancient culture and traditions, the unique language, and
vibrant folk heritage. This echoes early post-Soviet nation-building, which exposed national
heritage in an attempt to reestablish a sense of identity and national pride (Pickard 1997). In
contrast to the young and still fragile state, culture serves as a validation and anchor of the
nation’s ancientness, timelessness, and, therefore, Europeanness before the Soviet invasion.
The ancientness of the country and its rural charm are further juxtaposed with its progressive-
ness, fast technological development, and widespread access to the Internet.

Our country boasts the 3000-year-old crater of an iron meteorite that influenced the religions
and customs of the Baltic Sea region. We have one of the most authentic Medieval Old

Figure 1. Enterprise Estonia, “Introduce Estonia” Marketing Concept for Tourism, 5.
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Towns. The Kunda and Pärnu settlements are older than most cradles of European civilization.
Our language contains about 1,000 words that date to the last ice age. Our capital has one of the
most seamless wireless Internet networks in the world. And about 90% of our population pays
taxes through the Internet… Estonia is a small country with a rich inner life. As a young state
that has long remained in the shadow, the introduction of our inner riches to the whole world is
essential to the preservation of Estonia’s uniqueness and the growth of its people. (Enterprise
Estonia, “Introduce Estonia” Marketing Concept for Tourism)

The country is further described with a series of seemingly opposing qualities as “Estonia –
WiFi in the forest,” or “Estonia – where medieval meets modern.” Sustainable living,
respect for natural resources, as well as timber architecture are portrayed as connecting
Estonia to Scandinavia, with which Estonia has been striving to be associated in the hier-
archy of national brands (Anholt 2007; Dzenovska 2005).

When you step off the ferryboat on to Vormsi Island you may be convinced you’ve landed in
Sweden. The white-framed windows on red houses are identical to those on Sweden’s small
Seacrow Island, if you recollect the stories of Astrid Lindgren. (Enterprise Estonia, Where
Medieval Meets Modern)

In parallel to the rhetoric aimed at convincing the visitor he “landed in Sweden,” a strong
emphasis is placed on Finno-Ugric heritage. Another brochure narrates Finno-Ugric roots
as fundamentals of Estonia that make it unique and exotic in the “European family of
nations:”

Who exactly are Estonians? (…) DNA proves that we are closely related to the Latvians, the
East and West Baltic groups being anthropologically prevalent, but our language has relatives
among Finno-Ugric people in faraway Siberia. Both our language and our mindset are thus
quite different from all the surrounding Indo-European influences. (Estonian Institute,
Celebration)

The Finno-Ugric identity of Estonia built on the argument of linguistic and cultural affinity
to Finns (and therefore not Russian, Baltic, or Eastern European) is well-grounded in
people’s perceptions and public discourse. It gained state confirmation when in 2011 the
Estonian parliament reintroduced a national holiday called “The tribe day” (first celebrated
in 1931). Pride in a distinct national heritage is clear in a piece of news published by Esto-
nian Public Broadcasting a few days before the holiday in 2015:

Over time, Estonia has become such an integral part of the Indo-European cultural sphere that
many tend to forget how much it differs from its neighbors to the west, south, and east.
Although grouped with the Baltic states for geopolitical and historical reasons, it serves well
to remember that linguistically and ethnically, Estonians are very different from their Baltic
brethren. (Estonian Public Broadcasting, news.err.ee, published on 17 October 2015).

Seljamaa (2012, 179–180) interprets this “tribal thinking” as an argument for an ethnocul-
tural definition of the nation as well as supporting the privileged relationship of ethnic Esto-
nians and the Estonian language to the territory and the state. However, the discourse of
ethnic past is not confined to a conservative national narrative. Another interpretation
suggests that the same ethnic heritage is used as a symbolic resource to construct the Esto-
nian nation and national selves within (not against) the globalized world. The seemingly
antimodern turn to ethnicity works effectively to offer the ethnic majority a symbolic
anchor in the ancient past (thus putting the Soviet era in perspective), with the aim of build-
ing a firm identity in the present. According to Dzenovska (2005), nation-branding often
aspires to act as “collective therapy” for the population through suggesting a favorable
interpretation of the nation that helps boost national self-esteem. An editor of promotional
booklets about Estonia reflected that (ethnic) heritage is one of the things that Estonia con-
tributes to modern world culture. She explained:
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Small nations can only contribute in culture and innovation. Culture is what Estonia can give to
the rest of the world. It does not have minerals or any natural resources but it has culture. (…)
Even if everybody is on the move, it is important to know where they come from, their culture,
place, to remain Estonian. Estonia is an old and strong culture. The modern is young and
weaker, even if the old one was only oral. (Interview with an Estonian Institute editor,
March 2015)

