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Abstract. The focus of this study is on how temporal boundaries are experi-
enced and how everyday lives are shaped in a particular space with reference 
to shifting boundaries and perceptions of centres and peripheries, continui-
ties and discontinuities. Drawing mainly on the theories of semiosphere and 
boundaries devised by Juri Lotman, and social space by Henri Lefebvre and 
other theorists, our research makes an interdisciplinary contribution to the 
existing theories of borders and boundaries. Based on various case studies 
from different disciplines, it exemplifies how borders are perceived, con-
structed, negotiated and contested in everyday practices, as well as how eve-
ryday practices maintain the borders vanished in other spheres. We argue that 
abrupt political changes are sensed and experienced as boundaries in time, 
yet mechanisms of coping and adapting seem to be preserving day-to-day 
continuities. Even if ruptures in lives are sharp and definitive, people try 
to create coherent narratives and use linguistic means as cultural tools to 
negotiate the ruptures. In some cases, the rupture emerges when trying to cre-
ate continuity. People use conceptions of continuity as cultural tools, creating 
thus a perceived space, which symbolises continuity for them but causes rup-
ture in their lives and/or in space. Thus, people make sense of space by creat-
ing their own boundaries (and sharing them to various extents), which are 
tightly tied with the boundaries of time. In the case of both urban and rural 
landscapes, different layers of landscape can develop at different speeds and 
can display different boundaries, or no divisions at all. Our examples have 
shown that even when the political borders in space stay the same, their 
meaning can shift when the overall political atmosphere and international 
relations have transformed. Change of regime does not create sharp bounda-
ries, but rather, creates an environment for change in which a crucial role 
is also played by continuities based on memory, dispositions and practices.
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Introduction

The current article aims to contribute to theoretical discussion on the phenom-
enon of boundaries in culture and the processes related to establishing, maintain-
ing and perceiving divisions in space and time. Being interdisciplinary in nature, 
the article wants to raise awareness of the complexity of cultural boundaries. 
Rather than analysing empirical data sets about specific boundaries or politi-
cal borders, it uses multidisciplinary examples to illustrate its main theoretical 
points. We will argue that people draw boundaries in space and time that seem 
to be rather rigid and clear cut at a first glance. However, analysing these cultural 
boundaries through a variety of research methods, it appears that the mecha-
nisms of adjusting or creatively reworking these divisions in everyday practice are 
much more complicated; in fact, as our research shows, boundaries are constantly 
being shifted, redefined and renegotiated.

To illustrate our theoretical starting point, we begin with an example.
On the 5th of September 2014, at 9 in the morning, unknown armed men kid-

napped Estonian Internal Security Service officer Eston Kohver at Estonia’s south-
eastern border with Russia. The Russian side argued that Kohver was on Russian 
territory, whereas Estonia claimed that he was taken from the Estonian side of the 
border.1 All this happened just half a year after Russia and Estonia had finally 
signed a border treaty and only two days after the visit of the president of the 
United States of America (USA), Barack Obama, to Estonia, to confirm the sup-
port of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) and to assert NATO’s 
presence at its eastern borders in the increasing atmosphere of tension between 
Russia and the West after the Ukrainian conflict. 

What at first seemed clearly an act of violating Estonian, the European Union’s 
(EU) and NATO’s border, presumably with the symbolic purpose of creating inse-
curity, led journalists’ attention to the border and spurred wider public debate. 
It appeared that Estonia, EU and NATO did not actually have an eastern land 
border in the sense of a fence or a wide earth strip – the most important border 
for the semiotic subject called the West was more a symbolic than a physical 
entity. Subsequent days brought visual images of what was considered Estonia’s 
de facto border, a dense bush without visible manned surveillance. 

The history of the border between the Russian Federation and Republic of Estonia 
has been diverse. Estonian independence was restored in August 1991 on the basis 
of its legal continuity with the pre-WWII Republic of Estonia (1918‒1940), which 
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would have given independent Estonia rights to somewhat larger territories than 
were under the jurisdiction of the Estonian Soviet Socialist Republic (ESSR). 
Estonia’s legal commitment to the border drawn by the Tartu Peace Treaty on 2nd 
February 1920 and Russia’s reluctance to recognise its continuous validity were 
reasons that led to the situation in which several attempts to sign and ratify the 
border treaty failed. From 1991 the Russian–Estonian border was defined by 
a temporary control line, generally following the borders of the former Estonian 
SSR. This de facto border, however, had had a strong symbolic importance for 
the country as well as a decisive practical effect on the livelihoods of the local 
communities in the border zones. The impenetrability of this most decisive bor-
der was further underlined by media coverage of queues to cross the border or 
footage of smugglers or people caught illegally crossing. Yet, a combination of the 
symbolic power of the imagined absolute divide between Russia and Estonia, and 
the intricacies surrounding a legal but non-existent border and de facto control 
line, resulted in the physical control line becoming more and more overgrown.

The Estonian government insisted that Kohver was abducted within Estonia’s 
borders, however, this did not deter Russia from convicting him of espionage. 
As illustrated by this story, borders and boundaries are not just lines of divi-
sion in a spatial world; they are equally discursive practices used in the political 
sphere and having dramatic consequences in everyday lives. Moulding and shift-
ing boundaries happens in continuous dialogue with past divisions, constantly 
building on previous change – even turbulent socio-economic and political 
changes such as the occupation of Estonia by the Soviet Union do not wipe the 
previous boundaries out completely. Every shift in political and spatial borders 
leaves a trace in the discourses, landscapes and daily practices of the local people. 
Sometimes, these experiences last subconsciously through generations. 

Boundaries are not just mechanisms of creating separation and difference, 
they are also tools for creating continuity and cohesion. They both restrict and 
enhance communication. They are mechanisms of conflict avoidance, and the 
reasons for conflict. Every boundary both separates and unites depending on the 
perspective one chooses. The same boundary can function differently in differ-
ent spheres of society. In addition, the boundaries have different meanings and 
are shared only to a certain extent. For one, there are different political angles: 
in Russian, Estonian, EU and NATO policies the issue of the Russian–Estonian 
border has been addressed radically differently depending on the aims of the 
political body. Yet, at the level of private lives, these political tensions trans-
late into different practices that mould the political meanings. For people living 
in the frontier areas, the border has specific meanings, and, as in the case of the 
Estonian minority living on the Russian side of the border, this separation may 
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have influenced them to act together as a community, thus, actually uniting 
them. In narrated stories and lives the boundaries and division lines appear to 
be at different places at different times. 

The aim of our article is to show how the boundaries in space and time cre-
ated by some political turns in Estonia over the last century manifested and were 
translated into (boundary) discourses and (everyday) practice. In doing so, we 
do not concentrate further on the state border, but rather on the divisions caus-
ing (dis)continuities in perceived space and time. By presenting the version of 
hegemonic history on the one hand, we illustrate how political changes that are 
conceptualised as ruptures in history text books can translate into negotiations 
of continuity in everyday lives, and vice versa on how discursive continuities 
can turn into ruptures in practices. Drawing on the theories of semiosphere and 
boundaries devised by Juri Lotman (1990; 2009 [1992]), Henri Lefebvre’s social 
space (1991 [1974]), and work by other theorists, the article will show through 
various case studies how political, administrative, and discursive borders are 
perceived, constructed, negotiated and contested in everyday practice, as well 
as illustrating the opposite, i.e. how everyday practices maintain borders that 
have been wiped out politically, administratively or discursively. To fulfil these 
purposes, we found it useful to focus particularly on the concepts of continuities 
and discontinuities and decided to scrutinise how they have influenced Estonian 
landscapes and the perception of time. Commonly, boundaries in landscape and 
time are considered fixed and stable, yet, as we aim to show, they are influenced 
by discursive practices and political turns. In doing so we use examples from the 
Estonian-speaking part of the Estonian population, recognising the fact that for 
people coming from other ethnic groups, the boundaries may appear in com-
pletely different locations. In addition, by using empirical examples from differ-
ent fields of research, and different analytical methods, we hope to contribute 
to the cultural theories that analyse borders and boundaries, spaces and their 
interrelations.

Theoretical background

The present article is an interdisciplinary endeavour, uniting theoretical perspec-
tives and research methodology from semiotics, sociology, ethnology, human 
geography and folkloristics. The underlying theoretical concept that binds these 
approaches is Juri Lotman’s concept of semiosphere, the basic premises of which 
have then been further developed through Henri Lefebvre’s theories of social 
space, as well as theories from landscape studies, contemporary boundary and 
memory studies. While we are aware that the concepts relating to, and debates 
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about, borders in each discipline differ, we aim to create an interdisciplinary 
dialogue about cultural border concepts (cf. Kurki 2014, 1067) relying on these 
theorists.

Semiosphere and its contingent notion of boundary are one of Lotman’s most 
important contributions to the theory of culture for describing the functioning 
of a cultural space (developed extensively in Lotman 2005 [1984]; 1990; 2009 
[1992]). While on one hand semiosphere is the whole space and web of semiotic 
activity that makes meaning-making and sign activity possible (in the same way 
that biosphere is the sum total of ecosystemic relations), each culture (and sub-
culture, for that matter) can also be approached as a semiosphere. Semiosphere 
has several important characteristics. While it is a semiotic unity perceived as 
a culturally uniform space, it is dynamic, principally uneven and heterogeneous, 
consisting of various subsystems. Yet, it is also a bounded space, which is defined 
through constant self-reflection: memory and constant negotiation of past and 
present cultural structures are an important function of culture as a semiosphere. 
We will come back to each of these moments in relation to other theorists.

While Lotman illustrates his theories abundantly with examples from Rus-
sian culture, literature and history, he does not really theorise how everyday 
lives in fact become a semiotic unity. For that end, we turn to Lefebvre’s notion 
of social space, and landscape studies.

In Lefebvre’s (1991 [1974], 74) approach, space always embraces the imaginary, 
the symbolic, but also the practical and material. According to him, each human 
practice and production takes place in space, it occupies space and circulates 
in it, engendering and fashioning the space (op cit, 77). Social space is constantly 
produced, reproduced and ‘laboured on’; however, this happens not in a void but 
in an environment influenced by physical processes (like climate) and imagina-
tive processes (such as representation of that space in discourses) and social 
structures (such as the labour system). Social change can transform these social 
spaces but never erase them; rather, space is always defined via networks, path-
ways, interrelations with other social spaces (op cit). However, it is not enough 
to acknowledge the interrelatedness of different aspects of what constitutes social 
space, one must also analyse how different spaces and their boundaries interact, 
form networks and negotiate borders. Each object we encounter is a product of 
such relations and negotiation processes.

