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1. Introduction

On March 26, 1907 a group of men gathered in the village of Helme in
northern Livland to found a cooperative for the purpose of jointly purchasing
a grain-threshing machine. The meeting was reported in an agricultural jour-
nal, as follows:

All through the winter the Helme men, under the active initiative of the
chairman of the agricultural association, schoolteacher A. Krimrin, have dis-
cussed every aspect of the machine purchase. The cooperative statutes or
agreements were worked through, and which machine to purchase was am-
bitiously investigated. […] In Helme the saving and loan cooperative pro-
vides the resources for machine purchases while the savings and loan coop-
erative’s director believes that the right way to purchase agricultural equip-
ment is that the local lending cooperative provides the money, and that all
that is needed is paid in cash. Present at the meeting was also A. Eisen-
schmidt, the editor of [the agricultural journal] Põllutööleht. He had to ad-
mit that these Helme men are a mature group! The questions were discussed
objectively and thoroughly and the final decision was made unanimously.
[…] The agreement, however, did not materialize out of thin air for the
Helme men, but instead was hard won through purposefulness and firmness.1

The way in which the village men were described above highlights some of
the ideals and hopes which were bound up in the modernization of the agri-
culture and the agricultural movement in Estonia at the turn of the 20th cen-
tury.

The initiative to achieve this progress was promoted by agricultural jour-
nals and rested on the shoulders of the village men and the mutual work
shared between local associations and cooperatives. Skills such as the ability
to work together, to engage in a purposeful discussion, to find rational solu-
                                
1 “Talw otsa on Helme mehed, helme Põllumeeste seltsi esimehe, kooliop. A. Krimrni hagaral
eestwõttel peksuühisuse asutamise ja masinate muretsemise küsimust igakülgest läbi
arutanud. Tõotati ühisuste pohjuskirjad woi lepingud wälja, ja katsuti hoolega läbi, misugust
masinat walida tuleks. [...] Helmes tootab laenu-ja hoiuühistus ja niihästi masina ostjad kui ka
laenuühisuse juhatus aawad sellest aru, et õige põllutoö tarbeainete ostmise wiis ikka see on,
et kohalik laenuühius raha muretseb ja kõik, mis tarwis, sula raha eest ostetakse. Koosolekul
oli ka 'Põllutöölehe' toimetaja A. Eisenschmidt ilmunud ja wõttis läbirääkimistesr osa. Peab
tunistama -küps seltskond, need Helme mehed! Küsimusi harutati asjalikult ja põhjalikult ja
ühel meelel tehti loppuotsus. See ei tahenda aga mitte, et mujal alatud too pooleni tohib jatta,
kui ühtmeelt mitte ei ole. Helme meestel ei olnud üksmeel ka mite lihtsalt taewast antud waid
sihikindla too ja kõikumata kindluse läbi woidetud.", “Ajalooline päev Eesti ühistegewuse
edenemise loos” Põllutööleht 1907:15 p. 117.
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tions based on reliable information were emphasized by journals and by the
efforts of agricultural associations. These abilities were important not only
for agricultural improvement, but for the evolution of a new Estonian soci-
ety, based on the farmers.

In a society like the Estonian society –still under the domination of the
Baltic German nobility and the Russian Empire, but on the way towards
independence– the agricultural associations provided one of the few forums
where common farmers could meet and take part in discussions. They in-
creased the opportunities for structured public debate, and for the experi-
ences of decision making and forming compromises in the local community.
In the long run participation in the rural public institutions also created new
opportunities and strategies for the villagers to improve their communication
with institutions and representatives on a higher level in society. Taking part
in the work of associations also meant forming affiliations with a social sys-
tem which was not always in agreament with the traditional one. In the asso-
ciations founded on the principles of voluntary association, members were
formally equal, and other merits then traditional status often counted for
positions of leadership. One outcome of associational life was therefore an
alternative social stratification, with the emergence of a local leadership
cadre and the emergence of a code for participation and weighing merits in
the local community.2 This code would play a vital role in forming people’s
experience in the public sphere, and in the long run, in forming their ideas on
how society should be organized and what should be the role of its citizens.

The Purpose and Outline of this Study
The purpose of this dissertation is to study the emerging rural public sphere
in late tsarist Estonia, and the ideas and practices produced in this sphere. As
part of this study the emergence and character of an agrarian ideology in
Estonia will be studied, paying special attention to ideas about how society
should be organized and what should be the position of its citizens. To
structure the analyses the study is based on three concepts: modernity,
agrarianism and citizenship.

The area studied comprises the Estonian speaking parts of the Russian
eastern provinces of Estland and northern Livland. The focus will be on the
period from the mid 1890s up to World War I. It is a time span marked by a
relative liberalization of the political life and civil society in the Russian
Empire. The period began with the death of Alexander III and the installa-
tion of Nicolaj II in 1894, and lasted until the eve of World War I, with the
loss of power by the Tsarist authorities during the World War I. The period
must be considered as the culmination of a century long process of emanci-
pation and improvement of the living conditions in the Baltic Provinces, and

                                
2Aronsson, Peter, “Local Politics – The Invisible Political Culture”, in Sørensen, Øystein,
Stråth, Bo (ed.), The Cultural Construction of Norden (Oslo 1997) p.173.
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a period of dramatic modernization and change in Estonian society. From an
institutional perspective it can be understood as a period when old institu-
tions were declining and new institutions were emerging and when the
framework was put in place for future developments.3

The study focuses on a rural public sphere consisting of a new agrarian
publications and agricultural associations and cooperatives. In its structure
the dissertation consists of three inter-related sections. The first section
studies the emergence of Estonian language agricultural instruction books
and agricultural journals. Through studying the content of the journals and
instruction books and their advice on modernization and on the organization
of farm work, the underlying ideas of the journals and instruction books on
the organization of the rural society are uncovered. In the second section, the
implementation of the ideas and ideals presented in the agricultural instruc-
tions are studied in the practices of local agricultural associations in Helme,
Koeru, Räpina, Ambla and Torma, and in some local agricultural coopera-
tives. This portion of the research is generally based on the associations’
minutes and on newspaper reports about the associations’ activities. For the
cooperatives the minutes are generally poor or missing and the study has to
rely on secondary sources and publications made by the cooperatives. Fi-
nally the ideals of the agricultural instructions and the practices of the asso-
ciations are studied on a national level, as expressed at the Agricultural Con-
gresses of 1899 and 1905 and the All-Estonian Congress of 1905. This study
relies on printed and unprinted minutes of these congresses, as well as news-
paper reports and previous studies about them.

Positioning the study
The study relates to three areas of Estonian historical literature: agricultural
history, political history and the history of the national movement. All three
areas have been well studied by Estonian historians during the interwar pe-
riod and the Soviet period, as well as by historians abroad. Even if the theo-
retical perspectives have differed over time the general approach has been
similar. The national movement is generally considered as the major social
movement in Estonia during the second half of the 19th and early 20th cen-
tury. It is regularly studied through its ideas or from an organizational per-
spective mapping the work and location and activities of associations.4 At-
tention is also given to the leaders, and groups such as clergymen and intel-

                                
3 Collier, Ruth & Collier, David, Shaping the Political Arena: Critical Junctures: the Labour
Movement and Regime Dynamics in Latin America (Princeton 1991).
4Laar, Mart, Äratajad: Rahvuslik ärkamisaeg Eestis 19. sajandil ja selle kandjad (Tartu
2005); Jansen, Ea & Arukaevu, Jaanus (eds), Seltsid ja ühiskonna muutumine:
Talupojaühiskonast rahwusriigini (Tartu 1995); Loit, Aleksander (ed), National Movements in
the Baltic Countries During the 19th Century (Stockholm 1985).
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lectuals, as promoters of ideas and organizers of the movement.5 The first
Estonian agricultural associations, active from the 1860s, have been under-
stood as a part of the national movement. In addition to this perspective So-
viet Estonian historians have added the understanding that the associations
generally functioned as promoters of bourgeoisie ideas and values, while
promoting commercially based agriculture.6 Their research provides a back-
ground to my study concerning the social mobilization and emerging self-
consciousness in the Estonian countryside. What I want to do here is also to
study how the rural population formulated an Estonian version of agrarian-
ism through its local associations, and this has not been previously done.

In the political history of the late 19th and early 20th century much atten-
tion is paid to the triangular relation between peasants, lords and the Tsarist
state. Interest is also shown for the transformation of the national movement
into a liberal political force and the emergence of trade unions and socialist
organizations in the early 20th century, and for the revolutionary events dur-
ing 1905 and its aftermath.7 The studies tend to focus on events in urban
areas, and mostly relate to rural areas in terms of violence and manor burn-
ings. In this perspective my intention is to draw attention to the agrarian
movement as a force in the late Tsarist society, with a strength and agenda
that other had to relate to.

Being a predominantly agrarian society the interest for agrarian history
has been considerable in Estonia. A special interest has been given to agri-
cultural output and the mode of production. For the time after 1860 an inter-
est has also been shown in the peasant purchase of land and the restructuring
of the agriculture and reshaping of the countryside.8 Present in most research
is the relation between the Baltic German lords and the Estonian peasants.
Baltic German historians mostly consider the nobility as modernizers and as
linking Estonia and Europe, while Estonian historians emphasize the pro-
gressive role of the peasantry.9 Despite the interest in Estonian rural history
                                
5 Jansen, Ea, C.R. Jakobsoni Sakala (Tallinn 1971); Karjahärm, Toomas & Sirk, Väino, Eesti
Haritlaskonna Kujunemine ja Ideed 1850-1917 (Tallinn 1997).
6 Brutus, L., & Lone, L., Põhijooni Majandusliku Mõtte Ajaloost Eestis XIX Sajandil (Tallinn
1958); Raendi, Aili, “Mõned hilisemate Eesti põllumeeste seltside tegevusest 19. sajandi lõpul
ja 20. sajandi algul”, Etnograafia muuseumi aastaraamat (Tartu 1973);
7Karjahärm, Toomas & Pullat, Raimu, Eesti revolutsioonitules: 1905-1907 (Tallinn 1975);
Ezergailis, Andrew & von Pistohlkors, Gert (eds), Die Baltischen Provinzen Russlands
Zwischen den Revolutionen von 1906 und 1917 (Köln 1982).
8 Seep, H., “Põhja-Eesti majanduslik olustik XIX sajandi teisel poolel” Ajalooline ajakiri
1938:1; Rosenberg, Tiit, “Über die Ausdifferentzierung der sozialen Schichtung im estnischen
Dorf in der zweiten Hälfte des 19. Jh” in Loit, Aleksander (ed), National Movements in the
Baltic Countries During the 19th Century (Uppsala 1985); Troska, Gea, “ Talumaade
kruntimisest Eestis 19. sajandil”, Eesti NSV Teaduste Akadeemia Toimetised:
Ühiskonnateadused 1986:1; Lust, Kersti, Pärisorjast Päriskohaomanikuks: Talurahva
Emantsipatsioon Eestikeelse Liivimaa Kroonukülas 1819-1915 (Tartu 2005).
9Kahk, Juhan, Die Krise der feudalen Landwirtschaft in Estland: (Das zweite Viertel des 19.
Jahrhunderts.) (Tallinn 1969); Kahk, Juhan, Peasant and Lord in the Process of Transition
from Feudalism to Capitalism in the Baltics (Tallinn 1982); von Pistohlkors, Gert,
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there is generally an absence of village level history about the social and
organizational life in the villages at the turn of the 20th century. Exceptions
are some source narrow, often unpublished, studies on rural township ad-
ministration and local agricultural associations. Studies made by non-
scholars are in general narrative, while the academic studies focus on the
power relations in the local community. Finally some works by social scien-
tists, published in post Soviet times, have also discussed the presence of
agricultural associations as a part of an emerging civic society.10

By studying the agricultural instructions as promoters of ideas beyond ag-
ricultural improvement and the ideas and practices of a set of local associa-
tions, I will put a local perspective on the ideological formation and practice
and study material that is not outspokenly political. My intention is to con-
tribute a locally based study on rural associational life and on the early years
of Estonian argrarianism.

Theoretical Framework
From a theoretical perspective, associations, newspapers and other opinion
forming bodies, existing outside the formal political institutions, form a
public sphere crucial to the formation of democratic societies, since they put
pressure on the political process as an alternative to electoral participation.11

The concept of the public sphere is based on the emergence of Western
European democracy and gives the crucial position in the process to the ur-
ban bourgeoisie. In the Baltic, as well as other areas of the European periph-
ery, rural society still dominated the economy and popular culture at the turn
of the 20th century. Ethnic differences between the urban and the rural soci-
ety as well as between different social strata reduced the urban influence
over the rural and caused a parallel rural development. In my study the basic
characteristics of the public sphere will be transferred to the rural society, in
order to study the rural sphere. From the theoretical perspective of civil soci-
ety, a vital associational life is also considered as crucial for creating a sus-
tainable democratic society. Associations are here viewed as schools for
democratic behavior where the members learn to present their ideas, listen to

                                                                                                                             
Ritterschaftliche Reformpolitik zwischen Russifizierung und Revolution: historische Studien
zum Problem der politischen Selbsteinschätzung der deutschen Oberschicht in den
Ostseeprovinzen Russlands im Krisenjahr 1905 (Göttingen 1978); Whelan, Heide, W.
Adapting to Modernity: Family, Caste and Capitalism among the Baltic German Nobility
(Köln 1999).
10 Aarelaid, Aili, Kodanikualgatus ja seltsid Eesti muutuval kultuurimaastikul (Tallinn 1996);
Ruutsoo, Rein, Civil Society and Nation Building in Estonia and the Baltic States: Impact of
Traditions on Mobilization and Transition 1986-2000: Historical and Sociological Study
(Rovaniemi 2002).
11 Habermas, Jürgen, Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An inquiry in to Cate-
gory of Bourgeois Society (Cambridge Mass. 1990).
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each other, negotiate and make decisions.12 The function of associations as
schools for democratic behavior is an important underlying perspective in
my study. However, my local perspective on associational life aims to focus
on what kind of experience the members gained from taking part in the
meetings of Estonian agricultural associations, in order to ascertain their
understanding of democratic behavior.