In her view, preserving and promoting local and rooted cultural specificity are not motiv-
ated by the threat of globalization or a “retreat to nation,” but rather guarantees more mean-
ingful, positive worldwide integration.

Perspectives of nationhood, ethnicity, and state

The discourse of nationhood found in Estonia’s tourism rhetoric is built on a premise that
the world consists of national and ethnic groups and the goal of tourism rhetoric is to
present one nation to representatives of other nations and ethnic groups. Estonians (and
other nations) are presented as an ethnocultural group that shares a mentality, history, pol-
itical attitudes, cultural preferences, habits, memories, and everyday behaviors. For
example, a brochure called A Dozen Questions about Estonia tells us that an Estonian
goes cross-country skiing in winter, leaves for the countryside in spring, picks berries
and goes for walks in nature, and goes to sauna on Saturdays. These selected everyday
activities (which have economic potential) create a national hyper-reality that a tourist
can engage in to experience something “truly Estonian.” The commercial logic employs
the vocabulary of national characteristics and specificity to sell certain products and ser-
vices, (re)producing in terms of discourse but also in a tangible way (tourist services and
products consumed by both locals and internationals) the perception that there is something
like “Estonianness” that binds the population.

Estonia’s diversity is described using ethnic, religious, and national groupism. A Dozen
Questions about Estonia by the Estonian Institute says that Estonia is home to more than
100 nationalities, which it equates to ethnicities. The brochure says 69% are ethnic Esto-
nians, 25% are ethnic Russians, 1.7% Ukrainians, and 4.3% others. Moreover, the narrative
tries to link today’s Russian speakers with the Russian minority living in the border regions
of Estonia before World War II:

Russians, an important minority in certain border regions and towns before WWII, now con-
stitute the biggest minority group by far – a quarter of the entire population. (Estonian Institute,
A Dozen Questions About Estonia)

In the context of post-Soviet nation-building and the inclusion–exclusion dynamics, the
presentation of the Russian-speaking minority is of special interest. Currently, about one-
fourth of the Estonian population speaks Russian as their first language. In the beginning
of the 1990s, mother tongue often overlapped with citizenship rights. That is no longer
the case, as many speakers of Russian have obtained Estonian citizenship. Still, native
language divides the population into ethnically Estonian and non-Estonian in popular per-
ception. Vihalemm and Masso (2007) found a variety of ways Estonia’s Russian speakers
categorize themselves (“ex-Soviet,” “Estonian citizen,” and “inhabitant of Estonia”),
arguing that ethno-linguistic “Russian” mainly developed during the transition period
and mirrors the way Estonian identity is patterned. Tourist narratives underline the idea
of historical otherness (non-Estonian, non-European, and not rooted here) and ethnic hom-
ogeneity of Russian-speaking people. Nichols, who studied nation-building through partici-
pation in tours in the Baltic states at the beginning of the 2000s, concluded that “tourism
reinforces the message that the Russians in society are not as westernized as Baltic
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natives” (Nichols 2001, 6). Similarly, Budnitskiy (2012) in his study of representations of
the Russian minority in Estonian nation-branding argues that nation-branding narratives
reflect the country’s regime and normative discourses toward minorities. Consequently,
he claims, branding narratives, upon entering public discourse, have the power to influence
interethnic relations. Budnitskiy concludes that Estonian branding campaigns generally
reflect the model of exclusive ethnic democracy that the country has followed since regain-
ing independence in 1991. They focus on the Estonian majority and make the Russian-
speaking minority “exotic” or invisible. Brüggemann (2003), in contrast, drawing from
his observations of everyday life, noted that the initial branding campaign “Welcome to
Estonia” was positively received by many Russian speakers, particularly among youth.
Acknowledging the popularity of T-shirts with the “Welcome to Estonia” logo among
the Russophone youth, he concluded that the campaign projected Estonia as a new
nation looking into the future where former ethnic tensions belong to the past (Brüggemann
2003).