Landscape studies2 has approached this production of social space in even 
more concrete terms through the analysis of the way people shape their sur-
roundings, focusing on the interplay of customs, everyday life, belonging, kinship, 
corporeality and territory (Haber 1995; Olwig 1996; 2002; Widgren 2004). Land-
scape is a holistic phenomenon the natural and cultural components of which 
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are taken together, yet, like semiosphere, it is essentially a heterogenic, contested 
and inter-acted notion, with a territorial and physical aspect. 

According to Mats Widgren (2004), when analysing landscape it is impor-
tant to distinguish the following aspects: (1) form, that is, landforms, built 
environment, etc.; (2) function; (3) processes that maintain form and function; 
and (4) the socio-cultural context in which the landscape is set. While every 
socio-economic formation creates its own landscape with its own symbols and 
values (Cosgrove 1984), the semiosphere and culture are internally heterogene-
ous. At moments of change, different layers and structures can change at differ-
ent speed. What is important for the following analysis is that during gradual 
development the new outcome is normally the result of a constant negotiation 
and intertwining of these four components. During times of rapid development 
they may change at different speeds: the form can stay the same, but the function 
change (for example old manor houses turned into schools); or the form changes 
while function is preserved (for example dwellings), etc. 

As stated repeatedly by Lotman (1990, 131), semiosphere is an essentially 
heterogeneous phenomenon, which means that its internal space is unified but 
uneven, uniform but asymmetrical. The closer to the semiotic core of a culture – 
the centre, which decides dominant, hegemonic meanings – the less diverse 
and more stable the structure of that culture is; whereas further towards the 
cultural periphery the greater is the variety of different meanings and the greater 
the intensity and rate of change. By far the most important element of each 
semiosphere is its boundary, which unites semiotic space, “one of the primary 
mechanisms of semiotic individuation” (Lotman 1990, 131). According to Lotman, 

“every culture begins by dividing the world into ‘its own’ internal space and ‘their’ 
external space” (op cit) by a boundary. Its negotiation and the creation of a unity 
called ‘us’ are the foremost tools, as well as products, of cultural self-reflection. 
At the same time the boundary is the place where alien, that is, external, semiotic 
structures are introduced into the system, and reinterpreted and translated into 
the internal ‘language’. Thus, boundaries are sources of new meaning, innovation 
and change; it is at the boundary where culture’s semiotic activity is the most 
active (Lotman 1990, 136). The boundary simultaneously unites and separates 
different semiotic spaces and is constantly reinterpreted. The boundary is also 
the mechanism through which unnecessary semiotic structures are excluded 
from a culture (Lotman 2009, 115). On the other hand, semiotic space includes 
lacunae: passive traces of previous semiotic structures that can regain meaning 
in some later constellation (Lindström et al 2011).

Contemporary border studies in the social sciences and humanities coincide 
with Lotman’s model in that boundaries are processes rather than fixed entities. 
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Boundaries are phenomena on multiple levels, as administrative and social bor-
ders are always influenced by historical development (see Paasi 1996, 15–16; New-
man 2003, 13–14; Custred 2011). Coinciding with the work of Lefebvre, David 
Newman (2003, 13) emphasises the importance of studying both territories and 
people in those territories, focussing on the role of “networks of groups, affilia-
tions and identities”. According to Newman’s approach, for a satisfactory analysis 
of borders one has to be attentive to spatial borders, as well as acknowledging the 
different characters that borders have: socio-cultural, environmental, economic, 
subjective, imagined, etc. Positioning human lived experiences and narratives 
in the focus of research, it is possible to analyse the interrelations of the adminis-
trative and geographical–political borders on one hand and subjective perception 
and narratives on the other. In other words, it is important to ask how the borders 
are experienced and expressed (in narratives and visual representations) as well 
as how these borders are used in constructing meaningful others.

When concentrating on how boundaries are constructed and interpreted in 
everyday life, one of the most obvious research objects is the home. Spatial mean-
ings arise from moving, practicing and inhabiting built space (Certeau et al 1994; 
Rose et al 2010). Always stretching beyond the physical boundaries of the dwell-
ing, home is constructed “out of movement, communication and social relations” 
(Massey 1992, 13). Home extends from the private space to the neighbourhood, 
country, or even abroad (in the case of transnational practices or migration). 
Likewise, home-making involves negotiating borders on the temporal dimension: 
through objects serving as ‘anchors of memory’, historical (or ‘historical’) interior 
design or just memories associated with the lived space, the home can ignore 
or highlight ruptures in the public sphere. Thus, the notion of home as a fixed 
and stable structure demarcated by walls is increasingly challenged and home 
is instead explored as a permeable spatial and temporal intersection (Johansson 
& Saarikangas 2009, 10). The boundaries of the home are continuously negoti-
ated through the encounter of private and communal and their multiple layers 
of meaning. On the one hand, parts of home are being transferred to shared 
public spaces, and on the other hand, rules from the public world extend to the 
home. At the same time, diverse identities (gender, status, etc.) are manifested 
and contradictory meanings can emerge within the domestic space.

Boundaries in time are points of remarkable unpredictability and multiple 
possibilities. Lotman, undoubtedly influenced by the events leading to the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, developed a theory about the role of explosive 
change in history in his last work, Culture and Explosion (initially published in 
1992, English translation 2009). Historical development occurs through two types 
of change: gradual and explosive. In gradual change, central semiotic structures 
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undergo change through processes of constant but gradual negotiation, wherein 
the core transforms to a new state without losing its identity. What interests Lot-
man more is explosive change that ruptures the whole system, removing the exist-
ing constructions and opening countless opportunities for future developmental 
paths. In the subsequent consolidation process, when developmental choices are 
made, these multiple developmental possibilities (potential paths) are excluded 
one after another. Any new element can become the new core, and having been 
singled out it starts to create its own developmental path. Thus, when moments 
of explosive change are examined in hindsight, they are constructed as turning 
points from which the clear path to the present day emerged. As pointed out 
by the famous metaphor ‘the past is a foreign country’ (cf Hartley 1953; Lowen-
thal 1988), moments of explosion function as boundaries in time, beyond which 
lies a different semiotic space. We need to keep in mind, though, that culture 
(as semiosphere or landscape) consists of multiple layers that can have differ-
ent speeds of development (Antrop 2000), and that not all explosions cause 
a complete rupture in all semiotic structures: it can easily be that only parts of 
the semiotic space are affected whereas other structures continue on the gradual 
development path giving rise to zones of transition.

After each explosion, a consolidation process follows, where remembered 
facts are retransformed into a continuous line of development and acceptable 
meanings are attributed to the events (Lotman 1990, 16–18, 114–132). Creat-
ing retrospective continuity is the role of memory. That the construction of 
the past – attributing meaning to what has happened and establishing a moral 
agenda for the present and the future with the help of the past (Poole 2008) – is 
a complex and multilevel process is well documented in contemporary memory 
studies. Collective memory is constructed in political, academic, public and pri-
vate circles; these treatments interact and are interdependent. Interpreting the 
past depends on generational as well on social dynamics (Misztal 2003). Thus, 
research about memory tends to be multidisciplinary with memory treated as 
a process (Denzin 2012; Thomson 2012; Pickering & Keightley 2013). These pro-
cesses are studied both in cultural memory studies and oral history, and despite 
methodological differences, both emphasise the social aspect and the representa-
tive nature of memory and remembering (Erll 2008, 4; 2011, 120–126; Abrams 
2010, 78–82). However, the mediums studied with either of the methodologies 
differ: while cultural memory studies focus on the general schemes and pro-
cesses of remembering, the oral history tradition concentrates on individuals 
and small groups (Pickering & Keightley 2013, 4). Therefore, as past events are 
bound into a continuity through an individual life in oral history, her life story 
might position the boundaries differently from the written history of the same 
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culture. Dialogue between these two visions enables us to see the diversities and 
interconnectedness of images of history. 

An important part of our article is dedicated specifically to these temporal 
boundaries in the last century of Estonian history and their combinations with 
other existing semiotic boundaries, both spatial and non-spatial, with the nego-
tiation of boundaries analysed both at the individual and social level.

Estonian explosions: historical background 

In the following, we are trying to sketch the main points of Estonian history while 
remaining aware that this treatment is closely connected to and derived from the 
hegemonic and political history of Estonia, reflecting the version of the ‘centre’ 
in Lotman’s treatment of semiosphere, i.e. the version where there is little or no 
variety. By presenting this past, we aim to give a hegemonic framework against 
which we position the examples that provide heterogeneous interpretations of 
that past. 

Estonia is situated on the shores of the Baltic Sea. On the north and west it 
has sea borders with Finland and Sweden, on the east and south, land borders 
with Russia and Latvia. Its attractive geopolitical location has been one of the 
reasons why, throughout history, the Estonian territories have been governed 
by numerous other reigns and regimes (sometimes partly simultaneously). Each 
of these has left its marks in Estonian culture and landscapes through different 
administrative, political and proprietary boundaries. Differences created through 
administration between northern versus southern, and eastern versus western 
Estonia are very much alive in many contemporary practices. Each new regime 
has been preceded and sometimes followed by conflict (direct physical as well as 
discursive), including the large 20th century wars. These conflicts left numerous 
boundaries on the national as well as the private level, since forceful relocation 
and recruitment by fighting powers divided communities so that political borders 
have often run through individual families. This perception of Estonia as a bor-
derland has had an impact on the way its national identity has been culturally 
constructed: being not only on the crossroads of East and West3, but at many 
boundaries of different kind. 

One of the important boundaries (landmarks) in 20th century Estonian 
history is the Russian Revolution, in 1917, the aftermath of which led to the 
withdrawal of Russia from the First World War. In 1918, in the hectic post-war 
atmosphere, Estonia used the political situation to fulfil its political ambitions 
as an independent state. Statehood was not achieved, however, without human 
losses during the War of Independence which quickly followed between 1918 and 
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1920, ending with the Tartu Peace Treaty which brought Setomaa in the southeast 
and Narva, together with extensive areas behind the Narva River, in the northeast, 
into Estonian jurisdiction. Land reform shook proprietary relations and existing 
social hierarchies to the core: most of the land that had belonged to Baltic Ger-
man manors and other big land owners (58% of arable land before the reform) 
was nationalised and 55,000 new individual farmsteads were given to Estonians, 
relating the idea of Estonian statehood tightly to individual farmsteads. 