From the perspective of social movements, associational life can be un-
derstood as a process of forming a common identity. The internal as well as
external work of the associations should be understood as vital for creating a
sense of “we” and “us” in social movements. The internal process forms an
agenda and creates a sense of belonging through mutual contacts. This proc-
ess is reinforced through the outward work where the member’s identity
becomes shaped and defined in relation to others, and the sense of “we” is
made stronger through the exhibition of the common aims and ideas.13 Mani-
festations of ideas and unity also have a central importance for maintaining
and developing the identity over time. From an historical perspective mani-
festations can also be understood as moments where the current state of a
process can be grasped and studied.14 This perspective has been used to un-
derstand the process of class formation in the labor movement as well as the
formation and publicizing of the temperance and women’s movements in the
public sphere, but has been less used for studying agrarian movements.15

To create a framework for understanding the emerging ideas on the orga-
nization of society, three inter-related concepts of modernization, agrarian-
ism and citizenship will be used. The concept of modernization is used to
create a framework for the perceived social and economic changes in soci-
ety. Agrarianism designates a general and rural based understanding of how
to deal with modernization, which will help to put developments in Estonia
in a larger European perspective of agrarian thought and other views on the
organization of society. The concept of the citizen brings the idea of the or-
ganization of society to an individual level as it deals with the position of the
individual in the society, particularly who would have the right to full par-
ticipation in political and social life. In an agrarian context this focuses on
the citizenship rights of the landless, women and the place of the nobility.
                                
12 Keane, John, Democracy and Civil Society: On the Predicaments of European Socialism,
the Prospects for democracy and Problem of Controling Social Political Power (London
1988); Stauter-Halsted, Keely, The Nation in the Village: The Genesis of Peasant National
Identity in Austrian Poland 1848-1914 (London 2001); Clark, Peter, British Clubs and Socie-
ties 1580-1800: The Origins of an Associational World (Oxford 2000).
13 Melucci, Alberto, Nomader I nuet: Sociala rörelser och individuella behov i dagens sam-
hälle (Stockholm 1992) p. 49f.
14 Thörn, (1997) p. 114.
15Mral, Brigitte, Vi ha ej plats för stämningsvers: Arbetarkultur och arbetardikt före sekel-
skiftet (Stockholm 1989); Engman, Jonas, Rituell process, tradition och media: Socialdemo-
kratisk första maj i Stockholm (Stockholm 1999); af Petersens, Lovisa, Formering för offent-
lighet: Kvinnokonferenser och Svenska Kvinnornas Nationalförbund kring sekelskiftet 1900
(Stockholm 2006).
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Tradition and Modernity
Modernization as an idea refers to the understanding that traditional society
is moving towards something qualitatively modern. Implicit in moderniza-
tion as an idea is the attitude that the new is preferable to the old and that
development and change has a value as such. There aperas to be a large area
of agreement that the most important characteristics of modernity are (1) a
degree of self-sustaining growth in the economy; (2) a measure of public
participation in the polity –or at least democratic representation in defining
and choosing policy alternatives; (3) a diffusion of secular, rational norms in
the culture; (4) an increment of mobility in the society –understood as per-
sonal freedom and social movements; (5) a corresponding transformation in
the model personality that equips individuals to function effectively in a
social order that operates according to foregoing characteristics.16

Every society that regards itself as more developed transmits pictures of
itself to those less developed societies that figure in its own policy planning.
Every nation that is less developed, but regards itself as developing, receives
the pictures transmitted by these more developed societies and decides, as a
matter of high priority for its own policy planning, which of them constitutes
the preferred picture of the future. This decision is the curcial turn in the
direction of modernization; what ever is particular configuration it spells the
passing of traditional society and thedefines the policy planning of social
change. From this perspective agricultural modernization should thus be
understood as an increasing use of scientific knowledge and methods, such
as crop rotation, improved fertilizing, and machinery in the production, as
well as a transformation of the production from self-sufficiency to market
orientation. In a more relativist understanding, modernization, and what is
understood to be modern, is relative to each society and always relates to
something antecedent, ‘non-modern’ or ‘traditional’.17 Both these perspec-
tives are visible in my work.

In relation to modernity, tradition should be understood as a set of norms
used to hold together the social life. Based on knowledge and guidelines
handed down from generation to generation, tradition indicates what is cul-
turally normative, and creates a framework that guides people in how to act
in order to maintain order, stability and balance in society. Tradition stands
for a built-in skepticism towards changes and a denial that changes are in-
herently valuable. Viewed in a historical perspective, the growth of capital-
ism and the rise of the absolute state, with the demands for uniformity and

                                
16 Sills, David L. (ed), International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences vol. 10 (New
York1968) p. 387f.
17 Liedman, Sven-Eric, I skuggan av framtiden: Modernitetens idéhistoria (Stockholm 1997)
p. 26ff; Thörn, Håkan, Rörelser i det moderna: Politik, modernitet och kollektiv identitet i
Europa 1789-1989 (Stockholm 1997).



18

rationality, together with the ideas of the enlightenment caused serious
threats to these norms.18

Modernization can thus be understood as a process of emancipation, and
liberation from oppressive structures. This process is closely tied to the ideas
of the ‘enlightenment’ and the scientific revolution which brought about the
emergence of concepts like rationalism and empiricism as a counterweight to
the authority of tradition. Turning against tradition caused an ambition to
build a new society based on rationality. The modern society did not, there-
fore, emerge through the destruction of old structures, but through the devel-
opment of new structures. The process of modernization is, however, not
without problems or contradictions. The ambition to build a new society and
to obey the rational concept embraces a threat of freedom and pluralism.
Every modern society faces the problem to achieve a balance between a de-
mocratic path which is tolerant and inclusive, and a path which is aimed at
forming the members of the society in accordance to rational norms, and
thus excluding those who do not fit in. The difference between the dominat-
ing political ideologies and differing paths to modernity is in general a dif-
ference in how this balance is understood and obtained. The fascist and so-
viet communist approaches to modernity might be given as examples of how
the liberation from old structures has been reached through an greater em-
phasis on rationality than on pluralism and individual liberty, resulting in
totalitarianism.

Modernity also stands for technical and scientific development. As an es-
sential part of liberation, modernity would free society from poverty and
backwardness. Through the use of technology and science, production and
productivity would increase and free humans from hunger and repressive
labor, and provide then with healthcare. This aspect of modernization, how-
ever, inherited the same type of conflict as the general liberalization, requir-
ing a balance between technical and economic rationality and the liberty of
the individual, as well as a balance between the sacrifices of the individual
and the benefits to the community.

Further, modernization contained a process of differentiation. Based on
secularization it caused a movement from a homogeneous society with a
coherent and general world-view embracing most aspects of society, to a
heterogeneous society where discourses and practices differ between the
political, scientific, economic and esthetic spheres. However, as liberation
from tradition and the conquest of technology decreases man’s ability to
maintain a holistic perspective, it increases the need for communication and
collaboration inside and between the spheres.

Finally, modernization had a vital position in the consolidation of the na-
tion state, and made the nation state a framework for the new societies. The
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primary political aim, even for class based ideologies, became to build the
new society inside the borders of the nation state and to make the nation
state a functional unit for modernization, and its inhabitants its citizens.19

Agrarianism
Agrarianism is a rural ideological response to modernization, which in dif-
ferent shapes has appeared in most rural societies in times of rapid moderni-
zation and industrialization. Agrarianism is based on the ideas of private
landowning and family farming and focuses on organizing society on the
bases of the rural community and to support agriculture Viewed in a histori-
cal perspective, Agrarianism arose in most East and Central European socie-
ties during the social transformation in the 19th century and had a decisive
influence on the structure of the states and the politics in the inter war pe-
riod. During the interwar period most of the East European states where
agrarianism had a strong position transformed from democracy to authori-
tarianism, making the roots of agrarianism and its relation to democracy
important to study.

Agrarianism does not rest on any consistent philosophy or set of writings.
Instead agrarianism should be viewed as a pragmatic ideology, which is in-
spired by other ideologies and social thinking and developed in response to
concrete social situations and problems in agrarian society. With respect to
most spokesmen for agrarianism, their ideas have been described as a living
tradition as much as an ideology, resting more on the inner convictions of
the peasantry then on written programs or theoretical concepts.

In relation to Western liberalism, agrarianism shared the dogma of de-
mocracy and the freedom of the individual in relation to the state. At the
same time, it opposed economic liberalism. According to a common agrari-
anist view, economic liberalism represented an excessive individualisation of
society, because it refused to consider the distribution of wealth and paid
attention only to economic values. While liberal economy encouraged eco-
nomic growth, the social costs were great. It thereby had done much harm to
the traditional peasant society, and was thus considered to be a system that
favoured the urban bourgeoisie and gave them the means to exploit the peas-
antry. Furthermore, the liberal economy created an instability that was hos-
tile to the basic character of the peasant society.20
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Agrarianism considered Marxism’s lack of democratic political values to
be dangerous. In a strong state, where the peasants were not guaranteed full
political influence and were denied the right to own their land, the peasants
would revert to the serfdom of feudal society. Likewise, the idea of forced
collectivisation of agricultural work and property was viewed as a funda-
mental threat which struck at the very roots of agrarian society. The basic
characteristics of agrarianism will be presented in a broader perspective in
Chapter 2.

Citizenship
To interpret and understand the position of the individual in society the con-
cept of the citizen will be used. In a juridical sense citizenship concerns the
formal relation between the state and the individual. It provides the frame-
work for membership in the community by defining the position, rights and
duties of the individual.

The discussion of citizenship has its origins in a classic text of T. H. Mar-
shall Citizenship and Social Class from 1950, presenting civil, political and
social citizenship as three different levels of rights.21 Understood as a historic
development civil citizenship was, according to Marshall, established during
the 18th century. Following enlightenment ideas stressing individual freedom
from the traditional bonds to estate and family and made the citizens free to
determine the future in relation to the state and other individuals. This idea
was expressed in the French and American revolutions. As a consequence of
civil citizenship, political citizenship was established during the 19th century.
It concerned the individual’s rights and his ability to take part in public dis-
cussion and decision-making. Ultimately, political citizenship was expressed
in the extension of the right to vote during the 19th century and the introduc-
tion of universal suffrage. Social citizenship was a product of the 20th cen-
tury and the individual’s access to education and social security. Marshall’s
model is evolutionistic, based on the ideal British development of a welfare
society and the understanding that rights were given to its subjects by the
state. His approach to citizenship forms the base for an understanding of
citizenship which focuses on the rights given to the members of a commu-
nity, and considers those rights to be the primary tool for upholding the in-
dependence of the individual in society.

Marshall’s perspective has consequently been criticized for neglecting the
fact that men and women, as well as social classes and ethnic groupings,
have different rights and have different access to citizenship. Thereby he
underestimated the dynamics of society and the influence of social conflict
in forming institutions.22 From an historic perspective it is also worth noting
                                
21 Marshall, Thomas Humphrey, Citizenship and Social Class and Other Essays (Cambridge
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that Marshall’s stages appeared in different order in different societies. In
autocratic societies, such as Prussia, the ideas of social citizenship were im-
plemented before the ideas of civil or political citizenship.23 It is also reason-
able to expect that the formation of citizenship or followed other lines in
predominantly rural societies, where the role of the individual is toned down
and rights and positions often are determined by the ownership of land.
Rather than dismissing Marshall’s theory, the critiques resulted in a devel-
opment of his ideas, giving them a considerable position in the study of
class, gender and ethnicity in contemporary social sciences.

From a historical perspective it is fruitful to view citizenship as an his-
toric and dynamic process concerning the relation between the state and
different categories of subjects, determined by gender, race and nationality.24

The formation and transformation of citizenship is thus understood as a
product of negotiation between different groups and between different
groups and the state, conceptualized on the one hand as a status (in the civil,
political or social sense), that is, as something that the individual ‘is’, and on
the other hand as a practice, that is, as something that the individual ‘does’.25

Considering actions, besides the formal rules of the citizenship, gives an
understanding of how rights and duties were preserved and lived, and
thereby provides a picture of the possibilities for actually exercising citizen-
ship. Further, practice gives a dynamic perspective to the frequently static
formal rules. This perspective, combining principles with practices, will be
of importance for this study.

Marshall’s concept can be extended not only to consider the rights given
by the state, but also the duties put upon the citizens.26 Taking part in nego-
tiation also means fulfilling duties to the society. The introduction of first
male and later female suffrage in most European countries after World War I
was linked to the development of the conscript army, as well as women’s
wage labor during the war. The concept of the socially useful citizen is
analogous to the understanding of general economic and social participation
and social responsibility. From a less dramatic point of view the individual’s
participation in society and usefulness for the society can be understood
from the perspective of the individual’s economic contribution, often mir-
rored in the economic census regulations used in the 19th century. One can
therefore also speak of an economic citizenship based in the individuals’
rights and ability to own, manage, or otherwise make decisions about his
assets.
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The concept of citizenship, as used here, integrates the variables of gen-
der, class and ethnicity on the same level. Gender will in the study be con-
sidered as a relational idea, implying that neither men nor women should be
studied in isolationed.27 However, given women’s universal subordination it
is reasonable to assume that the visible construction and negotiation of ideas
in the rural public sphere primarily appeared among men competing for
power and positions. The main gender focus in this study will therefore be
on the position of the male farmer in relation to his surroundings. Separate
studies on women’s position will primarily be brought up to highlight the
transition of society and the conflict between tradition and modernity. The
study of the farmer will be made in accordance with ideal types, which stand
in contrast to the “unmasculine” man.