Tourism rhetoric represents Estonia’s diversity by focusing on “safe” regional differ-
ences that symbolically belong and are accepted as “Estonian.” For example, “The southern
part of Viljandi is called Mulgimaa and the inhabitants of this region are Mulks. They have
always been considered wealthy and enterprising, albeit also priggish and stingy,” or “Setu
people are perhaps the most distinct group among Estonians” (Estonian Institute, A Dozen
Questions about Estonia). Tourism brochures identify Setos in particular as the cultural
other (yet very familiar) whose vibrant and authentic folk culture should be presented
and preserved. Setumaa became part of Estonia in 1920 and the Setos were considered
alien and uncivilized in the prewar era. Nowadays, their cultural and religious heritage is
recognized as a national treasure and supported by the state (Annist 2013). Overall, regional
folklore, traditional culture, and local dialects that trace themselves back before the estab-
lishment of the state denote the most “authentic Estonia.”

Main national metaphor – the song festival

The key symbol of “rootedness” in the tourism marketing strategy is the national song fes-
tival, which, though it lacks direct commercial value, enjoys a high profile among locals and
foreigners. In a recent survey ordered by the Estonian Song and Dance Celebration Foun-
dation, 96% of respondents said the festival is an important national event (Lauristin and
Vihalemm 2013, 2). The branding strategy makes the song celebration the key symbol
of national culture at large:

The unique grand event cannot leave any tourist who is interested in culture unexcited. For that
reason the song and dance festival is the most important symbol of our history and culture.
(Enterprise Estonia, Instructions for Focus Topic of Cultural Holiday)

The song celebration is perhaps the most vivid example of how the logic of advertising and
promotion merges with nation-building. This tradition evokes a rich variety of meanings
that can be effective for different audiences. Associated with the early national movement,
as well as with “the Singing Revolution” of the late 1980s and civic mobilization against the
Communist regime, the song festival conveys to many the message of the nation’s fitness
and continuity through the ages. It operates as a synecdoche in which singers stand for the
entire nation:

A battlefield requires outstanding heroes, just as the most accurate marksman on a hunting trip
receives accolades. In choir singing, on the other hand, every ego dissolves. Choir singing is the
opposite of egoism. The best choir singer in the world is someone whom nobody knows,
someone who skillfully dissolves into the choir as a whole. And the best folk dancer in the
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world is someone who blends into the pattern on the dance lawn. Estonians have thousands of
“best choir singers and folk dancers in the world.” (Estonian Institute, Celebration)

Moreover, choral singing presents the nation as a moral community sharing certain values.
It serves to distinguish Estonians from others:

Singing keeps the mother tongue alive and kicking; the echoes of songs determine the borders
of your homeland. Singing makes us one! (Estonian Institute, Celebration)

Among the variety of ways tourism rhetoric employs the image of the song festival, two are
most intriguing: first, Estonia’s main business promotion brochure has a picture of the song
festival on its cover (Figure 2). As outsiders, we interpreted it as a metaphor for qualities
that Estonians are to possess as a nation – cooperative, egalitarian, and focused on a
common goal.

Second, in the domestic tourism strategy “Ma armastan Eestimaad/I love Estonia,” the
imagery of the song celebration and the lyrics of the national anthem serve as an emotional
appeal that developing Estonia’s brand and tourism is an act of patriotism. The strategy
continues:

A warm feeling deriving from the crisp Nordic nature and traditions dating back thousands of
years fills hearts when simply travelling in Estonia. This is a country full of contrasts and sur-
prises every step you take – not only for foreigners, but also for us. The more we perceive it, the
stronger the feeling becomes and the deeper our roots grow. (Enterprise Estonia, The Most
Ancient Modern Nation)

Domestic tourists, as well as tour operators, producers of traditional products, and everyone
else who uses the “I love Estonia” logo are meant to communicate “a single domestic
entirety” to other Estonians. In the course of branding, everybody becomes appointed as
a sales representative or ambassador of the country (Dzenovska 2005). The sense of an