The next important landmark was the 1940s, when Estonia was occupied 
by the Soviet Union as an outcome of the secret Molotov–Ribbentrop pact 
between the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany in 1939. After the Soviet Union 
entered the Second World War against Germany, Estonia was occupied by Nazi 
Germany between 1941 and 1944. Fifty thousand people perished in the war 
while about 80,000 people fled to the West in fear of the returning Soviet regime. 
Later, these people formed strong national communities abroad, thus creating 
some sort of continuity with the homeland and with the independent Estonian 
Republic; a government in exile was even formed. 

In 1944, Estonia was once more incorporated into the Soviet Union. Harsh 
post-war economic conditions were worsened by Stalinist political repressions 
and deportations. 1947 brought the beginning of collectivisation which once 
again redrew land ownership borders. The mass deportations of 1941 and 1949 
sent about 30,000 people to Siberia. After Stalin’s death in 1953, the political and 
economic conditions improved somewhat. Although many deportees did not 
survive, most of those who did returned to Estonia, but were often not allowed 
to live in their former homes or in major cities. In addition, a special border 
restriction zone was established on the islands and within 20 km of most of the 
northern Estonian coast, limiting access to the sea and abolishing private sea-
faring. Closed towns like uranium enrichment town Sillamäe became off-limits 
to the remaining local population.

Throughout most of the Soviet period political freedom was suppressed 
until Mikhail Gorbachev launched perestroika at the end of the 1980s, which 
ultimately led to Estonia regaining independence in 1991. This is a landmark 
of sudden change in the narrative of Estonian history. The Republic of Esto-
nia was restored on the basis of legal continuity, creating a grey area between 
imagined (i.e. pre-war) and factual borders. Land ownership reform returned 
confiscated farmsteads to their pre-war owners or their legal heirs in an attempt 
to re-establish the mosaic farming landscapes of the imagined past. On the other 
hand, local administrative borders did not undergo rapid change. Since regaining 
independence, Estonia’s political agenda has been to (re)integrate into Europe. 
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The institutional aims were thus joining the EU and NATO, both of which were 
achieved in 2004. 

Discursive constructions concerning the Soviet past

Since re-establishing independence the official public discourse in Estonia has 
chosen to emphasise the country’s political continuity with the pre-war repub-
lic, which, according to the changed hegemonic discourse, was disrupted by 
Soviet occupation for 50 years.4 In the narrated life stories told in the 1990s and 
2000s, a lot of attention is paid to the events of the 1940s (forceful incorpora-
tion, deportations). In public discourse, the first period of independence gained 
prominence in mnemonic culture, interpreted as “giving the nation its history 
back” and “filling in the white gaps with memories”5 (Hinrikus & Kõresaar 2004, 
209; Kõresaar 2005, 17–26). Discourse on “criminal communism” appeared on the 
official memory policy level immediately after regaining independence (see also 
Tileaga 2012, 265). The political repressions – stories that had been available only 
in private conversations at the family level during the Soviet period – surfaced 
in the hegemonic treatment of the past. The 1990s public memory culture in the 
Baltic states can be characterised by extensive condemnation of the Soviet era, 
or the “unconditional denial of the socialist past” (Jõesalu & Kõresaar 2013, 177). 
In these accounts, the past is presented via the discourse of rupture (op cit, 183): 
the pre-war independence era is perceived as a period of harmonious develop-
ment that was cut through by harsh Stalinist policies in the aftermath of World 
War II. Such narrative constructions were also prevalent in private stories at the 
time (see EKLA f 350). Often, the treatment of the Stalinist period as criminal 
and full of repression was generalised to the entire Soviet era (Jõesalu & Kõresaar 
2013, 183). 

However, since the turn of the 21st century, a more heterogeneous treatment 
of the Soviet era has emerged, even in public discourse (Jõesalu 2012). The rea-
sons for this are probably (as always) complex, but along with a change in the 
political environment the change of generations that shape the discursive field 
plays a role (Jõesalu & Kõresaar 2013, 178). Together with a shift towards het-
erogeneity, mature socialism (as defined in Yurchak 2003) has surfaced on the 
discursive field, favouring stress on the everyday level of the system (Jõesalu 
2005). This does not mean, however, that the overall hegemonic treatment of the 
communist past has been changed towards a positive evaluation of the regime. 
Rather, dealing with that period has become multi-layered. This development 
has not happened overnight and the heterogenisation of Soviet narratives that 
started at the beginning of the 2000s is on-going (Jõesalu 2012). Nor has this 
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trend happened without battles on the field of discourse. In addition, for dif-
ferent ethno-cultural, social, and age groups different perceived ruptures gain 
prevalence: what could be continuity for one might be discontinuity for another. 

The analysis of memory through oral history has demonstrated that politi-
cal context influences the way in which events are conceptualised. In addition, 
subsequent historical events tend to influence the (re)conceptualisation of pre-
vious events. Generational aspects too play a role, i.e. whether the experience 
is immediate or mediated, or in which life stage these events were experienced. 
Furthermore, a person’s life stage also influences how social events are addressed – 
with increasing age, time perspectives also change and accumulated experience 
of events makes people re-evaluate previous events and contextualise later ones.

Lived continuities and broken lives: the rupture of the 1940s 

Becoming Soviet: from private farmsteads to collective farms

Political upheavals create the conditions for landscape change. After the explo-
sion, in its attempt to stabilise its new central position, the new political power 
creates its own representations of the new, desired landscape, using different 
media, planning, economic instruments such as taxes, and other tools. Subse-
quently, the desired change – land ownership, borders, land use patterns, monu-
ments, etc. – are carried out, and patterns and practices change in ‘real’ land-
scapes. Only gradually does the new landscape become accustomed to the new 
power constellation; at the same time people adapt to the changes and the pat-
terns also adapt. However, there is a stabilisation period (or lag time) involved – 
no change can be enforced instantly; old patterns and practices “glow” through 
the new ones – people still remember “how it was before” and not all screens 
are removed (Palang 2010), at least not from memory (see also Maandi 2009). 
This diversity reduces the readability of landscapes, creating miscommunication 
and a transformation of meanings (Palang et al 2006). Finally, as part of retroac-
tive history writing, former innovations become heritage and features that were 
once fought against as the unwanted new are taken under protection after a suf-
ficient period. One such explosion that rearranged the everyday practices and 
landscapes in Estonia was the political change of the 1940s (World War II and 
its aftermath). The following section will explore the ruptures and continuities 
during the 1940s in rural areas in the light of the post-war policies of collectivisa-
tion and political repression. 

Soviet propaganda glorified the collectivisation of agriculture and collec-
tive farm life in many ways. Placards called on people to join collective farms. 
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 Scientists were mobilised to carry out research that described how a collectivised 
landscape would function so much better than a privately managed one. News-
paper articles described the advances of collective farming in other parts of the 
USSR. However, in real life, the desired change of collective land use was far more 
complicated than expected and for the majority of people the decision to join 
the kolkhozes was taken out of fear or plain economic necessity in a changed 
socio-economical context.

Land use data from state registers (Mander & Palang 1994)6 indicates that 
there was a decrease in the share of agricultural land use during the 1940s. In the 
western part of the country the share of agricultural land fell from more than 
65% to less than 15%, although in other parts of the country the decrease was less 
dramatic. The main reasons for rapid change in the west were, first, population 
loss due to war casualties (including fleeing overseas) and deportations, and 
second, establishment of a border zone with restricted access and limited range 
of permissible activities, which in turn lead to a decline in population. The paral-
lel process of urbanisation had an additional impact. The decrease in the share 
of agricultural land happened mostly at the expense of grassland (pastures and 
hay meadows) while the share of arable land remained about the same. In addi-
tion, most of the agricultural activities in the western part of the country were 
more extensive in character because the land used included wooded pastures and 
hay meadows on less fertile soil, marginal areas that are usually the first to be 
abandoned during hard times. In other words, policies of change were imposed 
on particular socio-economic conditions shaped by local specifics (the nature 
of arable land) and previous political developments (war casualties, emigration). 

Ideally, collective farms were supposed to be about collective spirit, common 
ownership and socialist ideology; they were large-scale, mechanised and oriented 
towards the future. In reality the processes of collectivisation gave rise to prac-
tices that were not seen as such by those living in those kolkhozes. Often, in eve-
ryday life people tried to preserve the private agricultural practices that were 
there before these substantial changes, although perhaps not everyone succeeded. 
This was often the only means to guarantee some food security. One example is 
keeping one’s own (private) cow at the collective farm, and making hay on the 
verges and in semi-abandoned meadows that the collective farms did not use. 
Although the land used for haymaking belonged to the collective farm, people 
could use these for a longer period and thereby retained a feeling of ownership. 
These landscapes were subsistence-minded, past-oriented, private, hand-worked, 
and personal. They contained the remnants of a past lifestyle, they took place 
covertly, and they kept up traditions. Possibly, for many Estonians, maintaining 
the old traditions had, apart from necessity, the symbolic meaning of opposing 
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the ideology of the prevailing socialist order. In the late Soviet period when food 
security was less of a problem, private cow ownership became a matter of lifestyle 
rather than necessity, especially among the elderly people. Quite often, the hay 
fields used coincided with the family’s pre-war property, creating an additional 
sense of continuity (Palang & Sooväli-Sepping 2012). 

At the beginning of the kolkhoz period having more than one private cow 
per family was officially not allowed, or at least not encouraged. Later, when 
industrial agriculture proved unable to feed the population, this activity was seen 
as an auxiliary branch of production and became semi-legal – it was not forbid-
den, but it was given a low priority. Private farming (milk production and other 
forms of private farming, i.e. garden plots) was intertwined with Soviet political 
and moral ideology. Thus, local practices of continuity were not only preserved, 
but also shaped the imposed policies of collective farming. Even if these private 
farming practices were initially preserved as a method of opposition, they were 
gradually integrated into the system and probably lost their counter-cultural 
meaning for those taking them over in later periods (i.e. the 1970s and 1980s). 
Even though the political context, functions and processes (Widgren 2004) had 
largely changed, some of them very abruptly, new forms of landscape came along 
very slowly, carrying in themselves many traces of the earlier political systems 
which rather than disappearing moulded the system that followed them. 

Despite the continuity indicated by land use statistics at a macro level, conti-
nuities with previous practices are rarely highlighted at an individual narrative 
level. In family stories, the events of the 1940s are often depicted as traumatic, 
a period of rupture or a sort of decisive temporal boundary. One example is the 
story of the Küpress7 family (first published in Palang & Paal 2002). 