Historical Background
The purpose of this chapter is to give a brief historical background, focusing
on the most relevant issues related to the modernization of Estonian society
and the formation of a rural citizenship. The chapter will also highlight some
of the aspects of the interwar Estonian society for which the framework was
set at the turn of the century.

The areas inhabited by the Estonians and the Latvians came under the rule
of the Order of the Sword Brothers and the Teutonic Order in the middle of
the 14th century. The conquerors brought with them the feudal system of
Ständerstaat, establishing themselves as lords over the indigenous popula-
tion and assembling legislative bodies for the nobility. This state continued
to exist as a political entity until the 16th century when the northern part,
Estonia, became a province in the Swedish Empire in 1561, and Kurlad and
Livland fell under the Polish-Lithuanian Union. In 1622 Livland passed into
Swedish hands and remained there until the end of the Great Northern War
in1721. Thereafter, Estland and Livland became provinces of the Russian
Empire.

Throughout these periods the dominant position of the Baltic German no-
bility and clergy endured. It was based on privileges originally enacted by
the Teutonic Order and subsequently confirmed by Polish, Swedish and Rus-
sian rulers. This created a hierarchic stratified society. The countryside was
dominated by the nobility, which consisted of about three hundred families
in Estland, Livland and Kurland. These families exercised almost total po-
litical, social and economic control over the indigenous serfs. German
townsmen exercised a similar level of control in the towns. The privileges of
the Baltic Germans were accompanied by a relative independence in relation
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to the central powers as was reflected by the existence of their own political
institutions and a separate Baltic law. The primary institution in each of the
Baltic provinces was the diet or Landtag, to which the nobility gain admis-
sion though their matriculation in the list of the nobility and through the
ownership of a knightly manor or Rittergut.28 Thus the idea of landowning
and responsibility for the land and those who lived on the land was funda-
mental to the social position of the Baltic German nobility and to their sense
of belonging. As late as the mid-19th century the Baltic German nobility
exercised a power over their lands which was hard to find anywhere else in
Europe.29 Yet despite this ethnic division, up until the 1860s the peasants in
this region did not consider themselves as a nationality apart, but rather as
maarahvas (countryfolk), distinguished by their material conditions and
social position.

At the heart of the relation between the landlords and the peasants was the
feudal mode of production. Even if the landlords’ ability to uphold the sys-
tem changed over time, due to war, famine and peasant revolts, and house-
holds differed significantly in the amount of land they held and in the feudal
duties they had to fulfill, the fundamental principles of the system endured
over time.30 Peasant land was used on a family basis in contrast to the col-
lective village organization in Russia. Another characteristic of the feudal
agriculture in Estland and Livland was that peasant households functioned as
a component of the so-called ‘Part-managed complex’ (Germ. Teilbetrieb-
Wirtschaft), in which the peasant household and the landlord’s agriculture
were closely intertwined. Most of the labor force and draught animals lived
in the peasant households but worked on the landlord’s fields. The social
border between the peasant-family and the servants and maids was not sharp.
They often lived under the same roof and shared the same work.31 However,
while the servants mostly worked the landlord’s fields, the peasant master
mostly worked his own fields. Up to the mid-19th century the peasant farm
generally consisted of a single house with separate rooms for storage, ani-
mals and household. The village was basically a self-sufficient economy
without money or currency, functioning on the basis of a barter system
where goods and duties were exchanged, with deep rooted traditions of
common work and social control.32

                                
28 Whelan, Heide, W. Adapting to Modernity: Family, Caste and Capitalism among the Baltic
German Nobility (Köln 1999) p. 9,13.
29 Lieven, Dominic The Aristocracy in Europe, 1815-1914 (New York 1992).
30 Kahk, Juhan & Uibu, Jaak, “Familiengeschichtliche Aspekte der Entwicklung des
Bauernhofes und der Dorfgemeinde in Estland in der ersten Hälfte des 19. Jarhunderts” in
(ed.) Elmer, J & Mitterauer, M., Familienstruktre und Arbeits-organization in landlichen
Gesellschaften (Wien-Köln-Gratz 1986) p. 73.
31 Abrahams, Ray & Kahk, Juhan, Barons and Farmers: Continuity and Transformation in
Rural Estonia (1816-1994) (Göteborg 1994) p. 14.
32 Martna, M., Külast: Mälestused ja tähelepanekud eesti külaelu Arenemisest pärast 60-id
Aastaid (Tallinn 1914) p.26ff, 34, 67ff.



24

Beginning in the 17th century the landlords had to face the growing prob-
lem of the ‘peasant question’. They had to re-negotiate and modify the duties
of the peasants in relation to the supply of labor and worsening economic
conditions. They had to handle peasant uprisings in times of hardship. Often
peasants would run away rather than subject themselves to greater feudal
dues, causing the effectively of the feudal economy and the degree of the
oppression of the serfs to vary over time. Ownership of land was never an
issue during the periods of peasant unrest. Instead land was perceived in the
customary way as being without a formal owner, but being under noble con-
trol.33

 The weakness of the feudal economy led to attempts at reform in the 18th

century such that the peasants in Estland and Livland were declared free
from serfdom in 1816 and 1819. For the first time, the laws explicitly de-
clared that the land belonged to the landlords and that labor belonged to the
peasants. The lord and the peasants became independent from each other.
The level of peasant duties now had to be fixed though negotiation. And the
peasant could no longer count on the landlord’s support in times of crop
failure. This caused a clash between two conceptual worlds, the market and
tradition. The idea that peasants could be forced to leave their land if they
did not accept the conditions given by the landlords was hard for the peas-
ants to understand at first, and caused extensive protests. Nevertheless, the
peasants still did not claim ‘historical’ rights to the land, but rather they
claimed the right to till the land that their ancestors had tilled. The conflict
over this issue aggravated the ethnic division between Estonian peasants and
German lords, with the result that the Baltic provinces were struck by con-
tinuous peasant uprisings in the first half of the 19th century.

In 1849 and 1860 in Livland and 1858 in Estland new peasant laws were
promulgated. Extensive land reforms were made, inspired by the contempo-
rary Prussian reforms. Three general motives can be discerned for the re-
forms. The driving force behind the reforms seems to have been the central
government’s attempt to modernize agriculture and diminish the special
position of the Baltic Germans in society. In order to satisfy the government,
land reforms were made to modernize the agriculture. By selling land to the
peasants the landlords also tried to get the peasants to be on their side in the
conflict with the authorities on the special position of the provinces, and the
special position of the Baltic German nobility in the provinces. In addition,
the landlords were pressured from below by peasant uprisings and petitions
from the peasants in the provinces demanding the regulation of labor rents,
the abolishment of pass laws, and the right to buy land. A general condition
favoring the reforms was also a crisis in the estate economy and a need for
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cash to modernize estate agriculture.34 The new laws allowed the peasants to
buy the land that they worked on, and the price was to be fixed by negotia-
tion between the landlord and the peasant. To further initiate a moderniza-
tion of the agriculture, labor rents were gradually abolished, causing a rapid
conversion to money rents in the late 1860s.35

The peasant purchase of land was slow in the beginning but picked up
momentum in Livland in the 1870s and in Estland in the 1880s. It started on
the islands only at the turn of the century.36 In all of Livland 86.4% of the
peasant land was sold in 1898, in contrast with 50.4% of the peasant land
sold in Estland in 1887. As an example of the more progressive purchase
rate, 8,2% of the farms belonged to the farmers in 1866, 52,2% in 1881 and
73,6% in Tartu county in 1897.37 On the eve of World War I, the large es-
tates in Estland and northern Livland still accounted for 58 percent of the
total rural land and the majority of its forests.38 The relatively later purchase
of peasant land in Estland was caused by the later consolidation of agricul-
tural land in Estland and the poorer quality of the soil, making purchase less
profitable for the peasants. The economic hardships and fluctuation in the
value of the ruble in the 1880s also caused many landlords to hesitate before
selling land.39 The land reforms favored large farm holdings of an average of
30 hectares. While these farms were able to manage them selves and even
produce for the market, the ambition to create such sustainable farms caused
a sharp stratification in the countryside. By the end of the 19th century 97,4%
of the population in Livland still belonged to the farmer Stand and 80,8% of
the families were occupied in the agriculture. Among the agrarian population
12,8% were large holders, employing laborers and producing for the market,
19,8% held medium sized farms sufficient to feed a family and sell the sur-
plus on the market, 4% held small farms (and generally also had to work
others’ land), while 60,5% belonged to a rural proletariat with only some or
no access to the landowning.40 Even if the Estonian farmers occupied three-
fourths of the agricultural land in Estland and northern Livland at the eve of
World War I, there were less than 75, 000 farmsteads for a rural population
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of approximately 900, 000 people. This led to a demand for land which was
one of the major issues in the Estonian countryside up to World War I.41 As
the oft repeated demands on the government to sell Crown land seemed
more and more unlikely to be satisfied, large numbers of landless Estonian
peasants emigrated to the interior regions of the Russian Empire in search of
a better livelihood.

When peasants began to purchase land, field strips and common pastures
were replaced by consolidated farms, thereby breaking up the traditional
villages. However, the landless were not expelled from their cottages, but
remained as farm and estate laborers. Agricultural production increased and
farmers began to grow new crops such as potatoes and market commodities
such as flax, causing the rural economy to turn from being generally kind to
generally money based. By growing cash crops the farmers became attached
to a wider market and became more and more aware of the world outside the
village and province.42 However, the Estonian farms were generally not
managed with modern methods. Intensification and mixed farming according
to the northwestern European pattern was rare. Land use was extensive and
half of the land consisted of pastures which were seldom cared for. Only one
fifth of the land was ploughed in Estland and only one third of the land in
Livland was ploughed. Other possibilities for income were generally even
less developed. While most farms in Livland kept cattle, most of the animals
were traditional breeds.43

Estonian rates of marriage and childbirth were low when compared with
neighboring Russia. They continued to decrease, following Western Euro-
pean and Scandinavian patterns. The introduction of rural primary schools in
1816 to 1819 almost abolished illiteracy in the mid 19th century, and the
separation of the school from the church and manors in the 1880s broke the
hegemony of the church and brought about increased secularization.44

From the 1860’s, a slow technological and institutional modernization of
the Baltic provinces took place. The area was linked to the larger Russia by
railroads from 1870 and affected by the slow process of industrialization and
urbanization in the Empire, especially the dynamic growth of the nearby St.
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Petersburg market. By the end of the century industrialization also reached
the Baltic provinces. In Estonia the rate of industrial growth was most rapid
from 1895 to 1914. In this period, the number of industrial workers rose
from 14, 200 to 46, 000. Tallinn and Narva were the prime industrial cities.
As a result of this expansion Estland and Livland were among the most eco-
nomically advanced areas of the Russian Empire. The Estonian working
class was drawn mainly from the landless peasantry, but large numbers of
landless also emigrated to work in other regions of the Russian Empire. On
the eve of World War I there were close to 200,000 Estonians living in the
Empire but outside the Balitc provinces, about half of them living in St. Pe-
tersburg.45

With the increasing purchase of land, settlement patterns changed. Previ-
ously farmhands worked on the manors but lived in the peasant villages.
With the end of the feudal economy the two spheres were separated so that
the manor owner’s family and the manor workers lived apart from the farmer
village. This geographic division had political and administrative implica-
tions. With the new peasant laws followed a rural administrative reform in
1866, establishing a rural township or vald for the farmers. With this reform
the jurisdiction of the manor land and the manor laborers was separated from
the jurisdiction of the farm village.46 The primary body of the rural township
was the village assembly, consisting of all land and property owning men in
the area plus one representative for every ten landless inhabitants. Thus the
composition of the village assembly institutionalized the social division in
the local community. An elected ‘village elder’ (vallavanem) held the ad-
ministrative and executive power and a board assisted him. The board and
the elder were all supposed to belong to the vald’s landed inhabitants. A
subsequent municipal reform 1877 allowed the Estonian bourgeoisie to take
more and more part in the municipal government.47

One effect of the social changes was the growing space for social move-
ments. An interest in Estonian culture and folklore, inspired by romantic
thought, first emerged among a small group of German-speaking intellectu-
als forming the Society of Estonian Literati (Eesti Kirjameeste Selts). It soon
spread to an emerging Estonian intelligentsia consisted mainly of rural
schoolteachers and parish clerks with peasant origins. On a national level
song festivals were held from 1867, gethering thousands of people. The most
prominent leaders of the early national movement were the Lutheran pastor
Jakob Hurt and the teacher and newspaper editor Johann Voldemar Jansen.
Both saw the national development in the context of Herderian national ro-
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manticism, and argued that Estonians should strive for cultural goals rather
than challenge the Baltic German domination.48 Their ideas were contested
by Carl Robert Jakobson, whose newspaper Sakala politicized the national
movement and advocated a struggle against the Baltic German hegemony in
politics as well as in culture. An undertaking involving a broader strata of
society, and causing an increased national awareness, was the movement for
establishing an Estonian language secondary school (Eesti Alexandrikool)
with the goal of producing a body of teachers to educate the rest of the na-
tion. Initiated in 1871, the Alexander School movement, aimed at fund-
raising, became the first Estonian nationwide movement. Although the
school was not opened until 1888, and even then was a Russian language
school, the executive committee of the movement, with representatives from
the villages, provided a kind of parliamentary school for the Estonians.49 The
late 1860s and 1870s also witnessed the rapid growth of various voluntary
associations dealing with cultural and social issues and the emergence of
journalism in the Estonian language.