Figure 2. Enterprise Estonia, “Why Estonia?” brochure on business and investment.
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objective, apolitical character of branding is further strengthened by the suggestion that the
underlying reason for branding efforts is “our” national interest, to which the native popu-
lation is encouraged to align. The campaign “I love Estonia” is constructed as an internal
affirmative action of and for the nation, in which marketing and design specialists
belong to “us,” the nation:

I love Estonia. This message stands for all the things we carry in our hearts thinking about our
homeland and all the reasons why we are proud of our country. This message comes from us
and to us, to strengthen the emotional connection among Estonians throughout the country.
(Enterprise Estonia, The Most Ancient Modern Nation)

The image of the song celebration and Estonians as “a singing nation” is used to define and
represent the nation and suggested national characteristics. As some national features are
preferred over others, branding resembles corrective nationalism with a neoliberal logic
of seeing the nation as a market (Dzenovska 2005). The symbolism and emotionality of
joint singing strengthen the image of branding as a collective responsibility toward a
national good and an act of patriotic love. Domestic tourism is portrayed not only as a
leisure activity, but also as a way to build a stronger Estonian identity and a bond to the
state (although formally invisible).

From home to homeland, Tallinn Airport

The tourism campaign described in the EAS branding strategy was not only reproduced in
a variety of publications and audiovisuals, but also adopted by several public places, such
as Tallinn Airport. Although airports have often been seen as a space of flux, namely
nobody’s space representing global interconnectedness and fluidity, the Estonian case
shows that they can also offer a sense of locality, rootedness, and cultural particularity
(cf. Weiss 2010). The design of Tallinn Airport revolves around “home” in the sense
of individual home, as well as homeland. Commercial spaces such as cafes, shops, and
restaurants are designed and arranged to make customers feel at home. Objects such as
armchairs remind of home furnishings, and soft fabrics create the sense of comfort and
coziness. Yet they expose the perceived Estonian character of the place; for example,
table legs are made of raw birch branches to show Estonians’ ties to nature; seats and
sofas for passengers in the Schengen part of the airport are covered with folk patterns
from different regions of Estonia. All these appeal to the “tourist gaze,” cliché expec-
tations to encounter and experience something authentically local (Urry 1990). Simul-
taneously, the logic of authenticity goes two ways: it is also directed at locals. At
Tallinn Airport, names of shops and cafés involve language-play that will escape
someone who does not speak Estonian.1 Furthermore, the sense of coziness is bound to
locality. An airport employee who agreed to be interviewed spontaneously guided us
through the airport premises, explaining:

We are small and we were never striving to become the most innovative or biggest airport, but
the coziest one. It is in our means because we are already small and try to be welcoming, so
throughout the airport you’ll see our national patterns. (…) The idea behind the chairs, to
cover them with these patterns, came from Enterprise Estonia. They have one gate branded
and at first it was implemented there and because it became hugely popular among Estonians,
they loved it, we decided it’s such a good idea, why not do it all over the airport. (Interview
with airport marketing representative, September 2015)

The feeling of place and uniqueness is constructed not only by employing material elements
of national heritage, but also by tales and characters associated with the Estonian national
epic, yet reinvented to fulfill the needs of the airport. The guide further explained:
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Do you know our national epic Kalevipoeg? That is the mother of Kalev, Linda. [pointing at a
statue of a woman in the seating area of the departure hall] There is the Linda stone at lake
Ülemiste [next to the airport] and the statue was made by an Estonian artist. (…) You
know, there is a small legend of Linda here. When you stand here [she shows a special spot
on the floor in front of the wall where the reinvented legend of Linda is displayed], you can
see the stone of Linda by the lake. So we kind of made up the story, the story that Linda
will take care of travel anxiety and make your trip a success if you touch her before. So it’s
another way to use the story of our national epic, since we have the lake there, the stone,
the statue and all this. (…) So this is called Linda’s corner.

The location of the airport, national myths, and heroes are taken as a symbolic resource
employed for the commercial and image-making needs of the airport, appealing to both
foreigners and locals as something genuinely local, familiar, yet different from their every-
day experience. Another national marker is the song celebration. Pictures of the song festi-
val are displayed in the airport,2 evoking an emotional response also from my interlocutor:

Q: “This is also a very characteristic picture of the song festival.
A: Yes, I have goosebumps already.
Q: Yes, why is that?
A: I’m a true Estonian…”

She further explained:

We wanted to show it because this is a gateway to Estonia, and this is a huge part of our iden-
tity, song festivals, it’s really a huge part, I’m sure you’ve come to realize that.