The family had fled to Kazakhstan to escape mobilisation for World War I, 
then returned to Estonia in 1921 and had built up their farm by the time World 
War II started. Linda and Andres had three sons and a daughter. The daughter 
Lea’s family also lived in their house with their three lively children. In the 
turmoil of the war, the fates of the family members were scattered: one of 
the sons went to fight with the Finnish army against the Russians, while the 
other two fled to Sweden in 1944. The family lost all their land and shops, and 
most of their property was nationalised. In 1948, during the harsh post-war 
years, when threats of political repression were accompanied by economic 
scarcity, Andres shot himself. His death was followed by the deportations of 
his son Lennart (who had returned from the Finnish army) and son-in-law 
Henrik in 1950. In a place that had once been so crowded and full of life, only 
Linda, then 66 years old, remained with her daughter Lea with her three small 
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children (who later moved to a township called Kadrina). Finally, in 1951, 
Linda joined the collective farm, which cultivated the surrounding land until 
the end of 1950s. However, as the place was remote and not too fertile, the 
fields were gradually turned into grasslands and in the early 1960s other peo-
ple’s calves destroyed Linda’s small garden. In 1964, Linda finally gave in, took 
her goat and moved to Lea’s place in Kadrina. The house stood empty until 
1973, when Linda’s son dismantled it and transported it to Rakvere. 

This story represents a narrative of rupture – in this tale, even the house, which 
could have represented some sort of continuity, was removed and the family was 
scattered in different countries. However, as shown by this story, this rupture did 
not appear in the same abrupt way that it is depicted in hegemonic discourse. 
While the development of a happy family story was cut through by political 
developments, in actual lives, the boundaries were not drawn overnight but were 
a process; neither does the perceived division coincide with documented land use 
dynamics. Thus, in private lives the boundaries of rupture are not as clear, and 
are definitely not simultaneous with the boundaries depicted in the hegemonic 
discourse. 

When the socio-political system changes, the “right historical context” might 
get lost, in which case people might no longer be able to understand how the 
previous landscape worked (Lowenthal 1988). On one hand, the ‘objective num-
bers’ suggest that the physical pattern of lands use for the whole country did not 
change much in the 1940s. On the other hand, the memories, representations 
and life stories speak of a drastic change. It appears that the explosion occurs 
first in social/cultural/political/economic processes, only then does the physical/
material layer react, dragging along a number of remnants from the older system 
that should not really be there. 

“Fate” and the “white ship”: the portrayal of the 1940s in hindsight8

As mentioned, the context of regaining independence in the 1990s brought the 
description of the events in the 1940s to the forefront of the narratives. Stories like 
that of the Küpress family, which concentrate on collectivisation and repression 
and the overall changes in society, were recurrent among the life stories written 
and told in the 1990s. The time when these stories were told – the collapse of the 
Soviet system and the quest to re-establish the pre-Soviet environment – directs 
the storytellers to treat the 1940s as a rupture in the natural developmental path 
of Estonian society. 
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At the same time, the other possible ruptures within the frame of the Soviet 
period are presented in an inconsistent way. For example, the boundary between 
war and peace is not clearly marked in life stories, as can be seen in the Finnish or 
Estonian Russian-language stories (Jaago 2007). The Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact 
and the establishment of Red Army bases in Estonian villages in 1939 introduce 
the topic of World War II to the life stories, differing obviously considerably from 
how the war starts on the global arena. Similarly, the events that demarcate the 
end of the war are percieved differently by Estonians and the rest of the world. 
For example, a man, born in 1925, explains it in the following way:

The war ended. The world breathed a sigh of relief. People were hoping that 
now they could continue working and building their homes from where they 
had left off in 1940. Unfortunately, the winter of 1944–1945 brought something 
else. (EKLA f 350, 1728 [2005])

The breaks and boundaries that are taken up in the stories are not only drawn 
on the scale of global, local, physical and symbolic, but are also reflected in figu-
rative speech. In a cumulative reading, repetitive phrases like “fate” and “white 
ship” acquire additional meaning that captures the perceived symbolic ruptures 
and continuities.

The meaning of the concept ‘fate’ in Estonian life stories has been studied by 
the Finnish researcher Leena Huima, who has noted that Estonians, unlike Finns, 
tend to describe their stories through the prism of ‘fate’ rather than their own 
choices. “One of the most important stereotypes seems to be that the Estonian 
nation has a fate, i.e. a life path determined by some foreign, external force, that 
can be contested to some degree with bravery” (Huima 2002, 73). Judging from 
the language used in the life stories, she concludes that people use the word ‘fate’ 
when things don’t go the way they “should have”. According to Huima, such a dif-
ference between Estonian and Finnish life stories stems from the experience of 
occupation with the term ‘fate’ used to structure the collective memory of the 
past (op cit, 93). One could suggest that fate in life stories refers to the phenom-
enon where people have surrendered to an outside force called fate and see no 
role for themselves in what has happened. 

However, in the life stories from the 1990s, the concept of fate is rather used 
to tie historical and personal life events. Consider the history of the Tamm family, 
as recounted by a woman born in 1947:

Coming from a big family, my grandfather could not go to school much, but 
he was very eager to learn. He was employed at the Port Works, where he 
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started from the simplest work and ended up being a director. He had good 
technical insight and the qualities of a leader. Unfortunately that decided 
his fate, as the Port Work factories became military objects during the Ger-
man time. In 1944, the factory was evacuated to Germany and grandpa went 
too … He didn’t have an option to stay in Estonia anyway, people with far 
more modest positions were deported to Siberia. (EKLA f 350, 1343 [2001])

The grandfather’s background (from a big family) and his personal qualities tie 
him with his job at the Port Works. The Port Works is placed in a certain political 
and military situation: the factory had a specific position in respect of military 
action from the Nazi (evacuation), as well as from the Soviet (potential imprison-
ment), side. The narrator tells us that her grandfather started a new family abroad, 
emigrating further to the US. Thus, the story juxtaposes geographical–political 
(US versus Soviet Estonian) and family borders (families both in Estonia and the 
USA). However, more important than the divisions and borders is the function 
of the word fate: with this concept, singular events (ruptures in time) are tied 
into a coherent story in the individual’s life.

Fate, thus, is not a single intervention; it is rather something that ties events 
and situations together. This is further suggested by the tendency that the more 
specific the story (describing the events and situations very thoroughly), the 
less fate as a figure is used in the story. Fate is also not always used in a negative 
sense (when not everything turned out as expected). Often people conclude 
their life stories by thanking fate.9 Fate as a word has neither negative nor posi-
tive connotations in Estonian; the meaning depends on how it is used in a spe-
cific context and attached to certain phrases. Therefore, fate in the Estonian life 
stories written and told in the 1990s is not tied to specific time periods such as 
occupation. Rather, it is a linguistic–cultural concept that enables a person to tie 
single elements together into a big picture and pull together pieces left behind 
after an explosion.

Another, more specific, concept to describe the post-war years and the Soviet 
period is “waiting for the white ship”. The white ship is a culture-specific meta-
phor (cf Hinrikus 2008, Tammela 2009) linked to the 1860s emigration from 
Estonia to Russia with the hope of receiving land for cultivation. Members of 
a religious sect had gathered at the seashore in a place in today’s Tallinn and were 
waiting for a white ship that was supposed to come and take them to a better 
land. The symbol has been used in several literary works and through them has 
passed into common use. 
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In post-war rumour, the white ship metaphor symbolised the expectation 
of local people that Western countries would soon forcefully intervene and put 
an end to the Soviet occupation.10 

In hindsight, when looking back to the 1940s from the end of the century, the 
metaphor is used in everyday as well as academic language: “The long-awaited 
White Ship did not arrive and it was evident that the Soviet rule would remain 
stable for a long time” (Tannberg 2009, 5). In the life stories narrated in the 1990s, 
the motif of waiting for the white ship serves as a definition of a time period. 
After World War II people were hoping for political changes in the course of 
which Estonia could regain independence:

We were all convinced [after the war] that this ‘new period’ was a temporary 
one; that the ‘White Ship’ could be seen already, there were conversations 
and discussions, anxiety and fear, that it all was just a matter of time (EKLA 
f 350, 1333 [2001], woman, born in 1929).

When narrations state that “people no longer waited for the ‘white ship’”, 
it denotes a time when wartime attitudes and everyday behavioural strategies 
had changed – people had understood that one had to adapt to the Soviet system 
and wait to regain freedom at some point in an indeterminate future.11 

The third way of presenting waiting for the white ship as a temporal adverb 
appears in the context of waiting for the dissolution of the Soviet Union at the 
end of the 1980s: 

In 1988 it was felt that something was about to change in the political land-
scape of Estonia. People started to believe that the White Ship really was 
approaching the Estonian coast (EKLA f 350, 1365 [2001], woman, born 
in 1955). 

Fate and the white ship do not seem to be directly connected to one of the most 
central traits of border narrative: the otherness or the separation of one’s own 
cultural space from that of the other. Instead, these metaphors draw boundaries 
in time and represent the retroactive transformation processes of the moment of 
explosion, symbolically drawing lines of separation and continuity on the past 
by attributing value to the previous period. On the one hand, metaphors describe 
a socio-politically, territorially and behaviourally limited time–space. On the 
other hand, these phrases bind the presented period with other similar periods, 
thus forming a continuity of cultural space.
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The continuities and discontinuities of the 1990s

Rural space: negotiating the shifted boundaries in everyday practices

As pointed out in the theoretical section, after sudden change (explosions, 
as defined by Lotman) different spheres of society recover (or develop) at differ-
ent rates. The collapse of the Soviet Union meant abrupt change which, among 
other things, brought about economic downfall in Estonia, with its GDP drop-
ping 22% and consumer price inflation reaching 1069% (Saar & Unt 2008, 327). 
Yet, there were spheres of the economy that recovered from this sharp decline 
relatively quickly and some of the new economic branches developed quite rap-
idly (i.e. those that were almost non-existent before, such as banking, marketing, 
etc.). While there were areas that took off immediately, there were others that 
developed more gradually, and yet others that lagged behind or continued their 
downfall. This uneven progress also meant that the physical space and its percep-
tion changed at different rates. While urban space (especially the centre of the 
capital city Tallinn, see Gentile & Sjöberg 2006) quickly changed its appearance 
with new modern buildings emerging, the development of rural space had quite 
a different character. Restructuring the rural economy and dissolving the collec-
tive farms brought with it an out-migration from the countryside and abandoned 
buildings in many places (often connected with the cessation of agricultural 
production in former collective farms). This, for its part, changed the meanings 
of rural areas and their perceptions and representations. Some of the former 
kolkhoz facilities changed their functions (Widgren 2004), others were left aban-
doned; the blossoming of modern building witnessed in cities didn’t emerge 
in countryside until after joining the EU. 