In the late 1880s and early 1890s the Tsarist government initiated a series
of administrative and cultural reforms in the Baltic Provinces. These reforms
were intended to bind the provinces closer to the interior of the Russian Em-
pire, to Russify the population, and to break the Baltic German dominance in
the area.50 The visible effect was an introduction of Russian as the language
of public administration and as the language of instruction in all schools
above primary level. The administrative reforms homogenized the admini-
stration and the court system with Russian standards in 1888. The separate
Baltic law was, however, left untouched and the Landtage remained fully
under Baltic German control.

In the countryside the Baltic Germans lost their influence over the police,
the courts and the county level Maakond, where the government appointed
higher officials. At the rural township level an office of commissar for peas-
ant affairs, similar to that in the interior of Russia, was introduced. Unlike
the situation in Russia, the institution of the commissar did not primarily
represent the interests of the landlords, and commissars were recruited
among Germans and Russians as well as Estonians. Actually, by exercising
strict control over the management of the rural townships, the commissars
increased the farmers’ ability to manage their own affairs and improved their
position in relation to their former landlords.51 Although, the Estonians gen-
erally benefited from the administrative reforms, since they decreased the
Baltic German influence over administration and opened up the possibility
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of appointing Estonians and Russians to public posts, the oppression of the
use of the Estonian language had a negative effect on Estonian culture. The
question of education was a matter of first priority to the Estonian intelli-
gentsia, tied to the symbolic value of the Alexander Schools. Therefore the
loss of elementary education in the native language must have been a bitter
setback for them, which shattered the myth of the benevolence of the Tsarist
regime. The Russophile orientation which had flourished on the eve of the
reforms disintegrated when it became clear that Estonians would not achieve
political participation at the provincial level or the right to use Estonian in
the administration.52

In spite of its negative effects, Russification also had unforeseen positive
effects on Estonian culture and education. During the period of Russification
the number of Estonians entering higher education increased. The Russifica-
tion of higher education also brought in new teachers from Russian universi-
ties, presenting a new world-view and often radical ideas. In contrast with
the older generations of Estonians who rose socially by receiving higher
education or service, the new university educated generation did not assimi-
late into the German intelligentsia or upper class. Moreover, there was no
Russian upper class in the Baltic provinces into which they could assimilate.
Instead the new university educated generation began to identify themselves
as exclusively Estonian. Consequently, an unforeseen consequence of Russi-
fication was the growth of Estonian nationalism.53

These young and often university educated Estonians had considerable
importance for revitalizing the national movement in the mid 1890s. Among
them were publishers like the nationalist liberal Jaan Tõnisson and the more
socially radical Konstantion Päts, who later became important statesmen in
independent Estonia, and who came to lead different political factions during
and after the revolution 1905.54 From the mid 1890’s, Russification also be-
gan too lose its grip on the Baltic provinces. The installation of Nicolaj II as
Tsar in 1894 led to a more liberal attitude in the provinces, with greater
openness towards the publishing of books and periodicals in Estonian and
towards the establishment of associations with cultural aims. In the country-
side agricultural associations were founded with the aim of educating the
farmers and improve rural life. The political reforms of the 1880s also en-
abled Estonians to win control of several city councils in the first decade of
the 20th century.55
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The defeat of the Russian Empire in the Russo Japanese war 1904-1905
shattered the belief in the power of the Tsarist government and institutions,
as did the revolt which followed in 1905. In Estonia the revolution grew out
of a tense social and political situation involving sympathy strikes for the
victims of Bloody Sunday in St. Petersburg, January 9, 1905, when demon-
strators were gunned down by soldiers. During the following spring, strikes
and political meetings were held in the major cities, and that summer strikes
among the rural laborers and, ultimately, manor burnings occurred in the
countryside. The strikes and unrest climaxed the autumn. Political meetings
were arranged by workers, farmers and political organizations, publicly ex-
pressing class-consciousness as well as nationalist sentiments. In a dramatic
ending, Tsarist soldiers were brought to the Baltic provinces to re-establish
order and punish the revolutionaries.

Under attack from the Russian central authorities, the Baltic Germans’
closed ranks behind traditional corporate institutions. The period of Russifi-
cation as well as the dramatic events of 1905 caused the Baltic German mi-
nority to focus more and more on its role as defenders and mediators of
German culture in the Baltic area.56 For the Estonians the years following the
revolution brought in fresh air. Despite the setbacks for the Estonians’ politi-
cal goals and the Tsarist punitive expedition in the countryside, the shaken
tsarist government never fully regained control over the area. Freedom of
speech and association increased. The economy expanded. The large-scale
agrarian reforms that resulted from the 1905 revolution in Russia did not
apply to the Baltic provinces, but the intention to modernize the agriculture,
expressed in the Stolypin reforms hand a great importance in the provinces.
In the countryside the founding of agricultural cooperatives organized the
independent farmers and strengthened their economic position. For example,
by 1914 there existed 135 milk cooperatives, 138 consumer cooperatives and
153 machinery cooperatives in Estonia.57 However, the social inequalities
which had been highlighted during the revolution 1905 remained.
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2. Agrarianism

The aim of this chapter is to give a broad picture of agrarianism as an ideol-
ogy, especially in East- and Central Europe. The intention is to summarize
the main ideological principles in programs and discussions of agrarianism
in the interwar period, in order to create a framework for studying the Esto-
nian pre-war agrarian movement. After giving an introduction to previous
studies on agrarianism the chapter will focus on explaining the agrarianist
view on the mechanisms of social change, political power and the organiza-
tion of society.

In East Europe agrarianism rose up in a historical context characterized
by numerous agrarian crises and rural uprisings, and in a situation in which
agriculture and society were rapidly modernized. Rural population increased
swiftly and caused overpopulation and great scarcity of land. Mechanization
threatened rural labourers with unemployment. Economically and politically
many parts of the region had been kept in a semi-feudal condition up to the
eve of World War I. This caused East European agriculture to lag behind
West European agriculture in most aspects. One of the prime scholars on
interwar agrarian conditions in East Europe, Doreen Warriner, has roughly
characterised this difference by saying that the farms of Western Europe
were twice as large, carried twice as much capital to the acre, produced twice
as much corn to the acre and employed only half as many people as the
farms of Eastern Europe.58 The East European countryside was, further,
overpopulated in proportion to the arable land and harvests, and many small
peasant holdings could not feed the families living on them. This problem
was popularly referred to as land hunger, and the proposed solution was
mostly a demand for more land. With the end of the World War I, in the
liberal spirit of the time, universal suffrage and democratic institutions were
imposed from above, giving the peasants an immediate political weight
through the vote that they might not have enjoyed if democracy had been
introduced at a later stage of economic development. Welcoming a democ-
ratic system, many peasants claimed that the economic changes and pro-
grams for modernizing society, imposed by liberals and socialists, could not
be interpreted as progress. Instead, they considered the changes a threat to
rural society, which in their view possessed distinctive virtues. The ideology
of agrarianism sought to provide an answer that would promise to preserve
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and defend peasant virtues within modernizing society. During the second
half of the 19th century agrarianism was, however, still an ideology in being
in most parts of Eastern Europe. The basic problems and solutions were
identified, but the ideas were seldom put together in a conscious program.

Agrarian societies all over the world have experienced (or are experienc-
ing) similar developments in times of industrialisation and modernization.
Agrarianist ideas and movements appeared in postcolonial Africa as well as
in 21st century Latin America, either as concepts for rural development or as
populist rhetoric appealing to the rural population. These experiences cause
reactions which are specific to the different national contexts but still similar
everywhere in their basic pattern and thought.59

In the agrarianist spectrum two principal types of agrarianism can be
noted, a farmer oriented, development friendly agrarianism, and a peasant
oriented, traditionally minded agrarianism. The difference between these two
tendencies is also reflected in political methods. While peasant agrarianism
advocated the use of force as an expression of the peoples’ voice, farmer
agrarianists preferred working through legal and parliamentary channels. It
is also a question of origin, as the farmer oriented agrarianism mostly
evolved in societies with a liberal public sphere and an ongoing class forma-
tion, while the peasant oriented evolved in autocratic societies with a negli-
gible bourgeoisie or labour movement. Most of the East- and Central Euro-
pean peasant movements and parties should primarily be characterised as
farmer agrarianism, while peasant agrarianism was exemplified by the Rus-
sian agrarian socialist and agrarian populist movements. The focus in this
overview is on the development friendly farmer agrarianism. However, no
movement is completely pure and there are aspects of both tendencies in all
agrarianist movements.

In trying to isolate the most fundamental ideological principles of Euro-
pean agrarianism I will study the programs and publications of different
agrarianist movements in some detail. The principles of the Croatian Peasant
Party’s are available in translation as is the case for quotations from Croa-
tian, Bulgarian, Czech and Polish peasant leaders.60 A common feature and
problem for these programs is that they were written in the inter war period,
after the ‘parliamentarisation’ of the agrarianist parties. Thus, the programs
were intended to adapt the parties to mass political practises, while also
serving to defend and clarify previous actions. The works of the Croatian
Peasant Parties ideologist, Branko Peselj, and the Bulgarian ex-minister
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George Dimitrov are of special interest.61 Both authors published interpreta-
tions of inter-war agrarian politics in the Balkan and also developed ideo-
logical programs which treat agrarianism from an agrarianist viewpoint.
Their works were written after World War II, in the anti-communist spirit of
post-war East European agrarian movements in exile, and can therefore be
expected to tone down the influence of socialist ideas and to interpret the
meaning of democracy in a parliamentary and politically liberal context
which was not familiar to the interwar agrarianists.62 George Jackson has
noted that the intention of the agrarianist authors writing after World War II
was “to see an order and consistency in the peasant movements” which the
movements did not possess.63 It is important to keep this remark in mind, but
the consistency of agrarianist ideas as presented in previous studies on
agrarianism is also useful in creating a framework for further analysis.

A Note on Earlier Studies of Agrarianism
Most studies of agrarianism focus narrowly on a single geographic area, and
have thereby neglected the international dimension of agrarian protest in the
19th century, as was noted in a comparative study of American and European
agrarianism.64

Most studies of American agrarianism deal with the radical movements in
the South. Some focus on the intellectual dialogue in the more moderate
north. This means they either study mass movements or interpret intellectual
history. American agrarianism has been celebrated as being in the forefront
of the democratic struggle for naturally endowed individual rights. Here the
Jeffersonian ideal of farming as the true foundation of democracy was of
great importance. The freedom of the farmer was viewed as a vital factor in
the exploration and cultivation of the American continent and therefore
linked to an understanding of the American way of life. By way of contrast,
the racist aspect of Southern agrarianism has been highlighted in some stud-
ies, where the inability to cooperate across ethnic boundaries has been
pointed out as a weakness which contributed to the failure of the Southern
agrarian movements.65 The positive American approach to agrarianism has
                                
61 Peselj, (1952); Peselj, Branko M., ”Peasantism: Its Ideology and Achievements”in Black,
C. E. (ed), Challenge in East Europe, (Rutgers Univ. Press 1954); Dimitrov, Georg M.,
”Agrarianism”, in Gross, Feliks (ed), European Ideologies: A Survey of 20th Century Political
Ideas, (New York 1948).
62 A Peasant International including East European peasant parties in exile was initiated in
New York in 1950.
63 Jackson, George D., Comintern and Peasant in East Europe 1919-1930 (New York 1966)
p. 41.
64Peal, David, ”The Politics of Populism: Germany and the American South in the 1890s”,
Comparative Studies in Society and History, 1989:2, p. 340.
65 Hicks, John D., The Populist Revolt: A History of Farmers’ Alliance and the Peoples’ Party
(Lincoln 1961); Griswold, Whiteny A., Farming and Democracy (New York 1948), p. 36ff;
Montmarquet, James A., The Idea of Agrarianism: From Hunter-Gatherer to Agrarian al in



34

also resulted in works which intellectualise agrarianism and search for its
roots in Anglo-Saxon and classic philosophy, making agrarianism an intel-
lectual tradition.66 This tradition has given birth to idealistic and ideological
literature linking the ideas of agrarianism to current social problems and
environmentalist concepts.67 The studies of American agrarianism illustrated
these three main tendencies, studies viewing agrarian movements as expres-
sions of grassroots democracy, studies viewing agrarian movements as ex-
pressions of narrowness and intolerance, and studies focusing on agrarianism
as part of the history of ideas.