Figure 3. A gate at Tallinn Airport. The seating space is covered with traditional folk patterns. The
stand of a pilot next to the chairs is an interactive video display/hologram. The setting can be inter-
preted as showing both the rootedness and innovativeness of Estonia (Photo: Emilia Pawłusz).
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Her instant identification of what is truly Estonian and her emotional reaction to it illustrate
how even small branding elements materialized in public space flag the nation and reinvent
national subjects (Billig 1995). She later mentioned that since she sees the same picture of
the song festival at work every day, she sometimes forgets it is there. Yet our conversation
prompted her to retell the national myth and present her own identity accordingly without
hesitation and with great passion.

The turn to tangible and intangible heritage as a resource for creating national imagery
taps into the localizing effect of globalization. At the same time, the airport engages with a
narrative of modernity typical for many post-Communist states wanting to be recognized as
the real Europe/the first world. At Tallinn Airport, companies related to technology,
especially telecommunications companies, have a strong presence. When talking about
their commercial space and branded gate, the airport employee remarked:

So this is their area, where they display all the solutions and gadgets etc. For us, we are very
much welcoming, it gives you the vibe… ah [sighs] because a lot of people still come to
Estonia and they think like ouch. [indicating that visitors often think of Estonia as backward].
I think you can relate maybe how it is in Poland. When people come to Poland they don’t actu-
ally know what to expect – they still maybe think about the post-World War II country. I mean,
hello, but it’s far from it. So it’s nice to surprise them in their faces right away when they get off
their flight.

The display of innovativeness and even technological utopia (Figure 3) is meant to prove
that the “Eastern Europe lens” through which Western visitors are expected to perceive
Estonia does not reflect the country’s reality, values, and aspirations. Those visuals are
also a constant reminder to the local population about the country’s achievements, its pri-
orities, and how they should perceive it.

Conclusions

By looking at tourism and nation-branding campaigns as symbolic spaces of identity pro-
duction, this paper argued that tourism representations of the nation, state, and national
culture, although usually aimed at convincing foreigners of “who we are,” may also
work on the domestic population’s sense of national belonging and perceptions of nation-
hood. Tourism rhetoric that constantly employs a routine “deixis” pointing to the national
homeland as the home of the readers (Billig 1995, 11) can be seen as a subtle form of
nationalism, understood as a bid to assert national uniqueness. Modernity engenders a nos-
talgia for authenticity, and tourism is a means to access the “real,” “authentic” culture of the
self and other. Concurrently, the paper aimed to show that the sense of national belonging
and national markers are not constants to be exploited by the tourism industry, but rather
they are constantly remade, retold, and popularized in the course of tourism development.

Branding creates nations on discursive, material, and performative levels. It naturalizes
the ethno-national organization of social reality, for example, by exposing the nation, “us”
as the main subject and objects of tourism narratives (Billig 1995). It uses linear, essentialist
logic in which myths, heroes, places, and traditions are selected and affirmed as “national.”
Finally, development of material reality to represent the nation, namely, tourist spaces, pro-
ducts, and services, makes ideas about the national reality very tangible, personal, and part
of an individual’s experience.

In the context of the post-Soviet space, Kaneva names discourses and practices aimed at
reconstituting nationhood through marketing and branding paradigms as a new identity
politics (2011, 118). What often remained unacknowledged in the early scholarship on
the region is that the process of nation-building has been embedded in a wider context of
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intensive globalization and in some cases a strong need for Europeanization and closer cul-
tural, political, and economic connection with the “Western world.” For this reason, the
analysis of post-Soviet nation-building cannot be limited to policies adopted by the state,
but has to be seen in the context of economic and political interconnectedness of states
and societies. Tourism and branding (and agents of those) as modern and global phenomena
are excellent vehicles for exploring these connections.