The way the rural is represented in the hegemonic political arena usually 
frames the process of (re)structuring the rural economy (Halfacree 2006, 51). 
In many societies, rurality is constructed in connection with national identity 
(Juska 2007, 239), depicting it as rooted in traditional ways of living and a kind 
of “haven of primitive innocence” (Krange & Skogen 2005, 215; Matthews & 
Tucker 2007, 95). This romantic construction can, and actually has, affected the 
development of many post-communist rural areas under reconstruction in the 
1990s. As land ownership has been at the centre of Estonian national conscious-
ness since the National Awakening in the second half of the 19th century, it is no 
wonder that the mosaic landscape of private farmsteads functioned as a symbol 
of independence. 

In Estonia, the ideological ideal for rearranging the rural economy in the 
1990s was the interwar republic period. Grounded largely on the ideological 
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principles of this mnemonic discourse, the large collective farms (kolkhozes) 
were dissolved and small-scale single farm production was promoted again 
during the reconstruction of the rural economy.12 At the grass-roots level this 
dissolution in reality meant massive decline in agricultural production and 
unemployment causing economic difficulties that lasted throughout the 1990s. 
Because this structural development did not turn out to be effective or competi-
tive in the market economy, agriculture was gradually reconstructed, refocusing 
mainly on gross production (for example, in 2011, 20% of the farms produced 
85% of the milk; Ministry of Agriculture 2012, 8). This development, driven by 
the ideological discourse of rupture, is a good example of how discontinuity 
and continuity are in fact different sides of the same coin: in order to establish 
continuity, discontinuity appears.

A characteristic example of such paradoxical attempts to produce continuity 
at the everyday practice level is seen in the story of Tiina Lepp (b. 1960), who 
lived in a town all her life until her husband got back a farm house that had 
belonged to his grandparents. Ownership reform13 returning private properties 
to the descendants of the pre-World War II owners, from whom the properties 
had been taken during the period of Stalinist collectivisation and repression, was 
one way to establish legal, economic and moral continuity with the 1920s and 
1930s in the 1990s.14 These political decisions had a real affect on many individu-
als’ everyday lives, causing new ruptures. Tiina tells (2010):

Yes, I am a total city girl and when we came here … then all the legal pro-
cedures were taken care of and we got the land back and then we decided 

… and we started to run a farm house. And a city girl as I was… When we 
bought our first cow, then I went to choose a cow like a fool… dressed up 
in a way that I normally did in our city apartment. I was strolling with my 
child… wearing a hat and high heels and then my husband and brother-in-
law came… they had heard that there was a cow somewhere to be sold, and 
they invited me to go with them and see… and then we brought this cow 
home and … and then I milked it, a mug in my hand, and I approached the 
cow before milking, saying: can we get this over with, friendly… I was so 
scared, but had to start milking… then we had four cows and then eight and 
then we got ourselves a milker. (000729_ERM_Fn_302)

This is a good example of how social change and romantic construction of the 
past created an urge for the persistence of some previous period which, in reality, 
for these people meant a sudden change. Tiina went on with her story:
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… luckily, this time has become the past. It lasted for ten years and I am 
convinced that we actually built here a prison for ourselves… we got our-
selves everything… we sold everything: our city apartment, garage, car… and 
bought agricultural equipment for this money… so it was a pretty crazy job 
that we all did.

In short, Tiina admits that the enthusiasm that was caused by the political atmos-
phere of restoration of justice (returning private property to owners) made her 
and her family’s lives into a prison. After ten years of small scale farming, Tiina 
and her husband decided to go “back to work” – that is, back to office jobs in the 
town. As she put it, they now try to keep the home for their family, not for the 
cattle. “That makes more sense,” she concluded. 

Putting together the everyday practices and the discourses that construct the 
future via a romanticised version of the past in restructuring policies, we can 
see that continuities and discontinuities are intermingled: by trying to establish 
continuity with the pre-war way of life and with one’s forefathers (for example 
through grandmother’s farmhouse) actually created a rupture. For Tiina and her 
family, the 1990s were no longer retrospectively the time in which they built up 
a ‘new’ republic from a rural haven, to them it now signifies an era of imprison-
ment that does not make sense. 

The treatment of the 1990s as a rupture is also common in other interviews 
in rural areas. The stable development of the rural economy did not begin until 
the 2000s, which was also the time when the Lepp family decided to quit their 
farming. Their example shows that the boundaries created by ruptures are lived 
and negotiated at the level of everyday lives and the meanings given to changes 
depend on the practices established during times of change. While in some dis-
cursive fields the 1990s is still seen as the start of the (re-)building of Estonia 
as an independent state, in private lives the meaning can retrospectively be re-
evaluated. Land reforms and privatisation created many kinds of development 
trajectory: some farms were privatized and succeeded in the agro business, some 
collective farms continued as cooperatives, some people got their land back and 
cultivated it, some people became large land owners by buying up the land 
from the rightful heirs (who had escaped back to the city from their returned 
land), some established rural tourism farms, and some private farms were sold 
to become housing development plots on city fringes15.

These policies did not only change everyday lives but also the rural space and 
its perception. In addition, the perceptions of boundaries might have changed 
in many rural areas, as the now abandoned collective farm centres changed the 
perceived relations between the hubs and the peripheries. In Lefebvre’s terms 



355

A plurality of pasts and boundaries: evidence from Estonia’s last hundred years

(1991, 74), the imaginary, the symbolic and the practical have merged: imagining 
the continuity of interwar agricultural policies, people started to reorganise space 
and practices, giving them symbolic meaning. The boundaries of the private and 
collective farming were shifted, reconceptualised, and consequently the networks 
and identities changed (Newman 2003). However, these boundaries were experi-
enced and expressed in narratives in various ways, depending on the point in the 
everyday practices of the people: what was considered returning home in the 
1990s could have resulted in some cases in building a prison.

Domestic space: negotiating ‘going to’ and ‘returning to’ Europe

A number of studies on contemporary home-making practices (Cieraad 2006; 
Miller 2001; Johansson & Saarikangas 2009) emphasise that home is not just 
a physical space with clear-cut boundaries shaped by successive social upheavals, 
but rather a flexible setting in which mobility and change are negotiated. In Esto-
nia, all the periods of transition in the 20th century have been characterised 
by intensified attention and attempts to shape lifestyles and the domestic sphere 
according to new ideals. In the following, some aspects of interior home design 
after re-independence, will be explored.

As a result of the ownership reform launched in 1991, by the year 2000 94% of 
the housing stock in Estonia was in private ownership and more than 75% of Esto-
nian residents had become homeowners (Paadam 2003, 11). During the Soviet 
period, all building materials as well as furniture were in short supply. When they 
became available in a wide variety in the 1990s, a home-decoration boom broke 
out that was largely associated with wider processes of de-Sovietisation and West-
ernisation in both public and private discourse. Importantly, the new everyday 
life was supposed to be a means of simultaneously ‘going to’ and ‘returning to’ 
Europe. The home decoration campaigns and competitions initiated by opinion 
leaders, for example by president Meri in 1998 (reviving a similar campaign 
launched by president Päts in 1936), not only encouraged a new type of personal 
creativity, but also served as a ritual way of confirming cultural continuity with 
both Western and national ideals. The reprinting of housewives’ manuals from 
the 1930s and a nostalgic wave of reproducing ‘Estonian-period’ (i.e. the 1920s 
and 1930s) domestic interiors in Soviet-period houses that might have seemed 
anachronistic in the modern world were similarly used as cultural capital to help 
people cope with new challenges. 

In uniform Soviet period apartments in blocks of flats walls were often pulled 
down and new living standards were established both in the physical and meta-
phorical sense. In new homes open plan interiors also dominated, incorporating 
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ideas of openness, mobility and change. Often priority was given to the renova-
tion of bathrooms and toilets since hygiene requirements acquired symbolic 
significance as ritual cleansing for (an imagined) European way of life and as 
a way to differentiate one’s private space from the still largely Soviet-style, i.e. 
uncultured and dirty, public spaces. Thus purity in everyday space was perceived 
not only as an aesthetic, but also as a moral category through which cultural 
change was discussed and experienced (cf Runnel 2003). 

These socio-economic changes were accompanied by increasingly diverse 
mentalities, lifestyles and quality of everyday space. The restrained Nordic mod-
ernism promoted by arbiters of taste in the 1930s as well as in the period of 
relative political liberty in the 1960s, re-surfaced as aesthetic and national ideals 
in the public discourse of the 1990s. In the first home decoration journals of the 
mid-1990s generally the homes of the new elite were displayed with the key-
words such as stylish, expensive and international. Here everything was usually 
designed by professionals and the modern minimalist interior reflected the own-
ers’ wish to change their image quickly and totally. Family histories together with 
their ruptures were ‘forgotten’ as they were not ‘noble’ enough to be displayed; 
signs of the Soviet period were also eliminated as quickly as possible. So, for 
example a prominent interior designer describes the process of furnishing the 
new house of a bank manager:

In the living room a painting of greenish-bluish colours was the starting point 
before any furniture. Only the old black piano had the honour of being taken 
to the new home (Kadalipp 1996, 37). 

However, despite the dominant discourse of ‘modern’ and ‘European’ ways of life, 
home-making practices remained heterogeneous and elements of the new trends 
were usually merged with traditional habits and understandings of homeliness. 
Only a small segment of the population wished and/or could afford a totally 
minimalist and exclusive home without any reference to the past, while most 
domestic spaces displayed an eclectic mixture of different layers: ‘euro renova-
tion’, inherited antiquities, Soviet-period mass-produced or homemade furniture, 
and craft items. The following account of the home-making process in a private 
house in Tallinn is quite typical of the mindset of the 1990s:

Our home consists of objects that are close to the heart and connected with 
memories; things that are associated with our hobbies, pieces of furniture 
that have travelled with us from one place to another… The wicker furniture 
comes from the pre-marital period of the lady of the house. The old buffet 
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set was saved from the dump. The chest that serves as a table was bought at 
a craft fair… The renovation started gradually and in a way that the previous 
atmosphere of the house would be preserved. There will still be work to do 
for years (Kodukiri 1998, 10‒12). 