In Europe the study of agrarianism has primary been subordinated to the
study of agrarian movements and political parties.68 Agrarianism in the Ger-
man speaking areas has basically been viewed as being anti-democratic. The
prevailing view is that German agrarianism rejected democracy and intro-
duced populist rhetoric that helped to undermine Weimar democracy, to fan
anti-Semitism, and to pave the way for the national socialists. Besides the
link to the fall of German democracy, studies of German and Austrian
agrarian movements highlight the important connection between agricultural
improvement, organization and political influence, as most of these move-
ments were deeply rooted in rural cooperatives.69

A similar approach is visible in studies of East European agrarianism.
Agrarianism is characterised as a reactionary ideology based on a myth of
the past and on anti-industrialism and anti-modernity. Most writers tend to
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take the position that these rural ideas were a thoroughly negative develop-
ment, which cut off the peasants from Enlightenment. As in the studies of
German agrarianism, a connection is made between the populist appeal of
agrarianism and the rise of authoritarian governments in East Europe during
the inter-war period. A special interest has been pied to the radical Bulgarian
agrarianism in the 1920 and its attempts to re structure the entire society in
accordance to an agrarianist agenda, an attempt that ended in an agrarianist
authoritarian regime and was abolished by a military government. The inter-
est for these negative experiences of agrarianism in practise are to some ex-
tent balanced by studies of the Czechoslovakian agrarian party and its par-
ticipation in the democratic process through the interwar period.70 In the long
term a link is also seen between the agrarianist parties in the interwar period
and the agrarian parties that supported communist governments in East
Europe after World War II, especially in Poland and Bulgaria.71

The general approach to East- and Central European agrarianism puts the
history of agrarianism and agrarian movements into an important context of
antidemocratic development, but it also sheds light on their ideology and
political influence. One of the most important aspects of the interwar Eastern
European agrarianist movements was their influence on the extensive land
reforms carried out in most parts of Eastern Europe after World War I. These
reforms established a framework for the social and economic structure and
development of the East European societies in the interwar period and were
decisive for which methods were used to solve the interwar economic cri-
ses.72

 Although the strong position of the Estonian and Latvian agrarian parties
in the interwar period, and the focus on rural issues for improving social and
economic conditions are widely recognized, agrarianism as a special issue
has not been thoroughly studied in the Baltic States. The economic practices
of the agrarian organizations and the politics of agrarian parties during the
democratic and authoritarian periods have, however, been studied and pro-
vide the necessary framework.73
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Most studies of East European agrarianism have been made within East
European or Soviet studies. The importance of agrarianism is thereby made
secondary to the rise and development of communism in East Europe.74 The
progress of agrarianist organizations and ideology are studied in relation to
communism, and as its adversary. This approach makes agrarianism appear
non-ideological and particularly local. In the anti communist approach of
this literature, agrarianism is often described as even more simplified and
unstructured, as it lost the power struggle to communism. A similar approach
to agrarianism is also visible in studies made by Soviet academics. Here
agrarianism is considered as having good intentions, but being naïve and
doomed to failure, because it fell into the trap of bourgeois thinking and
supported private property. The disciplinary context provides Western as
well as Soviet academic studies with a Slavic bias, visible not only in the
focus on movements in Slavic countries but also in the choice of sources and
interpretations of the intellectual influence. Consequently, the East European
movements are viewed and studied with an eye to Russian rural populism
and they are expected to share similar characteristics. This connection is
rejected, especially in studies on Polish agrarianism, primary stressing the
influence from Western European agrarian movements.75 The overestimation
of a Russian populist influence, and neglect of the influences from pre-
Marxian socialism, Christianity and British and French rural oriented
thought is especially visible in the approach to agrarianist ideas and basic
perceptions of agrarianism. Despite those limitations most of the studies
provide useful information, bringing forward problems and sources that oth-
erwise would have remained hidden behind the barriers of the many native
languages.

Agrarianism as Ideology
Interwar agrarianism did not rest on any consistent philosophy or set of
writings. Instead agrarianism should be viewed as a pragmatic ideology,
which was inspired by other ideologies and social thinking and developed in
response to concrete social situations and problems in agrarian society. With
respect to most spokesmen for agrarianism, their ideas have been described
as a living tradition as much as an ideology, resting more on the inner con-
victions of the peasantry then on written programs or theoretical concepts.

                                
74 Mitrany, David, Marx Against the Peasant: A Study in Social Dogmatism (London 1952);
Mitrany, David, The Land & the Peasant in Rumania (London 1930), Jackson, (1973); Jack-
son, (1966); Nissan Oren, Revolution Administered: Agrarianism and Communism in Bul-
garia (Baltimore 1973); Rothschild, Joseph, The Communist Party of Bulgaria: Origins and
Development 1883-1936 (New York 1959).
75 Dyzma, (1973) p. 324; Brock, Peter, Polish Revolutionary Populism (Toronto 1977) p. vii;
Peter Brock, ”Leon Rzewuski and the village commune”, Slavic Review 1963:4.



37

These characteristics of agrarianism imply that research should focus on
synthesizing some basic principles out of a broad spectrum of agrarianist
writings as well as agrarianist political actions.

A basic perception in East European agrarianism was the conviction that
it was a third force in politics and economy, between liberalism and social-
ism. By claiming that ideas imposed by liberals and Marxists were not pro-
gressive, but a threat to rural society, agrarianism confronted the two domi-
nating paths of modernization. However, agrarianism shared many ideas
with liberalism and Marxism, and drew inspiration from science as well as
nationalism.

In relation to Western liberalism, agrarianism shared the dogma of de-
mocracy and the freedom of the individual in relation to the state. At the
same time, it opposed economic liberalism. According to a common agrari-
anist view, economic liberalism represented an excessive individualisation of
society, because it refused to consider the distribution of wealth and paid
attention only to economic values. While liberal economy encouraged eco-
nomic growth, the social costs were great. It thereby had done much harm to
the traditional peasant society, and was thus considered to be a system that
favoured the urban bourgeoisie and gave them the means to exploit the peas-
antry. Furthermore, the liberal economy created an instability that was hos-
tile to the basic character of the peasant society.76

Agrarianism considered Marxism’s lack of democratic political values to
be dangerous. In a strong state, where the peasants were not guaranteed full
political influence and were denied the right to own their land, the peasants
would revert to the serfdom of feudal society. Likewise, the idea of forced
collectivisation of agricultural work and property was viewed as a funda-
mental threat to strike at the very roots of agrarian society.

The agrarianist dependence on Marxism was, however, visible in the
shared perception of history and the identification of the central stages of
development of society.

The Mechanisms of History
In order to position their thoughts and movements many agrarianist ideolo-
gists turned to history. Basing his thought on the idea of dialectics, one of
the theoreticians of the Croatian Peasant Party, Rudolf Herceg, claimed that
the main historical force in society was class struggle. According to Herceg,
the bourgeoisie, whose historical mission had been to introduce civil liber-
ties, had broken the power of the aristocracy. The bourgeoisie, however,
only represented a minority with narrow class interests and would therefore
lose its power to the workers. Using the civil liberties introduced by the
bourgeoisie, the peasants would finally gain the power by the ballot. The
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peasantry would not use its power to defend the interests of a single class,
but rather would build a society based on social justice and the prevalence of
peace, based on the peasantry’s values.77 The historical role of the peasantry
was obvious, as its way of life was the most basic and authentic and as all
societies were built upon the wealth that the peasants produced. The belief in
the moral superiority of the peasant class was further based on the idea that
the peasantry was the only class that had no interest in exploiting the labour
of others.78

The mechanism of history was understood in a similar way by the leader
of the Bulgarian Peasant Union, Aleksander Stamboliski. In Stamboliski’s
dialectic, the development of humankind and society went through the stages
of savagery, barbarism and civilisation. Each of these stages had a charac-
teristic mode of production and organization. In the earliest stage of society
mankind lived by hunting and gathering. There was practically no social
differentiation, although there was a division of labour between man and
woman. The domestication of animals and plants gave way to a new stage,
barbarism, based on agriculture. Here the idea of private property was for-
mulated, and thereafter followed an increasing social differentiation. No
longer fighting only against nature, as in the former stages, humans then
began to fight each other. Finally the stage of civilisation arrived, when
mankind was able to appropriate the achievements of science and human
enlightenment.79

Stamboliski believed that the turning point in history would appear once
the ideas of civil and political rights began to spread through the lower strata
in society. When the people adopted these ideas, they would rise against the
old social order of the monarchy, clergy, military and bureaucracy. The ris-
ing people did, however, not form any unity, but would after the victory split
into different economic interests.80 The final battle would then take place
between the two most divergent interests, the urban and the rural societies,
which embodied two opposing cultures.81 Stamboliski’s dialectics were fla-
voured with romanticism and related theories of society in the natural and
social sciences, like Darwinism and Marxism. Thus, he believed that con-
flict, competition and struggle were natural and were the engine in history
that created higher forms of society. Therefore, according to Stamboliski, the
political and social order prevailing at any given time was not determined by
the means of production, but by those who possessed the physical and orga-
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nizational power.82 The relationship between evolutionary and revolutionary
change is, however, not clear. According to Stamboliski, violence and power
were manifest and important forces in history and could lead to change in
society. At the same time, like many other agrarian leaders he emphasized
pacifism and the fundamental need for social order and harmony.83 This
should probably be interpreted as meaning that evolution was seen as the
main force for good in the development of the society, but that revolutionary
means could be needed to eliminate powers that hindered evolution. In this
sense a belief in evolution could be combined with radicalism. In the words
of Peselj, this relationship between revolutionary and reactionary standpoints
is one of the contradictions of agrarianism. The romantic side of Stam-
boliski’s description of the path of history was obvious in his way of pictur-
ing natural man and the original society, and in the way that this indigenous
society was destroyed by the idea of ownership.84

In an attempt to create a consistent dialectic of agrarianism, George
Dimitrov, the leader of the international peasant union, combined traditional
ideas with a biological approach. In his bio-materialist view neither history
nor economics was capable of explaining the dynamics of nature and soci-
ety.85 In his perspective, the human was dependent on his instincts, his ani-
mal nature, and his intellect to move forward. Instincts provided the funda-
mental principles, while the intellect made it possible to undertake and ac-
cumulate experience over generations.86 Man’s intellect and capacity for
rational behaviour also made him the leading creature in nature and gave
him a superior position. In this way Dimitrov attempted to intellectualise the
idea of agrarianism beyond its claimed simple origins. He created a link
between tradition and biology, the foundation for much of the environmental
neo-agrarianism of the late 20th century.

In its understanding of history, agrarianism broke with tradition in the
way that they understood society as going through a slow process of transi-
tion towards something better. But it was also deep rooted in a traditional
understanding of society as firmest rooted in agriculture and as subordinated
to the cycles of the nature.

The Peasant and the Land
The central concepts, and popular appeal, of agrarianist ideology was the
peasant’s tie to the land, hidden in a peasant mystique. The relationship be-
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tween the peasant and his land was complex. It contained material, emo-
tional and spiritual aspects.87

 The land was mostly considered as not given to the peasant as an indi-
vidual, but rather as a member of the family, which was the most basic unit
of production and consumption in the society. Thereby, the individual was
equated with the family in the language of most agrarianist writers. The
common work of tilling the soil bound members of the peasant family to-
gether. The interdependency of the family members, in every aspect of life,
made them inseparable. According to the agrarianist viewpoint, it was use-
less to speak of an individual separate from the family.88

The material and economic ties between the land and the peasant family
were obvious, as land was the prime source for income as it gave the family
its daily bread. In the peasant mind, humans could not be autonomous in
relation to the farm they inhabited and the soil they tilled. The relation be-
tween the land and the peasant was, according to many agrarianists special
and nearly impossible to understand for those who were not tied to the soil.
The ties to the land could therefore easily be used for defining absolute con-
trasts like us and them. According to the Czech agrarian leader Antonín
Svehlan, ties to the land were also the basis for the peasant’s deep-rooted
humanism and respect for his fellow human beings.89 In return, the peasants
needed and demanded “clear and stable conditions.” These could not be ob-
tained if the power was in the hands of a small group or a single person, but
only if the power was in the hands of the entire people. According to one of
the leaders of the Polish Peasant party Piast, the peasant had a compelling
desire for sane and orderly progress and would never be “the supporters of a
dictator, either openly or covertly.”90 Ideally the desire for order and the rule
of law made the peasants pacifists who were resistant to violent changes and
revolutionary trends.91 Change could only be accomplished by means of hard
work.92

A mystical understanding gave the land a life, a soul, and a will of its
own. In this spirit, Ante Radic, the ideologist of the early Croatian Peasant
party, envisioned the soil as the peasants’ fellow combatant in the fight for
social justice. He claimed that the land itself demands a true peasant master
to cultivate it with love and care. In order to obtain this, the land was willing
to “shake off the yoke” of the landlord.93 To characterise the relationship
between the man and the soil, he wrote that “the soil is like an honest
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woman; soil too wants a legal husband; it wishes to have a man who does
not merely use it and extort it, but who loves it at the same time.”94 By this
he not only reproduced a traditional gender-coded view of Balkan village life
but also underlined the understanding of the female as close to nature and the
male as representing culture. His status of a superior creature not only gives
man an exceptional position, but also great responsibility. According to a
writer on modern American agrarianism, Eric Frayfogle, much of agrarian
culture has to do with the particulars of this responsibility, which transforms
daily life from an abstract sense of membership and duty into concrete pat-
terns of living.95

According to most agrarianist writers responsibility for land and society
could only be fully assumed by an independent man who owned the land that
he tilled.96 In this way the idea of private ownership was essential to East
European agrarianism. This distinguished East European agrarianism from
the late 18th century British agrarian radicals or 19th century Russian agrarian
socialists, who claimed that land had such an essential value that an individ-
ual could not ‘own’ it. The agrarianist position on land ownership main-
tained that the means of production should be in the hands of those who
utilize them and who invest labour in them. Therefore land should not be
used only to accumulate capital or for speculation. Labour was seen as a
central value and as a duty towards oneself and the community.97 By this the
peasants saw themselves not only as the creators of their own wealth, but
also as builders of a just human society and culture.98 Stamboliski and Dimi-
trov made labour and the private ownership even more essential when they
described it as a human instinct,99 an idea directed against the land owning of
the nobility who made a point of avoiding physical labour.

The agrarianist view of the individual and society and their relationship
was thus based on the idea that humans became free and independent
through ownership and work. Possession of the means of production pro-
vided the individual with a sense of security in relation to the present and the
future.