In the case of Estonia, the narration of the nation in tourism is built on four main pillars:
sovereignty, ancientness, “us” vis-à-vis other nations, and national continuity. The official
tourism narratives make a statement that echoes the country’s nation-building after regain-
ing independence: they propose an Estonian identity distant from the Soviet Union, estab-
lish a clear European genealogy and commonality of values, expose the heroic deeds that
helped the independence movement, and assert national self-esteem and rootedness. All of
these themes are supported in tourism rhetoric using arguments and representations of
national heritage such as the notion of a Finno-Ugric connection, ancientness of language,
inherent ethnic differences between “Estonians” and “Russians” (and others), as well as the
use of the national song celebration as the representation of the nation at large. Everywhere
heritage is used as a resource in representing the nation for tourism purposes. However, in
Estonia, and perhaps other post-Soviet or postcolonial countries, heritage, ancientness, and
cultural distinctiveness represent the nation not only in cultural, but also in political terms,
making tourism further traverse nation-building. A good example is the imagery of the
Estonian song festival and tradition of choral singing, which serve as a representation of
ethnic Estonians, a powerful reminder of a civic movement that led to the formation of
an independent state, and a corrective projection of “Estonian character.”

Although in tourism narratives the ethnic nation is often central, there are other compet-
ing and complementary discourses of belonging: regional, pan-national, linked to European
integration, globalization, etc. For this reason, were tourism and branding efforts to evoke
only a backward-looking “return to romantic nationalism,” they would be superficial (Brüg-
gemann 2003; Dzenovska 2005). Instead, tourism discourses and practices reveal and inter-
weave a variety of narratives of collective belonging, as well as transformations, raptures,
and discontinuities in dominant narratives and people’s responses to them.
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Notes

1. For example, the name of the cafe “Kohver” in Estonian means a piece of luggage as well as coffee.
2. The same images are displayed around ferry terminals in Tallinn harbor, an important gateway for

tourists coming from Sweden and Finland.
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KOKKUVÕTE 

Õpetlased uurisid postsovetlike riikide rahvuslikus kirjanduses riigi püüdlusi 
võltsida rahvuslikku identiteeditunnet uutes esile kerkinud riikides, osutades 
institutsionaalsete, administratiivsete ja sümboolsete meetmete üleküllusele, mida 
rakendas kohalik poliitiline eliit, et defineerida rahvust uutmoodi, saada tagasi 
rahvuslik ajalugu ja luua rahvussiseseid suhteid. Seega on rahvusluse ülesehitamise 
projekte üle regiooni peetud peamiselt võimulolijate kavandatud strateegiaks, mille 
puhul alustatakse üldisemast, minnes järjest detailsemaks. See väitekiri kasvab välja 
ja panustab teise kirjanduslikku tuuma, mis väidab, et rahvusliku kuuluvuse tunne ei 
ole mitte ainult tagajärg, mille põhjustasid järk-järgult kauged ja kaudsed mõjud 
ühiskonnas, vaid see on läbi räägitud ja teisiti loodud mitteriiklike osalejate poolt 
mitteformaalses ümbruskonnas. Kasutades näitena Eesti juhtu, analüüsib see 
väitekiri selliseid praktikaid nagu levimuusikat, koorilaulu, turismi ja kaubamärgi 
kasutamist identiteedi kujundamisel, mis toimub peamiselt riigiüleselt, kuid 
mõjutab, kuidas inimesed loovad oma rashvuslikku (mitte-)kuuluvustunnet.   

Selles väitekirjas kasutatud teoreetiline raamistik on mitteametlik (spontaanne) ja 
igapäevane rahvusluse ehitamine (Isaacs & Polese 2016; Fox &Miller-Idriss 2008). 
Mitteametlikku rahvusluse ehitamist võib defineerida kui mehhanisme ja praktikaid, 
mis sisaldavad kuuluvustunde taastekitamist ja loomist, mis pole otseselt poliitilise 
eliidi ja riigi juhitud või läbi viidud ja mis suuremal osal juhtudest toetuvad 
mittepoliitiliste osalejate hõivamisele, nagu kultuuritöötajad, tuntud 
kultuuritegelased ja tavalised inimesed (Isaacs & Polese 2016, Sissejuhatus). 
Igapäevane rahvusluse ehitamine tõstab esile tavaliste osalejate praktikaid, mis 
taastekitavad, vaidlevad vastu või muudavad nende identiteeditunnet ja jagatud 
rahvuslikke tunnuseid.  