Style experts interpreted such ‘incompetence’ as a relic of the Soviet mentality 
and cultural disorientation caused by a sudden abundance of goods. Yet, a simi-
lar critique of tasteless homes relying on modernist principles had been articu-
lated in previous periods of socio-cultural rupture. The same visions of the ideal 
homogeneous (and timeless) design have thus been used by different ideolo-
gies (national-modernist, Soviet-modernist, Euro-modernist) to reinforce their 
legitimacy. On the other hand, since these principles were articulated by local 
intellectuals they provided a framework of cultural continuity as modernism 
was gradually nationalised. 

In private life Estonians met the everyday challenges of the post-socialist tran-
sition period by reviving traditional practices and experiences: shortages could 
be overcome by repairing, recycling, economising, and handicraft skills that had 
been kept alive from peasant culture through the deficit economy of the Soviet 
times. Gradually these skills and do-it-yourself practices started to merge into 
new trends of ecological lifestyles, anti-globalisation and novel interpretations of 
cultural heritage. While the 1990s are mainly referred to as a decade of rupture, 
it also witnessed the emergence of new home-making practices inspired by the 
search for ‘roots’: for example, moving to a farmhouse or a manor in the country-
side to live in a natural environment, not farming but working, either by retaining 
jobs in town and commuting, or by introducing urban forms of entrepreneur-
ship to the countryside. Towards the end of the nineties the revival of village or 
urban district societies started and thereby the boundaries of home gradually 
re-extended to the neighbourhood (Kannike 2009; 2013). With the explosion of 
consumption culture and new technology both real and virtual spaces became 
expandable and the boundaries between public and private spaces increasingly 
blurred. While people experience the permanent pressure of ever-changing and 
fragmentary time, renovating a historical building to become a home or spend-
ing time in a country house is often perceived as a way of keeping memory alive 
and maintaining cultural continuity at the personal level. 



358

Raili Nugin, Tiiu Jaago, Anu Kannike, Kalevi Kull, Hannes Palang, Anu Printsmann, …

Contemporary negotiations  
concerning (dis)continuities and borders 

Transnational space: home and away16

Estonia was a country of immigration during the Soviet period: significant num-
bers of Russian and other ethnic groups from different parts of the Soviet Union 
settled in Estonia, especially during the large-scale industrialisation of the 1960s 
and 1970s. After re-establishing independence, Estonia became instead a country 
of emigration. In the 1990s emigration from Estonia was mainly return migration 
to the original homelands of the different Soviet nations, in addition to which, 
Western countries once again became accessible to Estonian migrants (Lager-
spetz 2007, 87). Emigration from Estonia to the older EU member states has 
increased significantly in the 2000s as compared to the 1990s, with the relative 
proportion of labour migration increasing substantially. Furthermore, it has been 
pointed out that Estonia is one of the major countries of origin for travelling 
workers in Europe – there are 15.8 cross-border commuters per thousand inhabit-
ants in Estonia (MKW Wirtschaftsforschung GmbH 2009). In 2013, 14% of Esto-
nian population aged over 15 had worked or were currently working abroad, the 
EU average being 9% in the same year (European Commission 2013). The most 
popular destination for Estonian migrants since 1991 has been the neighbouring 
country Finland. Finland is also the most popular destination among people 
wishing to work abroad and among those already working abroad (68% in 2013). 
The cross-border working and migration of Estonian residents has been strongly 
influenced by two events – EU accession in 2004 and the global economic crisis, 
which started in 200817. In the 1st quarter of 2010 the unemployment rate reached 
an all-time high (17.4%) in Estonia. (Tarum 2014, 3, 9)

Migration and commuting across borders could be regarded as one of the 
main reasons for perceived discontinuities in contemporary Estonia. It not only 
changes the lives of the people who relocate, but also affects the people who stay 
behind, and might also introduce a fear of discontinuity in the nation. Family 
life is often extensively modified in light of transnational practices (see Vertovec 
2009, 61). Interestingly, the mobility of the (transnational) ‘elites’ (for example 
scholars moving for financial or status reasons or in order to gain symbolic capi-
tal) is often regarded as something desirable, even as something indispensable, 
while at the same time migration is seen as something blameworthy (Bryceson 
& Vuorela 2002, 7–8). In the Estonian media, emigrants are often seen as traitors, 
or, as put by an ex-minister: “emigrants for convenience” who just look for higher 
incomes and a better life.
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When some family members relocate and families thus live spatially sepa-
rated some or most of the time, the importance of discourses in creating and 
maintaining a feeling of unity, “familyhood” across national borders is empha-
sised (see Bryceson & Vuorela 2002, 3; Huttunen 2010, 240). Family stories can 
create continuity through space (with relatives staying in other locations) and 
time (family history), and establish connections to certain people and places, 
allowing a location to be transformed into a place that is meaningful for them 
(Tuan 2011, 6). People are not only shaped by places in their lives, they also work 
on this relationship to make a place feel ‘their own’ or ‘home’, to narrate and also 
to justify the importance of certain place(s) in their lives (see Siim 2013). Studies 
on transnational and multi-local lives show that people can have meaningful rela-
tionships with several places at the same time (Rolshoven 2007; Huttunen 2010).

According to this line of research, stories are produced situationally, in a 
certain societal context. Negotiating family, relationships and their relation with 
places is an on-going process. Stories are thus not so much depictions of facts 
as they are construals of happenings (Ochs 1997, 193). People also have to take 
into consideration the discourses of surrounding societies as they negotiate the 
political landscape with publicly recognised and repeatedly validated versions of 
who they are and what it means to be them (Knowles 2003, 168). 

It is also important to remark that people do not only create and strengthen 
continuity and ties, but stories can also be used to break the bonds that seem 
meaningless. In a new situation in life, people might put more emphasis on the 
homely qualities of their current place of residence. This attitude also makes cop-
ing in the new environment easier, as one woman (b, 1974, interviewed in 2013) 
said: 

I think, that the place you live in is nevertheless always your home. At times 
I also feel my home is here [in Finland]… I think it is really sad that some of 
the Estonians live here, a hundred people together, not even wanting to create 
some kind of home here. They come here only to work, I couldn’t imagine 
living like that, ever.

For the relocated family members, the need to distance oneself from the for-
mer homeland can be a part of the emotional distancing necessary when build-
ing bonds with a new homeland. The landscape and everyday practices of the 
past can become foreign; one might have to break loose from one place, at least 
to some extent, to be able to build a relationship with another.

Descriptions of transnational family life given by people who have relocated 
are quite different when compared to those of the relatives who stay behind. 
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Family members who stay in Estonia might have the strong feeling of being left 
alone, which also reflects the importance of the emotional and social side of 
people’s place-related experiences: in the absence of the right people, things and 
places are quickly drained of meaning (Tuan 2011, 140). In addition the feeling 
of lost connections and of silenced or untold stories can create or reinforce the 
idea of discontinuity. As an interview with Heli Mänd, an older woman (b. 1933, 
interviewed in 2004) shows, the loneliness followed by the relocation of her 
only son and his family is reinforced by the idea that no-one is interested in her 
stories. Heli says:

No one has asked anything. I have even made a comment several times. 
It happened to me also, when I was young and my mother was still alive… 
I could have asked her so many things but I didn’t. But now there are so many 
things, my mother died long ago, all the things I could ask, but there is no one 
to ask. I told them that you also waste all this time, my ‘tree of life’, all my 
kin have gone like that, no one knows anyone anymore. Everyone remains 
strange. And my, about my youth, nobody knows anything, they are not inter-
ested at all, they don’t ask. This is very painful for me, of course… But now 
people have started to change, and they ask, show interest. Well, as a matter 
of fact, during the Soviet time absolutely no one was interested in anything. 
Every one was just busy with, working around, wherever they could find 
work or something and, had their own lives and that’s all. But now you start 
to think… Who was the father, who was the great great grandfather, like that, 
following the generations. Now people start to be interested. And then begin 
to fight for their rights for the premises. Earlier there was no need for that. 

Heli thus traces the tradition of untold stories to the Soviet period, when people, 
according to her interpretation, were not keen to listen to family stories. Also she 
regrets not asking her mother to tell her about the family history. On the other 
hand, Heli currently feels that silenced stories strengthen the perceived bound-
ary (Newman 2003) between her and her family members in Finland: on top of 
being far away, no one is interested in hearing her narratives. Heli is also worried 
about the family graves in Estonia. Who will take care of them, when she dies? 
Some aspects of family life – for example care-giving – call for the immediate 
presence of family members and thus bind people to places in a very concrete 
fashion (see Zechner 2008).

On the other hand, as the following citation from Juhan (b. 1974, interviewed 
in 2014) shows, from the perspective of a relocated family member the distance 
between Estonia and Finland does not seem so overwhelming. 
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Well, what can I say. My mother-in-law surely didn’t like [the fact that we 
moved]… She thought about her grandchildren going so far away; she doesn’t 
travel by ferry and, I don’t know, has problems with her health… But after all, 
we haven’t disappeared anywhere; we are not that far away really… I would 
understand had we moved somewhere like Australia. But here it’s not a huge 
endeavour [to travel], I just have to go to the harbour, buy a ticket and take 
the ferry across and I’m in Estonia, right.

When family members who remain in Estonia discuss questions of belonging 
and (dis)continuities experienced, the emphasis is often on different aspects 
as compared to their relocated family members. However, being grounded does 
not necessarily mean being fixed; and being mobile is not necessarily about being 
detached. The work of negotiating borders and belonging is an on-going process 
and all the family members have their own stories to tell. Movement does not 
always take place “away from home”, and staying behind also includes movement 
(see Ahmed et al 2003, 1, 10). It should also be kept in mind that crossing borders 
in the physical world might be secondary as compared to other perceived and 
imagined boundaries (Newman 2003).

Home but away: boundaries embodied in the Estonian northeast

As mentioned in the theoretical introduction, the semiosphere is heterogene-
ous and semiotic activity greater towards peripheries and boundaries. In the 
Estonian case, the cultural periphery coincides with the region near the Russian 
border in the northeast, where the otherness and boundaries between present 
and the past, us and them, are politically much contested. Currently, this is the 
area with the highest percentage of Russian-speakers in Estonia, the country’s 
main industrial region, hegemonically often treated as an embodiment of the 
Soviet period, yet historically also Estonia’s industrial and natural pride and 
a pillar of today’s economy – all of which makes shifts between what we have 
called socio-economic formations, after Cosgrove (1984), even more dynamic 
and contested. Analysing the development of Kohtla-Järve’s urban landscapes 
according to Widgren’s (2004) differentiation between the forms, functions, pro-
cesses and contexts, we can see how different aspects react with different speed 
and intensity to overall socio-economic and discursive change.