For many landless peasants the right to own land became the ticket to so-
cial change and freedom. From an agrarianist perspective the right to own
land was linked to the realisation of full citizenship. But, in practice, a claim
for every man’s right to own land became a utopian and impossible demand
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since in fact increases in population were creating land shortages and
prompting emigration to other countries.100

Peasant Democracy
Hercegs perception of the moral superiority of the peasant was followed by
his conception of the peasant as a natural democrat, an idea that in one way
or another was expressed in most of the attempts to formulate agrarianist
programs. The roots of peasant democracy were to be traced to the natural
freedom in ancient society, a golden age.101

Generally the agrarianists were opposed to every kind of dictatorship,
which was considered degrading to humanity and human dignity, and was
against the peasant’s democratic nature.102 The idea of dictatorship was also
regarded as a concentration of power that made it impossible to achieve so-
cial stability.103 Dictatorships, moreover were unable to represent the masses
and the will of the people, nor could they guarantee the influence of peasant
interests and morality. The popular election of local political institutions by
universal suffrage through secret ballots, was of fundamental importance for
a functioning representation of the people.104 The need for direct participa-
tion of the people in decision making, whenever possible, was declared.105

This could be best achieved through public referendums and by public ini-
tiative with respect to referendums and legislation.106 Public initiative meant
putting recourse to the referendum in the hands of the people or peasantry.
The local initiative is an action by which the people can directly accept or
reject any change in the legal or administrative system of the state by a gath-
ering of signatures. The idea of referendums and public initiatives was not
peculiar to agrarianists, but rather an idea that was often advocated in public
debate of the times. It can be found in many constitutions written after the
turn of the 19th century. The implementation of such ideas and institutions
rested on the conviction that the constitution, and with it the legislative prin-
ciples, should be the primary means to organize the state while guaranteeing
the influence of the people. In defining agrarianist democracy, most pro-
grams of agrarianist parties also added the principles of equality before the
law and civil rights such as freedom of speech, freedom of publishing, and
freedom of assembly.

The emphasis on the collective is central to the understanding of the
man’s position in agrarianist ideology. It must be remembered that agrarian-
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ists viewed the family, not the individual, as being the most fundamental unit
in the society.

According to Peselj, a human’s value as an individual in peasant society
was attributed to him because of his contribution to the collective. This was
considered as self-evident, since no human could live and work without in-
teraction with others. According to him, society could be viewed as a body,
and the individual “families” as cells. Cooperation and order between the
cells was essential for maintaining the health of the organizm. The rights of
individuals were thus limited so that they could not be used against the col-
lective.107 According to agrarianism the liberal view on individual freedom
was empty, as it was not tied to the wellbeing and survival of the commu-
nity.108 Liberal individualism was instead seen as the expression of an exces-
sive individualism which stood in sharp contrast to the agrarianist organic
perception of society.

The agrarianist understanding of democracy and citizenship was closely
tied to the belief in social and economic rights, and thereby the idea of an
economic citizenship. Individual and political rights could only be exercised
if certain social needs were fulfilled. Only then could people be free enough
to take an independent position. For the agrarianists, the idea of social justice
for the majority of the people was equated with the possibility of owning
land.109 Making the family the political entity in a male dominated and hier-
archical world and tying citizenship to ownership of course also had impli-
cations on the ability of women to assume their place as citizens. Comment-
ing on the liberal ideal of the equality of all humankind and their right to
political participation, Peselj did not reject the idea but added in defence of
the family that “women peasant voters [would] always follow their peasant
husbands in their political ideas and actions.”110

In agrarianist writings humanity and dignity were primarily considered as
characteristics bound to the peasantry. The peasantry was viewed as a group,
a class or an occupational group, which in most cases was the same as the
‘people.’111 This understanding clearly linked the agrarianist views to the
romantic understanding of the peasant and of peasant society that was pre-
sent in the nationalism of the time throughout Europe. In some cases the will
of the peasantry and that of the people were considered equal by virtue of the
fact that the overwhelming majority of the population in Eastern Europe was
rural.112 An obvious condition to exploit under such circumstances was the
difference between the urban and the rural populations. Peselj distinguished
rural work as uniting the family, while urban work split the natural family. In
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this way, the urban family and its members are, to some extent, considered
incomplete in comparison with the rural family. Stamboliski openly declared
his hatred for the cities and their inhabitants, on the grounds that peasant
virtues were wholly absent in urban culture. The cities were inhabited by
parasites like lawyers, brokers and bankers who made their living by ex-
ploiting people who worked with their hands.113 Even if this statement should
not be taken seriously and its importance is overestimated, its presence dem-
onstrates the way in which agrarianist statements might not attach the same
human value to all people.114 It is further an example of how reliance on in-
stincts can easily degenerate into populist rhetoric.

Organizing Society
From the agrarianist perspective, the will of the ‘people’ was best expressed
in the political process through institutional arrangements that permitted the
peasantry to make decisions about concrete issues. In general, agrarianists
viewed the state as an oppressive lord, by no means representing the people.
The chief agrarianist proposal concerning the organization of state power
was therefore decentralisation. This was expressed in two ways. First, em-
phasis was placed on the importance of local self government, as an exten-
sion of the idea of constructing a state from the bottom up. One of the ide-
ologists of the Croat Peasant Party, Antun Radic, argued that, since the vil-
lage commune was the administrative unit which was closest to the peasants,
it was the institution best suited to organize schools, aid agricultural devel-
opment and solve social problems. Commune officials should be trained in
agriculture and be good models for the people.115 This would ensure the eco-
nomic and political autonomy of the local communities. In keeping with the
ideas of the Bulgarian peasant party, the local community was considered
sovereign and endowed with a far reaching independence in the judicial
system which included the popular elections of judges.116 This view of vil-
lage society approached the communitarian and anarchist idea of the village
as the core for all kinds of political, cultural, social and educational activi-
ties.

For Antun Radic, the state had only two tasks: upholding the rule of law
and providing social and economic assistance.117 With the prime power in the
society thereby positioned within the local communities, power on the state
level had to be reorganized. In accordance with the view of Stamboliski, this
was best accomplished through occupational organizations representing the
people. These organizations should grow out of the principal occupational
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groups which, he believed, represented the true economic interests of soci-
ety.118 Existing political parties would be set aside as they represented an old
form of organization and were trapped in the idea of economic liberalism.
Consequently, they were unable either to freely discuss economic problems
or to cope with the problems of modernization.119 Occupational organiza-
tions, represented in proportion to the size of their membership, would be
able to openly discuss the development of the society, and more fairly dis-
tribute its burdens and benefits.120 From the agrarianist perspective, the influ-
ence of agrarian morality and the agrarian point of view would automatically
ensure the prosperity of all other occupational organizations, as their situa-
tion in a peasant society would be connected to the wellbeing of the peas-
antry.121 An occupational organization, compared to a parliamentary, could
better assure the agrarianist longing for social stability, as occupational or-
ganizations were assumed to change only gradually from the peasant’s
viewpoint. This system of occupational organizations, together with the use
of the referendum and public initiative, combines the idea of stability over
time with a pragmatic approach to day-to-day problems.

Turning from ideological principles to practice, the peasant leaders were
allotted a special, but not superior, role in changing the society. A belief in
the peasant instinct and admiration of the peasant’s pragmatism, in prefer-
ence to intellectual constructions and reasoning, formed the basis for the
ideal of the active peasant leader promoted by agrarianism. To the peasants it
was more important for their leaders to share their concerns and interests,
and thereby to respond to their will and needs, rather than to be educated or
to follow a political program. In line with the peasant mystique was the idea
that peasant leaders were not creators or inventors of an agrarian ideology
but rather interpreters and tribunes of the peasant views and expressions.
Only such a bound between the leaders and the people would ensure that
other interests or the market did not seize power. When confronted with the
danger that deference to the common will could escalate into a situation in
which the majority oppressed the minority, agrarianists often responded with
the argument that such a result was better than the opposite.122

A crucial issue facing many peasant parties was how to organize the
economy of peasant farming. In order to concentrate the resources and ef-
forts of the local community in defence against destructive market forces,
agrarianism promoted a system of locally based non-compulsory economic
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cooperatives.123 This emphasis on private ownership and voluntary member-
ship also distinguished agrarianist cooperatives from the forced collectivist
ideas promoted by the Bolsheviks.

The cooperatives were designed to coordinate the economic activities of
small family owned farms and their means of production with respect to the
social and economic interests of the community. They embodied many of the
agrarianist views on the local community, including self governance and
mutual social responsibility.

Family farms retained their property, but shared in the control over the
production and distribution of goods and in dividing profit among the mem-
bers. The cooperatives were intended to act in all spheres of the economy,
production, consumption and banking. The cooperative thereby contained
the three principles on which the economic life of humanity was based: pri-
vate property, responsibility towards the community, and cooperation in
voluntary associations.124 The first two principles were natural according to
the basic agrarianist views on land ownership and the importance of the local
community. The third reflected the agrarianist approach to economic effi-
ciency. It was considered that, only a personal interest in production and
organization could produce efficiency in all the steps from production to
consumption.125 Production within a cooperative framework would also
eliminate the exploitation of labour, as the farmers were both labourers and
owners of the means of production. Finally the cooperative organization of
the economy would ensure that land was not subjected to speculation. In-
stead, long-term responsibility was secured by the transfer of the land and
responsibility for the land from one generation to another.126

These cooperative principles were not only valid for the agriculture, but
ideally for the whole society. Most agrarianist parties believed that industrial
workers should share in the ownership of the factories and own their own
homes.127 Yet, despite its importance, more precise forms and means of co-
operative work were absent from most agrarianist party programs. At the
same time, it is worth noting that the late 19th century witnessed widespread
popularity for cooperative ideas and solutions, adapted both to different
theoretical perspectives and to practical circumstances.

For an ideology based on a dialectic understanding of history, it is logical
to explain what has been and to predict what the future has to offer. A con-
cise vision of the future or of utopia, though, was not formulated by the ar-
grarianist writers of the pre- and interwar period. Such visions were ex-
pressed instead in the more concrete proposals for the organization of the
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state and the economy.128 The main characteristics must, however, be de-
scribed as a cooperative society based on family based, private ownership of
land, on the local community, and on the decentralised organization and
distribution of power in society.

The absence of a clearly formulated agrarian utopia may be understood as
an expression of the agrarianist intention to deal with concrete issues rather
then abstractions. This can be seen in the way agrarianists pointing to living
examples of visions and utopias, such as the references to the Danish and
Swiss small-scale cooperatives used by the Rumanian agrarian movement.129
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3. Writing to the Farmers

The following chapter presents an overview of the newspapers, agricultural
journals and agricultural instruction books available to Estonian farmers
from the mid 19th century up to 1914. These newspapers, journals and books
are one of the main sources for this study. The chapter also discusses the
censorship imposed on most published works in the Russian empire, and
presents some of the characteristics of the readers and editors of the agricul-
tural journals of the time.

The last decade of the 19th century and the first decade of the 20th century
was a formative period for publishing in Estonia. Daily newspapers as well
as journals with a local or nationwide circulation were introduced. The
shaping of media was strongly linked to the industrialisation of the Russian
Empire, creating a demand for news as well as giving the publishers better
opportunities for printing and circulating their papers. In the Baltic countries
an increase in the number of journals and newspapers, with greater circula-
tion, became possible when the fading of the repressive Russification cam-
paign allowed more papers to be published in Estonian.130 This growing me-
dia enlarged the space within which public opinion could develop and ma-
noeuvre. Newspapers and journals registered and described both the mod-
ernization of society and its social and economic consequences, and also
mirrored the emerging pluralism.131

It has often been claimed that an increased readership of newspapers goes
hand in hand with the broadening of the electorate. The media extended the
political consciousness, increased the amount of political demands, and
broadened political participation.132 For many readers, newspapers performed
a function similar to that of political parties, serving as mediators between
them and the authorities.133 In the autocratic Russian Empire, with its lack of
organized public political parties, the role and place of the media attained
even greater importance. Rapidly they became not only the main provider of
news and information, but also the predominant interpreters of news and
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information. The media coverage of the Russo-Japanese war 1904-1905, for
instance, not only provided the readers with news but also with analysis
which discussed the wider causes of the defeat, thereby pointing out the
weaknesses of the Empire.

This diversity of papers and journals gave people opportunities to choose
where to get information and opinions. The pluralism of voices signaled the
breakdown of the old order, but could not fully claim to establish a new one.
An emerging pluralism was one of the forces that cracked the cement of
tradition.134 It destabilized traditional society and increased the potential for
conflict, but was also a forum where a consensus over a new society could
be negotiated.

Publishing under Censorship
Nearly everything published in the Russian Empire during the second half of
the 19th century was subject to one form or another of censorship. The cen-
sorship regulations which were in use up to the eve of 1905 had been intro-
duced during the Tsarist juridical reform of 1864 and in the press statutes of
1865, which were marked by the intention to modernize and liberalise the
legal system and the administrative system of the Empire. The system of
censorship was basically administrative, not juridical, and rested on two
bases. First, the permission of the Ministry of the Interior was required for
publishing any journal or newspaper. This made it possible for the authori-
ties to regulate the number and character of the published papers. Second, all
printed material, with few exceptions like scientific works, was subject to
prior review by the censor. The main purpose of this censorship was to pro-
tect the inner and outer security of the state and the dignity of state repre-
sentatives. But censorship also served to uphold the moral and religious
standards of society. This included the goal of regulating such things as por-
nographic and erotic expressions as well as prohibiting anything that was a
threat to or an abuse of the Orthodox Church.135 The regulations of 1865
exempted certain kinds of publications from prior review, including journals
and newspapers, original works of more than 160 printed pages and transla-
tions of more than 320 printed pages. These publications were sent to the
censors during or after publication.136 As far as newspapers and journals were
concerned, the authority’s main weapon was the right to suspend publica-
tion. For small infringements this could be done temporarily by the Minister
of Interior. It could also be permanently decided by a group of ministers, if a
journal repeatedly disobeyed the regulations.137
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The regulations had been established when publishing activity was lim-
ited and did not suit the increased publishing activity of the end of the 19th

century. As a result, the authorities were overloaded with publications to
censor, at the same time as the administrative procedures were very slow.
The administrative system also suffered from the lack of clear rules and
laws, such that the policy towards the press varied over time and from region
to region.