Metodoloogiliselt tugineb see uurimus etnograafilisele välitööle, mis on läbi viidud 
Eestis ajavahemikul 2014 – 2017. See on üles ehitatud interpretatiivsele, 
konstruktivistlikule paradigmale, mille eesmärk on uurida tähendusi ja ettekujutust, 
mida osalejad omistavad ühiskondlikele nähtustele. Välitöö käigus intervjueeriti nii 
kultuuritöötajaid, muusikuid, koorijuhte, dirigente kui ka tavalisi kodanikke. Peale 
selle hõlmas välitöö ka osalusvaatlusi koorilaulu festivalidel, muusikaüritustel, 
kontsertidel, avalikel pidustustel ja avalikus ruumis, kus kaasaegsed 
identiteedisümbolid on eksponeeritud.  

Uurimuse tulemused osutavad järgmisele: 

Identiteedi tunnused (ametlikud ja mitteametlikud) muutuvad, ringlevad ja 
muutuvad oma kavatsetud või määratud tähendusest sõltumatuks.  

Kui poliitiline eliit annab rahvuse definitsioonile raamistiku, siis reaalne kogemus 
sellest on iseseisev kestev protsess, kus isegi hästi tuntud ja enesestmõistetavaks 
peetud omariikluse ikoonidel pole kindlat ja eelnevalt määratletud tähendust. Seda 
näitlikustab Eesti rahvuslik laulupidu, mis, isegi kui diskursiivselt määratleda seda 
kui Eesti rahva pidustust, võib praktikas kaasa haarata ka kohaliku venekeelse 
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populatsiooni. Seega võivad rahvusliku identiteedi tunnustel olla mitu teineteisele 
vastukäivat tõlgendust.    

Rahvuse-ehitajad ei pea olema poliitikud või riigitegelased 

On palju erinevaid ühiskondlikke mõjureid, mis igapäevaselt mõjutavad inimeste 
arusaama pärandist, rahvusest ja kõrvalejäetuse-kaasamise mehhanismidest. Iga 
artikkel selles väitekirjas osutab ühele sellisele kategooriale: kultuurisektori 
töötajad ja aktivistid, populaarsed muusikud ja turundusspetsialistid, kes loovad 
Eesti brändi kohalikule ja rahvusvahelisele publikule. Vaieldakse, et sellised 
mõjurid on ammu rahvuse ehitamise uuringutest välja jäetud, sest need ei esinda 
riiki (peetakse rahvuse ehitamise esmaseks mõjuriks) ja nende aktiivsussfäär jääb 
väljapoole kitsalt defineeritud poliitikat. Eesti rahvuse kaubamärgi kasutamise 
uuringud annavad tõendusmaterjali selle kohta, et rahvuse ehitamine saab olla, küll 
riigi ettepanekul, kuid eraisikute ja tavakodanike kasutusele võetud reklaami- ja 
majanduspraktikate ‘kõrvalnähtus’.  

Igapäevaelus on ohtralt praktikaid/tavasid, mis põhjustavad identiteedi kogemist ja 
paljud neist ei puutu poliitikasse 

See väitekiri osutab ühiskonna tavadele väljaspool poliitika sfääri, kus rahvusliku 
identiteedi narratiive mitte ainult ei võeta vastu ülevalt-alla, vaid ka täidetakse, 
muudetakse ja segatakse loominguliselt teiste tähtsate identiteedi narratiividega. 
Teisiti öeldes tuleb rahvusliku identiteedi kogemist mõista kui igapäevaelu osa, nii 
ametlikes kui mitteametlikes olukordades, ja kui isikliku kogemuse osa. 
Veendumus, et igapäevaelu on mittepoliitiline, on põhjus, miks see on koht, kus 
poliitilised narratiivid (nagu rahvuse oma) ja identiteedi taastekitamine töötavad nii 
edukalt.     

Rahvus on tundeline tava 

Tundeline suundumus rahvuse poole, siiski märgatud rahvuslikus kirjanduses, on 
kas välja jäetud kui situatsiooniline ja mõttest eraldatud või surutud rahvusliku 
vägivalla teema alla. See uurimus näeb rahvuslikku identiteeti kui osa iseendast, 
mis koosneb diskursiivsetest, tunde- ja käitumuslikest elementidest. See tõmbab 
tähelepanu rahvuse tundelisele loomisele ja kogemisele. 
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