One of the reasons Kohtla-Järve has been witness to sudden turns in its 
symbolic appreciation from outside is, apart from its geographical location, the 
fact that its forms and functions are shaped principally by its natural resources: 
the region has been home to oil shale mining since 1916. As more than 90% of 
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Estonian electricity comes from oil shale, its symbolic position for non-residents 
depends on the position of this industry in their discursive and political fields. 
Depending on the socio-cultural context, oil shale mining, electricity production 
and chemical works have been praised as progressive or damned for its impact 
on the natural and social environments. 

Although landscape is in a constant state of becoming, the forms and func-
tions in Kohtla-Järve have remained motivated by mining activities. The pro-
cesses behind them have differed, depending on the socio-economic formations 
that produced their socio-cultural context. Even the administrative borders are 
highly contested, being redrawn according to ideological settings rather than 
for practical reasons. At present, Kohtla-Järve consists of six administrative 
units in seven separate areas that are scattered up to 30 km apart. Between them 
lies the town of Jõhvi, the historical regional administrative capital of Ida-Viru 
county, which was subordinated to Kohtla-Järve rayon during the Soviet period 
(for details and a map, see Printsmann 2010; 2015). With the changes that have 
occurred since the Soviet period, each of the parts of these towns has been re-
evaluated and new mental boundaries drawn, even if the forms of the landscape 
have remained by and large the same.

This can be clearly seen in a comparative analysis of two iconic residential 
districts, Kohtla-Nõmme and Järve. 

In 1931, the UK company New Consolidated Gold fields Ltd founded a gar-
den town, a completely new type of settlement in Estonia, for workers at what is 
today Kohtla-Nõmme. The Soviet period officially favoured communal housing 
and Kohtla-Nõmme’s status changed when it was included in the rapidly grow-
ing new urban conglomerate of Kohtla-Järve. For ethnic Estonians, the garden 
town represented an ideal home as it consisted of individual households with 
gardens – an urban equivalent of the single household farmstead that symbolised 
Estonianness and the pre-war republic. In 1990, Kohtla-Nõmme settlement was 
separated from Kohtla-Järve and became one of Estonia’s smallest municipalities 
(around 1,000 inhabitants in 4.65 km2). Even today, the municipality asserts its 
principal difference from the rest of the industrial mining area, claiming to be 
a green oasis. 

Kohtla-Järve as a mining town was established in 1946, shortly after World 
War II, and industrial urban space was seen as embodying the symbolic values 
of the new political regime. According to life stories told by ethnic Estonians, 
Kohtla-Järve was initially “quite a neat little Estonian town” (as opposed to the 
notion of ‘the Soviet town’). Soon, the land in Järve village, previously inhabited 
mainly by locally born residents, was nationalised and filled with classical Sta-
linist houses. It had a clear and modernist town layout with parks and streets 
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running radially from small squares (on the development principles of Soviet 
cities, see Gentile & Sjöberg 2006). Squares were foreseen as accommodating 
communist parades, not spontaneous gatherings. Streets were hemmed with 
non-native species of poplars that grew quickly; assemblages of blue spruce 
show now where obligatory statues of Lenin once stood. Today, although Järve 
urban district still forms the central part of Kohtla-Järve, it has lost much of this 
momentum. According to architectural heritage specialists, the authentic Soviet 
milieu was ruined by so-called cowboy-capitalism of the 1990s when ground 
floor apartments were made into shops with separate entrances and new own-
ers only painted their own parts of the building. In a way, a development in an 
urban space can never stop but the holistic feel (see Rose et al 2010) is replaced 
with eclectic engineering.

For the Estonian inhabitants of the town, however, the Soviet urban devel-
opment contains several internal temporal boundaries. Many life stories reflect 
how there was a specific turning point at the end of the 1970s and beginning of 
the 1980s, well after the first Stalinist Kohtla-Järve was born, when the atmos-
phere was ruined by the growth of oil shale production and an influx of Russian-
speaking immigrants who were accommodated in pre-fabricated mass-housing 
projects (see Gentile & Sjöberg 2010). The symbolic meaning of industrial urban 
space was high in Soviet discourse, as it served to symbolise the progress of the 
communist state. For example, a retired person from Kohtla-Järve wrote the 
following:

There is no old Kohtla-Järve anymore. Most of it was destroyed by the nitro-
gen fertiliser factory (the houses fell into a sanitary buffer zone); some of it 
was destroyed by expansion of the oil shale plant, and part was just aban-
doned when a chance appeared to get an apartment in Sotslinn [‘Socialist 
Town’] with central heating, running water and a bathroom (MK: L3 2003).18

During periods when there was a shortage of goods, these modern block-house 
neighbourhoods, or micro-rayons (‘micro districts’), where highly credited in the 
official system and considered to be self-contained; whereas now public opinion 
of these “dormitory districts” is lower. Ideological boundaries drawn between 
different ethnic groups and time periods have been applied to landscape forms 
(sensu Widgren 2004) in hindsight, even if the processes in the history of the 
landscape were much more varied. For example people made shopping trips 
to Kohtla-Järve because the shops were better stocked with every kind of product, 
although today domestic tourists see no point in stopping there. Needless to say, 
the non-Estonian immigrants saw these Soviet urban industrial landscapes as 
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very familiar and in many cases probably lacked the capacity to read these (time) 
boundaries at all (see Jaago et al 2008; Printsmann 2010).

Re-independence is another boundary encountered in Kohtla-Järve-Estoni-
ans’ life stories, although according to them the downward spiral started after the 
establishment of the town. After re-independence the ‘good life’ of Kohtla-Järve 
ended. Oil shale production volumes were cut by half as export to Russia was 
obstructed for political reasons and the opening of Sosnovy Bor nuclear power 
plant in Leningrad/St. Petersburg. The oil shale industry lost the privileges it had 
enjoyed before leaving Kohtla-Järve to suffer from all the effects of former min-
ing and industrial towns, called rust-belt zones, i.e. economic, social, ecological 
and cultural problems. The population shrank by half compared with the 1980s, 
many buildings are now empty and the town’s non-Estonian-speaking population 
has found itself on the margins of society. All the normal adaptive and renewal 
processes of an urban landscape have come almost to a halt in Kohtla-Järve and 
it is now a shrinking town in a slow demise. No new houses have been built in the 
last quarter of a century and the town has received funding only to demolish 
some of the pre-fabricated houses that stood empty, attracting drunkards and 
drug addicts. Yet, since the area produces electricity for all of Estonia, it has not 
become a total ghost town. Recently there have been signs of new awakenings 
as four new shopping centres have been erected. The Estonian government in its 
turn has made efforts, due to EU-regulations, to ‘rehabilitate’ the ‘Soviet’ min-
ing landscape by recultivating the ash hills formed of mining waste products. 
For local residents who do not see their landscapes as the ‘other’, this can be quite 
a problematic, alienating experience, since for them recultivation destroys the 
hills’ identity and heritage value.

The hundred-year-old mining and urban landscape of Kohtla-Järve repre-
sents all the ups and downs of Estonian socio-economic formations over the 
past century. The prioritised development of natural resources during the Soviet 
period earmarked this mined-out landscape and also its community to be per-
ceived today as an embodiment of that detested time in Estonian public discourse 
(Printsmann 2010). The golden times of Estonia’s pre-war oil shale industry, and 
the earlier tsarist times, are conveniently forgotten in the othering process. The 
re-evaluation of Kohtla-Nõmme exemplifies how people see previous ideals when 
the historical symbolic order loses its appeal. It is often the last-but-one forma-
tion that is idealised, while the previous is frowned upon, as the perception of 
Järve urban district shows. These ‘Soviet landscapes’ do not fit hegemonic ideas of 
Estonian rural culture according to the symbolic structure of the outsiders, and 
thus they are today often neglected and left to develop at their own speed in their 
own space. On the other hand, from the insider’s perspective, Kohtla-Järve has 
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always been a home to many people with very differentiated evaluations showing 
that inhabitants draw boundaries in space and time according to the continuities 
of their own lives. 

Conclusion

Boundaries are created in space and time. People share, negotiate, contest and 
make sense of these boundaries in their everyday practices. The case of Eston 
Kohver is a vivid example of how the borders that have been changed in time 
can cause conflict in particular physical space, yet are negotiated and represented 
differently by different parties. 

The focus of this article has been on how temporal boundaries are expe-
rienced and how everyday lives are shaped in a particular space, shifting the 
boundaries and perceptions of centres and peripheries, continuities and dis-
continuities. Abrupt political changes are sensed and experienced as boundaries 
in time, yet the mechanisms of coping and adapting seem to come as part of 
preserving day-to-day continuities. Such practices are often symbolic and have 
a rather small socio-economic weight from the hegemonic point of view: they 
are tiny conceptual islands of the past that people preserve to foster continuity 
and to contest change. Such examples were the single-cow farming practices 
that continued throughout the Soviet period in Estonian agriculture. In several 
cases, these practices became integral parts of the new system so that what once 
served the purpose of creating continuity and symbolising resistance, lost its 
initial meaning and became part of the existing stability. 

However, at times the ruptures that the political changes brought were 
so overwhelming that people trying to negotiate continuities had to give up and 
the political rupture became a sharp break with the past with little or no chance 
to create continuities in the long run. Such an example is the Küpress family, 
whose members were scattered across the boundaries of East and West and 
whose attempts to create continuity were futile: in fact, even the physical house 
was removed from one location to another. Yet, even if the ruptures in lives are 
sharp and conclusive, people try to create coherent narratives and use linguistic 
means as cultural tools to negotiate the ruptures. The metaphors, such as fate or 
the white ship, are used to cope with storylines that are not linear and have been 
traumatic, as shown by the example of the Tamm family.

In some cases, though, the rupture emerges when trying to create continuity. 
People use conceptions of continuity as cultural tools, creating thus a perceived 
space that symbolises continuity for them, causing actual rupture in their lives 
and/or in space. This is illustrated by the case of the Lepp family, who moved 
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from the town to the countryside to establish continuity with their forefathers 
and create a single-farm agricultural unit as part of building an ideal from 
the interwar period. In a similar vein, the home-making practices of the 1990s 
reflected the aim of re-discovering local and personal roots as well as a ‘return 
to Europe’, although in reality these practices reveal increasing diversity as people 
negotiated ideas of rupture with the Soviet everyday in their own way. Estonia’s 
political choice to be part of Europe (returning to Europe) and creating continu-
ity across its borders with the European labour market, created bitter separation 
and new living and care arrangements for many families in Estonia. As is the 
case with many historical explosions in Estonian history, this too has left families 
and local communities divided. 