The original regulations of 1865 were subject to thorough revisions in
1876, 1886 and 1890. New directives prohibited the mention of specific
themes such as commemorating the 25th anniversary of the abolishment of
serfdom in Russia, the cholera epidemic in Russia in 1890, student uprisings,
or the question of conditions for workers in 1901. This further complicated
the censors’ work, as they had to both interpret the laws and directives and
adapt them to new events and opinions in society. On the whole, it became
almost impossible for either the publishers or the censors to know what was
and was not prohibited at any given time.138 Publishing thus always entailed
some degree of uncertainty. To heed the regulations and yet still be able to
discuss urgent topics, journals emphasized generalizations and abstractions
rather than facts, and focused on less sensitive foreign matters rather than
more controversial Russian topics.139 Ultimately, though, given the lack of
clear rules, no publisher or writer could be sure of satisfying the censor, even
when their content had nothing to do with politics or with contemporary
Russian conditions.140 Generally, the press in the Russian provinces was
more regulated and censored than the press in the large cities. However, in
the non-Russian speaking provinces, where the local languages made it diffi-
cult for the central authorities to closely follow the work of the censors, cen-
sorship was more dependent on the views of the individual censor. This
could sometimes result in greater openness, but could also work in the oppo-
site direction.

In the years of Russification, the late 1880s and early 1890s, censorship
was especially focused on preventing the media from discussing nationality,
social conditions and land reform.141 During this period every large Estonian
newspaper was suspended at some point in time, and some newspapers were
required to submit to prior review. The strictness of local regulations in the
Baltic provinces in the service of the Russification program came to an end
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after the death of Aleksander III in 1894. Thereafter, the main purpose of
censorship reverted to controlling political unrest. During the 1890s the cen-
sors in Livland considered their prime purpose to be moderating the temper
of the rhetoric in the debates in the newspapers.142 This was a moral purpose,
which had less effect on the pluralism of what could be written, than on the
manner in which it was written.

During the Revolution of 1905, the government felt compelled to revise
radically the press laws as it became evident that the rules and the system,
however strict they might be, where not strict enough to prevent social dis-
order. The government also had to admit that censorship not only had failed
to achieve its purpose but had also generated hostility to the state.143

In Estonia the revolutionary period caused an increased struggle for free-
dom of speech and press. The struggle culminated in a three-day editorial
strike among the major papers in Tallinn in October. Even though freedom
of speech was promised in the government’s Manifesto of October 17, 1905,
pre-censorship was not officially lifted. The papers, however, took the Mani-
festo’s paragraphs on freedom of the press seriously and enjoyed an abso-
lutely censorship-free period until late December 1905, when martial law
was proclaimed.144 Martial law then gave the governors general the right to
shut down any publication which seemed dangerous to the authorities. This
resulted in the closing of many newspapers and journals of various political
colors, among them Teataja, Uus aeg, Sakala and Uudised. The repression
did not paralyze the press, however, even if Postimees and other papers
which were still active had to handle the political situation with care.145

The new press laws of April 26, 1906 abolished pre-censorship for news-
papers, periodicals, books, and pamphlets throughout the Empire. Abolished
also were all administrative sanctions, and the right of the Minister of Inte-
rior to prohibit discussion in the press of any problem of state importance.
The press was now subject to regulations defined by law, and violations
could be punished only through juridical proceedings. Juridical control of the
press did not, of course, leave the hands of the administration completely
tied. Nevertheless, the abuses inherent in the old methods of administrative
punishment were eliminated. This after-publication censorship and legal
punishment put many papers in a yet more difficult situation because the
limits of what could be published were not known until after publishing.
Criminal investigations facing the publishers could take a long time, a period
when all other publishing could be prohibited, which could cause a paper
heavy economic losses.146

In general the new laws, however, lessened the pressure. It was still not
possible to discuss or criticise specific Russian official institutions and gov-
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ernmental policies. Caution and prudence were still needed, particularly in
the provinces. But it was no longer necessary to resort to vague hints.147 In
the years leading up to World War I the system slowly eroded. It became
clear to the authorities that the publishers had won the war of confidence and
that limiting the possibilities of expression for the publishers only lessened
public confidence in the authorities.148 The new laws were not implemented
in the Baltic provinces until December 1908 when martial law was lifted.

Although it is possible to sketch a picture of the character of censorship
through studying the official directives to the censors, it is not possible to
find out exactly what had been censored or not in a special issue. Neither
archives of the journals nor the journals themselves reveal such information.
The agricultural journals were not among the most censored. None of them
were suspended during the time of administrative censorship or punished
during the time after 1906 when failure to obey the publishing regulations
was handled by the courts.

However, this does not mean that the agricultural journals did not fear the
threat of censure. Censorship works at best when it is internalized in the
whole system, and when authors and publishers consciously or uncon-
sciously avoid confrontations. The effect of such censorship seldom leaves
any records and can only be traced by interpretation with assumptions based
on what could supposedly be made known to the public. Censorship should
not only be considered for what it hid from the public, however, but also for
the way that it structured communication, knowledge and awareness in the
public. An example of this would be the freedom to discuss foreign problems
but not domestic, which must have alerted the public to knowledge of non-
Russian conditions and political solutions. As an aspect of censorship it must
be remembered that when some publishers challenged the rules, others tried
to use the system for closing down opposing journals.

Põllumees (the Farmer) was one of the first journals to get a publishing
permit when the regulations had been loosened in the 1890s. It is likely that
its aim and proposed content suited the official policy to modernize the agri-
culture of the empire. Agricultural modernization and economic growth as
such were not considered dangerous, even if related subjects such as land
reform were to be avoided. The question of land reform was acute not only
in Estonia, but throughout Central and East Europe, during the whole period
that the journals were published. The related questions of land-hunger and
social unrest among land labourers could be discussed, as the question of
land labour was discussed from time to time.

According to the new regulations, the agricultural instruction books and
booklets on agricultural development were all censored. But nothing in the
basic ideas behind agricultural transformation was considered as a concise or
conscious program that could have political implications. The agricultural
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population was still considered as too un-educated and backward for formu-
lating or understanding such a program. And even if intellectuals had for-
mulated such a program it would possibly have met a positive response as an
alternative to what was considered an even greater evil, socialist agrarian
radicalism.

Sowing the Seeds
Sowing the seeds of agricultural transformation were the early agricultural
manuals. Self-help literature was published in Estonian language from the
end of the 18th century. Inspired by the ideas of the Enlightenment, the
authors wanted to bring new knowledge to the people. Of importance were
the agricultural almanacs, sporadically published in Estonian, Russian and
Latvian throughout the 19th century, and containing advice about farming
and metrology and other useful information.149 The first real agricultural
instruction book in Estonian was published in 1803, with the aim of per-
suading farmers to grow potatoes, but according to Juhan Kahk it did not
appear to have had any wider importance.150 Other books published in Esto-
nian in the first half of the 19th century were C. W Freundlichs’ Põllumehe
ait (The Farmer’s Barn 1849) and Põllumehe nõuandja kuida madest keigi
suuremat kassu wõib sada (The Farmer’s Advice on how Anyone can Make
Better Use of the Land 1866) published with support from the local nobility.
Agricultural matters were also discussed in journals such as Otto Wilhelm
Masing’s Tartu Ma-Rahwa Näddali-leht (Tartu Rural-people’s Weekly
1806-1807) and Marahwa Naddala-Leht (Rural-peoples Weekly 1821-
1825).

In the second half of the 1800s agricultural advice was also given by gen-
eral newspapers. The best known of these were the agricultural sections of
Perno Postimees (Pernu Courier, 1857-1864) and Eesti Postimees (1863-
1894, The Estonian Courier). The newly independent farmers were advised
to grow clover, as fodder and as fertilizer, and to change the system of crop
rotation, and thereby improve their agriculture without needing to make
large investments. The journals also stressed the idea of founding agricul-
tural schools and associations for agricultural education. The newspapers
were written in a popular style and widely distributed, making it reasonable
to expect that they reached some of the farmers. The publisher behind these
papers was the elementary schoolteacher Voldemar Jansen (1819-1890).
Jansen was one of the leaders of the national movement advocating gradual
social and political reforms in the framework of existing institutions. Thus
he also considered the dominant position of the Baltic German as inevitable,
as they were too strong and the Estonians too immature. Later, agricultural
matters were discussed in the newspaper Walgus (The Light 1880-1906)
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which appeared three times per week and had a monthly supplement dedi-
cated to agriculture. The nationalist content of the agricultural instructions in
the context of the national movement worried the Baltic Germans who sup-
ported a presentation of agricultural improvement but were worried about
ethnic polarization. The response to this concern was the first real agricul-
tural journal Eesti põllumees (1868-1869), published as a supplement to the
weekly Eesti Postimees between 1869 and 1881, and having a Baltic Ger-
man friendly approach. The supplement was followed by a separate journal
Kündja (1882 –1891) published in Riga.151 The Baltic German attempt to
take over the publishing of agricultural journals reflects the potential politi-
cal threat of agricultural advice.

Pöllumehe nouandja (The Farmer’s Advisor) appeared in 1866 as one of
the first full scale instruction books. It was written by a schoolteacher from
Paide in central Estonia and contained advice on tilling, crop rotation and
soil improvement. To improve small-scale agriculture, the journal urged
farmers to found agricultural associations and get educated. The style was
far from scientific, but still purposeful, and the text was interspersed with
religious discourses.152

The first important Estonian language agricultural instruction book was
Teadus ja Seadus Põllul (Knowledge and Law in the Field), published in
St.Petersburg in 1869 by newspaper editor Carl Robert Jakobson.153 This
book became a model for many later agricultural instruction books.154 Teadus
ja Seadus Põllul was intended to be part of a set of three agricultural in-
struction books for schools and active farmers. However, due to financial
problems only the first book was published. The book focused on agricul-
ture, on explaining the basic needs of various plants, and on the importance
of paying attention to the character of the soil when deciding what crops to
grow. Jakobson based his advice on studies made by agronomists, such as
the Swiss Friedrich von Tschudi. He frequently used examples from French
and Belgian small-scale farming, which he tried to adapt to Baltic condi-
tions. Jakobson’s presentations were picturesque. Subjects were often intro-
duced through his reflections on farm life and nature. Lyrics and anecdotes
were inserted between chapters. Throughout the book, the author empha-
sized his viewpoints by arguing with an imaginary opponent who expressed
scepticism about innovations and satisfaction with present conditions. Using
this style Jakobson drew a line between the traditional farmers and those
who wanted to improve agriculture.
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Jakobson’s most important contribution was probably the way he com-
bined an emphasis on both the practical and theoretical sides of agriculture.
In his great admiration for the farmer and his work Jakobson declared that
“the experience of life has much more worth than knowledge in books” (elu
öppetus on sagedaste enam wärt kui raamatuöppetus), but he added that the
farmer who had both would be superior.155 By making traditional knowledge
equal to acquired learning, he presented traditional knowledge as the foun-
dation of agriculture, but a foundation in need of improvement.

It is not possible to reconstruct C. R. Jakobson’s agrarian program by ref-
erences to his books alone. His ideas on agricultural development were also
made available to a wider public by other channels. One of the most impor-
tant was the nation-minded newspaper, Sakala, published in the Livonian
town of Viliandi. Jakobson founded Sakala in 1878 and edited it until 1882.
The paper was oriented towards news and national politics, but also paid
much attention to the development of agriculture, as prosperous agriculture
was considered to be the key to national emancipation. On a very basic level
his ideas on agricultural transformation were presented in the Estonian lan-
guage spelling books he wrote for primary school.156 Jakobson’s ideas were
also presented in many of his speeches and in his active work as a founder of
native language agricultural associations. Some presentations were also pub-
lished in small brochures, such as Kuidas Põllumees rikkaks saab (1874
(How the Farmer Can Become Rich), Kes tahab, see mõistab (Who wants,
Can 1876) and “How Cattle and Their Products will Become the Source of
Farmer Prosperity” Kuidas karjad ja nende saagid meie põllumeeste rikkuse
hallikaks saavad (1876).157

According to the Estonian agrarian historian Jüri Kuum, Jakobson’s pro-
gram rested on two bases: (1) the improvement of the agriculture and (2) the
demand for civil rights such as farmer participation in local self government
and access to education.158 His goal was to liberate the peasantry from the
influence of the Baltic Germans, the former masters and present landowners,
an approach that clearly made his ideas a vital part of the intellectual capital
of the national movement.159 To make this liberation possible, the economic
situation of the peasantry had to be improved, a development that would call
for radical change. Jakobson stressed that the future lay in the introduction of
rational agriculture based on small-scale dairy farming. Supported by coop-
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eratives and agricultural associations, dairy farming would be much more
productive than the larger estates which grew grain. A full transformation to
small-scale farming required land reform but Jakobson did not promote the
radical expropriation of estate and church lands. Instead, he proposed that
land should be bought for a fair price.160 In a European context this must be
considered a modest demand from a nationally minded leader, especially in a
society where there was ethnic conflict between the landowning elite and the
peasantry. Jakobson’s evolutionary solution to the land problem seems to
have been supported by the majority of the rural population since radical
demands on land were not made until the eve of the revolution of 1905. Up
till then, the claims on “historic rights” to land did imply that Estonians had
a greater right to till the soil than others, but did not refer to the individual
peasants right to own a piece of land.161

To improve the farmers’ position in society Jakobson considered it to be
of great importance to build up their self-confidence. This would come
about, not only through farmers owning their own land, but also through
education and cooperation. Education in agriculturally related subjects
should be taught already in primary school, as was clearly shown in his
grammar books, and this education should be taken farther by the opening of
Estonian language agricultural schools.162 To make education an ongoing
process Jakobson urged the establishment of local agriculture associations,
which should educate the younger generation and allow farmers the oppor-
tunity to share their knowledge and experience.