Thus, people make sense of space by creating boundaries (and sharing them 
to various extents) that are tightly tied with boundaries of time. According 
to Lefebvre, spaces are as much physical as they are ideational and social. Our 
examples have shown that even when political borders in space stay the same 
their meanings can shift when the overall political atmosphere and international 
relations (Widgren’s context) transform, an example of which could be the phe-
nomenon of transnational commuting and migration. While during the Soviet 
period Western countries were behind the Iron Curtain, now people work in Fin-
land and often migrate or commute across borders. The perceptions of these 
borders have changed, but as moving across them is easy, the modes of belonging 
are also changing. In addition, those who stay might feel more disconnected from 
the place than those who have moved away or who commute. 

In urban and rural landscapes, the form of the landscape (fields, buildings, 
etc.) might change at a very different speed to its functions, the processes that 
maintain it and the political context in which it resides. Looking back at the 
1940s we can see that a change in the political system did not cause an immedi-
ate change in land use, even if we know that in family stories – like that of the 
Küpress family – it represents a major perceived boundary, and that the politi-
cal context and processes through which these landscapes were sustained, had 
already changed. The same holds true for Kohtla-Järve’s once celebrated urban 
development, which fell out of love with the new cultural context. Even if the 
urban forms remained the same for some time, their negative appreciation and 
the disappearance of processes and functions that sustained them (that is, people 
who lived there) have resulted in their degradation. Different layers of landscape 
develop at different speeds and may display different boundaries, or no division 
at all.

Rupture as a metaphor is commonly used when the political and social situ-
ation surrounding the storyteller is tense, for instance during the rebuilding of 
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re-independent Estonia. However, rupture and continuity tend to be different 
sides of the same coin: the same story may be told using either the notion of rup-
ture or continuity, as politics is not usually in the forefront in personal narratives. 
In Juri Lotman’s terms, this is a retrospective transformation that tries to review 
the moment of explosion from the point of view of a new established order and 
interpret the events so that they make sense. Politics can change landscape and 
environment, everyday lives and relations between people, but stories always 
focus on an individual and his or her activities against the background of these 
powerful events. The change of regimes can alter situations in a wide-ranging 
way, although this does not necessarily affect people and their dispositions and 
traditions. In other words, a change of regime does not necessarily create sharp 
boundaries, but rather creates an environment for change in which a crucial 
role is also played by continuities based on memory, disposition and practice. In 
addition, landscapes exhibit a time lag in their response to change at the politi-
cal level. Even if the political context, macro-economic land use processes and 
function have been forcefully changed, landforms remain the same, changing 
only comparatively slowly, acting as a mechanism of cohesion. Nevertheless, this 
continuity may not be perceived as such by the community, as is the case with 
the post-war landscapes.
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Notes

This research was supported by the European Union through the European Regional 
Development Fund (Centre of Excellence in Cultural Theory, CECT, Estonia and ASTRA 
project 2014-2020.4.01.16-0049, Estonian National Museum), and by research grants 
IUT2–44, IUT3–2, IUT2–43,  PUT PSG48, ETF9130, ETF8190, ETF9419, AU/10713, 
ETF9271, PRG314, and Wenner-Gren Stiftelserna.

1  Kohver was prosecuted and convicted in a Russian court. On 26 September 2015, 
he was given amnesty by the Russian president and consequently exchanged for a former 
Security Police officer convicted in Estonia of transferring secret data to Russia.

2  Landscape is a term used very differently even within geography. Landscape stud-
ies here refers to the tradition of Scandinavian, Germanic, and some Anglo-American 
authors whose works speak of landscape as a simultaneously physical and social phenom-
enon, as also specified in the European Landscape Convention.

3  It is not always clear, though, which of the two is more desirable, the urge to be 
European alternatives with a strong emphasis of the profound non-Europeanness of the 
Estonian nation (being Finno-Ugric and not Indo-European).

4  Parts of Russian speaking minority might consider it the due course of history 
wherein the present state of independence is an unnecessary interruption (see for example 
Paklar 2009).

5  It is also good to remember that private life stories did not form a part of official 
history during the Soviet period. Only after re-independence were private citizens entitled 
to their own histories (see also Lotman 1984).

6  Due to turbulent times and possibly differing data collection methods there might 
be differences in interpretation of land use categories. In addition, data was available 
at county level, which might cause further problems because the number of counties had 
risen from 11 in 1939 to 39 in 1955.

7  All family and first names in this article are pseudonyms. Where the researcher 
who carried out the field work received informed consent to use real names, these might 
be used in other articles.

8  This section is based on the collection of Estonian Life Histories, housed in the 
Cultural History Archives of the Estonian Literary Museum (EKLA f 350). The collection 
was started in 1989 and continues to grow, mainly through annual collection campaigns. 
Today there are roughly 3,000 life histories in this collection.

9  For example in EKLA f 350, 741 where the narrator states that she has been lucky 
and that fate has been kind to her.

10  Soviet propaganda was conscious of the metaphor: for example, in 1970 the KGB 
commissioned a movie from director Kalju Komissarov depicting a young couple who are 
fooled into escaping to Sweden, hoping to have a better life. The movie was called White 
Ship and in this instance it also alludes to the naivety of the people who wait for the arrival 
of something better, while they already have everything at home.

11  For examples, stories like EKLA f 350, 540 (1997, man, born in 1926) or 1120 (2001, 
woman, born in 1934).
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12  There are some exceptions. Some collective farms, such as Aravete or 9th of May, 
did not dissolve into private farmsteads and were reorganised into modern cooperatives. 
Today these modernised farms are some of the biggest and most successful agro businesses 
in Estonia. Here continuity is constructed simultaneously with the agricultural coopera-
tives of the interwar period, as well as with the collective farms.

13  It is interesting to note that the decision “to restore ownership continuity” was 
taken on 19 December 1990, by the Supreme Council of the Estonian Republic – that is 
to say, about nine months before re-independence was officially declared and sovereignty 
recognised by other states. Later hegemonic narrations of history prefer to draw a much 
harder separation line, using re-independence day, 21 August 1991, and thus underplay-
ing all earlier moves.

14  Obviously, taking property away from people who lived there during the Soviet 
period and who knew how to tend the land was traumatic for them.

15  Development of new suburban areas in Estonia frequently follows the cadastral 
borders of pre-World War II farms (see Palang & Peil 2010).

16  This section is based on fieldwork material collected among transnational families 
in Finnish, Estonian and northwest Russian contexts during the 2001–2004 period, and 
in the Estonian–Finnish context in 2013–2014. The material consists of field diaries and 
66 interviews.

17  Estonia joined the EU in 2004, however not all countries opened their borders 
to the new work force immediately. The UK, Ireland and Sweden were the first countries 
to open up to Estonian workers; Finland accepted Estonians unconditionally from 2006. 
Since 2011 no EU country has had the right to place any restrictions on workers from 
countries that joined the EU in 2004 (the so-called EU-8).

18  The collection of life stories at the Chair of Estonian and Comparative Folklore, 
University of Tartu, are referred to hereafter as MK, followed by the ID of the text and 
year it was written. 
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Multiperspectival approaches to boundaries

Tuulikki Kurki

Borders are not only territorially bounded entities but increasingly immaterial, 
invisible, and ubiquitous (Brunet-Jailly 2011; Balibar 1998). As the notions of bor-
ders has changed, demand for new ways of conceptualising and understanding 
borders has increased in multidisciplinary border studies (Rumford 2012; Brunet-
Jailly 2005; 2011; Johnson et al 2011; Parker & Vaughan-Williams et al 2009). 
According to this demand, research must go beyond the obvious and established 
concepts and move towards ‘different’ and multi-perspective understandings of 
borders (Rumford 2012). Conceptualised understandings of borders are increas-
ingly based on multidisciplinary approaches in research. One of the recent new 
concepts that are created for greater understanding of borders is the borderscape, 
which “allows for the study of the border as mobile, perspectival, and relational, 
thus pointing in the direction of multiperspectival border studies” (op cit, 894).

“Plurality of Pasts and Boundaries…” provides a multidisciplinary and multi-
perspective conceptualisation of borders that combines the cultural, social and 
territorial aspects of borders. It thus creates an interesting dialogue with the 
concept of the borderscape. The article highlights the border as a boundary of a 
semiotic space, although the border emerges in social action and is connected 
with territories, landscapes and places (such as home). The conceptualisation of 
borders that the article presents is based on three theoretical elements: Juri Lot-
man’s ‘semiosphere’, Henri Lefebvre’s ‘social space’ and the frame of landscape 
studies. In this way, the article inspiringly combines the imaginary, semiotic, 
practical, material and territorial aspects of a space and its delimiting borders.

In the article, the borders are approached from various viewpoints ranging 
from the micro level to the macro level. On the micro level, borders are individual 
and social as they become tangible in everyday life, in life experience, and in 
personal history narratives. On the other hand, borders are administrative and 
political and emerge, for example, in the so-called grand history narratives of 
Estonia. The essential border, which connects various viewpoints and examples, is 
the border of the semiosphere, which is understood as a cultural space and a web 
of semiotic activities. On one hand, the border demarcates the inside and outside 
of the semiosphere from each other. This becomes apparent, for example, when 
the otherness of a foreign culture is highlighted. On the other hand, the bor-
der enables a dialogue across it when the systems of meanings are, for example, 
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translated from one semiosphere to another. The border of the semiosphere does 
not exist only in relation to a foreign culture but also in relation to the past, 
which also appears as a foreign semiosphere. This also stresses the temporal 
sedimentation of borders: already vanished borders and historical significances 
of borders still influence contemporary people and their ways of understanding 
their surroundings and the social, spatial and temporal dimensions of those sur-
roundings. This theoretical formulation is the key element in the analysis of the 
various border narratives and border related experiences in the article.

“Plurality of pasts and boundaries…” is a very good example of a multidis-
ciplinary and multiperspectival approach to borders. It provides an inspiring 
conceptualisation of borders which stresses the human experience, intellectual 
activity, and emotional reactions connected with borders; however, at the same 
time it shows the territorial, political, and administrative realities that influence 
the bordering processes. Due to its multi-perspective approach, the article pro-
vides an important contribution to the theorisation of borders, to the discussion 
of the ontological nature of borders and to the discussion of the spatial and 
temporal dimensions of borders.
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