Jacobson’s arguments were interwoven with the contemporary national
movement. The portrait of the self-sufficient farmer, as he presented it in
Sakala, made an important contribution to the vision of the movement. Most
of his texts strive to make the Estonian society independent of all kinds of
Baltic German intellectual and institutional influence. But, as the titles of the
various brochures indicate, he also used direct economic arguments to sup-
port his ideas. Jakobson’s program mainly focused on contemporary prob-
lems in the Baltic lands, and his suggestions did not always respond to the
long-term perspective.

The ideas introduced by Jakobson and the nationalistically oriented agri-
cultural promoters of his time corresponded with an agrarianistic under-
standing of economic means as fundamental for the ability of the individual
farmer to exercise his cultural and political rights. The focus for providing
these means was the family farm and the improvement of family farm agri-
culture.
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Agricultural Instruction Books
The increasing number of self-owning farmers and the impact of literacy on
society in the end of the 19th century, together with the increased possibility
of publishing in Estonian, increased the demand for instruction books in
Estonia. Two new agricultural instruction books were published in the early
1890s. In 1893 George Markus, who presented himself as a schoolteacher
and manor owner from Saaremaa, published Mõistlik Põllumees163 (The Rea-
sonable Farmer). Mõistlik Põllumees began with elementary chapters on
geology and botany, explaining the different types of soil and the basic ne-
cessities of plants. The following chapters contained advice on fertilizing,
crop rotation and animal husbandry. In general, Markus gave the same con-
tent and used similar arguments as Jakobson had used, and he made direct
references to Jakobsons’s writings. Markus, however, had been able to up-
grade the agronomic knowledge in his work. This is especially noticeable
when Markus redirects small-farm agriculture away from grain towards ani-
mal husbandry and a more intensive use of the pastures. Like Jakobson,
Markus employed a picturesque style with wide ranging reflections intended
to make his content easier to grasp. Some important chapters ended with
conversations between an educated, an enthusiastic, and a sceptical farmer.
The enthusiastic farmer was asking questions to which the sceptic gave a
traditional and the educated a modern answer. The conversations were al-
ways ended with the educated farmer having the last word. Mõistlik Põl-
lumees was published in Tartu with the support and authorization of Kaiser-
liche Livländische Gemeinnützige Ökonomische Societät. Encouraged by
what he considered as the success of his first book, Markus later wrote a
book on cattle breeding.164

Peter Obram’s book Põllumehe Käsiraamat (The Farmer's Handbook)
was also published in Tartu in 1893.165 Besides basic introductions to geol-
ogy and biology, the content of the book focused on what Obram considered
the two pillars of agriculture, the tilling of the soil and cattle breeding, and it
gave the two subjects equal attention. The book also offered a chapter on
gardening, growing flowers and bookkeeping. To improve farming, Obram
put emphasis on crop rotation and the use of modern manufactured tools
such as deep cutting ploughs and horse drawn reels. To improve animal hus-
bandry he stressed the use of new breeds and fodder. He often made refer-
ence to the methods, machinery and equipment used on the large estates as
well as on smaller farms. Obram’s book was more advanced than Markus’. It
required some prior understanding of agriculture from the outset and did not
deal with the most elementary agricultural knowledge. The main contribu-
tion of Obram’s book was his presentation of new agricultural equipment,
which thereby made possible the introduction of new methods. Characteris-
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tic of Obram’s work was that consequently he also tended to use economic
arguments to underline his advice and explanations. In his economically
rational reasoning Obram tended to emphasize the self-sufficiency of the
farm. He did not write much about chemical fertilizers, but instead promoted
the available fertilizers and showed a great interest in the preparation of
seeds for sowing.

In style and pedagogic approach, Obram’s book differed from Jakobson’s
and Markus’. Jacobson’s book resembles a sermon, paying considerable
attention to framing the essence of agriculture and the position of the farmer.
Obram’s presentation was that of an expert knowing his subject. His pres-
entation was straightforward and pedagogically informative and did not
waste many words on the life of the farmer or the agricultural transformation
as such. According to the Estonian historian Väino Sirk, the agricultural
literature of the 1890s had shortcomings in language and content, as it was
written by people who knew the practical side of agriculture, but not its theo-
retical side.166 It is possible to agree with this observation to some extent.
Neither Markus nor Obram claimed to have had any advanced agricultural
education. Instead, their advice and ideas were based on actual personal ex-
perience as supervisors on estates, and on the works of other writers. In this
way their works introduced foreign ideas to Estonian agriculture. In practice
they reflected Jakobson’s idea of the need to mix experience and knowledge.
However, they both made clear that their goal was to modernize the agricul-
ture, both aimed to break with the influence of tradition, and both managed
to present their aims and methods in a pedagogical way.

The late 1890s witnessed considerable publishing of booklets and bro-
chures dealing with agriculture in general and with more specialized subjects
such as cattle breeding, milk production, fertilizing and drainage, beekeeping
and gardening.167 The material became more specialized and showed high
quality of content and literary standards. The authors were more often people
who possessed the theoretical knowledge of agriculture as well as the neces-
sary practical skills in farming and writing. These books were published in
large numbers, which makes it reasonable to assume that they came to reach
a broader readership. Also of importance, the increasing publication of agri-
cultural information made the farmers aware of the problems presented
while it also introduced the idea of scientifically based farming.168
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Towards the end of the century a complete instruction book appeared in
the form of N. Ödegaard’s Põllutöö Õppetus (Agaricultural Instructions),
published in Estonia 1899.169 The book was originally a Norwegian instruc-
tion book, published in many languages, which in its first Estonian edition
had been translated from Finnish into Estonian, but in later editions trans-
lated directly from Norwegian and edited to better suit Estonian conditions.
Põllutöö Õppetus appeared in as many as eight printings in three years and
chapters from the book were published in agricultural journals.170 This shows
that there was a considerable demand for agricultural books at the turn of the
century, and makes it reasonable to suspect that Ödegaard’s book was one of
the most influential at the time.171 Ödegaard’s book aimed to deepen under-
standing by explaining the connection between different soil types and the
growth of the plants, as well as giving advice on improving family agricul-
ture. It contained chapters on fieldwork, grain growing, and animal hus-
bandry as well as on the importance of hard work, thereby also aiming to
impart the right spirit of modernity. From its second printing Ödegaards
book showed good literary standards and was richly illustrated.172

The instruction books published after the turn of the century were more
condensed, like G. Brandt’s Tegelik Põllumees (The Real Farmer) from
1907, and were meant for self-instruction of a large readership. These books
gave simple and concrete advice, without putting too much emphasis on
explanations.173 The change apparently responded to an increasing demand
for instruction books by groups not willing or fully able to study the whole
concept of the agricultural improvement, in the way that it was presented in
the earlier books. However, these short books had roughly the same content
and focus as the books published in the 1890s. During the period of open-
ness that followed the events of 1905, some publications appeared which had
a more direct agro-political character. Brochures like Emake maa (Mother
Earth) and Kodumaa põllutöö põhjalikumaks muutmise küsimus (On the
Question of a Fundamental Change of the Homelands Agriculture), were
written by well known individuals and dealt with the problem of the whole
agrarian sector rather than simply conditions on the small farm.174 Of more
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programmatic and visionary character were the books and brochures which
aimed at introducing the readers to the idea and practice of cooperatives.175

To sum up, most of the agricultural instruction books of the late 19th cen-
tury seem to have been written by and on the initiative of authors and/or
teachers who knew the practical side of agriculture but were not educated
agronomists. This gave them an independent position in relation to the in-
tention of the authorities to modernize agriculture, even if some publications
were supported by Baltic German agricultural associations. The content of
the books had a high standard, and focused on improving the family farm
agriculture by encouraging a transformation from mainly seed crops to ani-
mal husbandry and dairy production, and by encouraging subsidiaries. These
recommendations were not only in line with the general ideas of agricultural
improvement in Europe at the time but also mirrored the goals set forth by
the national movement in the 1860s and 1870s. However, the national goals
were only hinted in the agricultural instruction books published in the 1890s.
In the beginning of the 20th century more books and brochures on specific
issues were published by trained agronomists, but without any significant
change in the content.

Newspapers and Journals
The growth of Estonian media was most noticeable among newspapers and
weeklies. Three papers, Postimees (the Postman), Teataja (the Messenger),
and Uudised (News) came to be the leading Estonian language papers in the
early 20th century.

The newspaper Postimees became the leader in the 1890s. Published in
Tartu, it brought together journalists and academics and literary authors. It
gained popularity thanks to its nationalist profile that had been preserved
even during Russification. In the period 1893 – 1896 the paper had among
its staff the naturalist author Eduard Vilde, whose authority gave the paper a
distinctly democratic tone.176 In 1896 the position of editor was taken over by
Jaan Tõnisson. Under his editorship the paper became a leading voice of the
Estonian public, with a distinct nationalist profile and a specific political
tone: liberal regarding individual rights but conservative regarding the trans-
formation of the society. The paper’s political program was based on the
idea of the nation as the highest value in society. It denied the importance of
class interests for the sake of national interests, and considered economic
and social reforms to be primarily a means for attaining national goals.177 In
1901 the Tallinn newspaper Teataja appeared as Postimees leading oppo-
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nent. Teataja had a radical profile and criticized the Baltic German upper-
class. In contrast to Postimees, Teataja adhered to the position that the con-
flicting interests of different classes among the Estonian people would in-
evitably lead to class struggle. The editor of Teataja was the young lawyer
Konstantin Päts, who at the time considered himself a liberal, but later would
become a prominent figure in Estonian agrarian politics. The rest of the edi-
torial board consisted of socialists like Hans Pöögelman as well as literary
authors like the realist Eduard Vilde and Anton Hansen Tammsaare.178 To-
ward the end of 1903 the political spectrum was complemented with the
social-democratic newspaper Uudised appearing twice a week in Tartu. This
paper represented the federalist Estonian social democrats, who wanted to
organize the working-class on a national basis and strived for national
autonomy. Politically it struggled to protect the interests of the workers, as
well as those of landless and small businessmen, against the interests of the
capitalists and landowners. It was also a radical promoter of women’s rights;
an issue over which it would have a major disagreement with Postimees in
1905.179

Besides these main newspapers other smaller papers expressed opinion
outside the mainstream. The most well known of the smaller papers was
probably the nationalist oriented weekly Sakala in Viljandi. Sakala had a
strong historic reputation, as it had been the voice of C. R. Jakobson during
the national movement and could boast a wide variety of contributors among
local authors and readers. The weekly continued within the same pattern, and
remained a strong voice, published outside the larger towns, claiming that
the original nation was to be found in the countryside, often expressing an
ironic attitude towards the urban elites. An early promoter of the founding of
agricultural associations, the journal closely followed the work of these as-
sociations.

Other weeklies devoted to the farming population and the work of such
associations were Uus aeg (The New Age) and Olewik (the Present, 1881-
1906, 1910-1915). Uus aeg was published 1899 in Tartu and 1900- 1905 in
Tallinn. It was one of the most widely read Estonian language weeklies at
the turn of the century, and could be printed in up to 10,000 copies. It had a
politically liberal tone and was a spokesman for the modernization of society
and technology. The weekly Olewik, published in Tartu, was nationally ori-
ented and had a strong focus on education and culture. However, under its
editor Ado Grenzstein the journal supported Russification. Grenzstein
doubted that the Estonian nation was large enough to keep an independent
language and culture. He promoted the adoption of Russian as a means of
protection against the Baltic German influence. According to Grenzstein, the
loss of language did not mean the loss of national identity, which, in his
view, was rather determined by a common heritage and consciousness. This
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approach made Olewik one of the major opponents of Postimees. At the turn
of the century Olewik began to heavily criticize the Baltic German institu-
tions and simultaneously to criticize Postimees for bowing before the local
lords.180 Among other papers with an interest in the associations was also the
monthly cultural journal Linda 1887-1905. It was the first journal intended
for women, and for a long time the only one, with a focus on literature and
educational articles. It had a nationalistic orientation, as is suggested by its
name, a reference to the mother of the national hero Kalev. Linda was pub-
lished in cooperation with Olewik in Viljandi during the 1890s and thereafter
in Pärnu, where a few issues were published in cooperation with Teataja in
1901, before the journal was bought by Postimees publishing house 1902
and published in Tartu. Also among the papers sometimes referred to was
Ristirahwa Pühapäeva-leht (The Christian Peoples’ Sunday Paper). It sup-
ported Baltic German interests in order to cultivate friendly opinion among
the Baltic Germans.181

Agricultural Journals
The agricultural journals published at the turn of the 20th century were
clearly specialised. They aimed to improve the agriculture practised by inde-
pendent farmers, and covered news and events of interest for the farmers. In
this field, the Baltic German journals, Baltische Monatsschrift and Baltische
Wochenschrift brought in the perspective of scientific agriculture, presenting
knowledge gathered at agricultural research stations. This knowledge was
published in German, however, and much too focused on the development of
large-scale agriculture to be of use for the Estonian farmers. A model for the
Estonian Agricultural journals was surely also brought from Central Europe
and America where agricultural journals had a great importance, not only for
promoting the development of the agriculture, but also for uniting farmers
and presenting their aims. In Central Europe the important agricultural
movements had their own journals, and in America the movements could
present their aims through the commercial agricultural press.

Põllumees (The Farmer, 1895-1912) and Põllutööleht (The Agricultural
Journal, 1906-1918) were the most widespread Estonian language agricul-
tural journals at the turn of the century. Their importance is recognizable as
they were used for advertisements and to spread information to peasants
from governmental institutions. Their importance for introducing new agri-
cultural ideas and methods has been recognized in previous research.182 They
were also the only agricultural journals published without interruption during
a time when publishing, due to economic and political reasons, was a diffi-
cult business in Estonia.183 As an example, the rival, Tallinn based agricul-
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tural journal Aas ja Nurm (Filed and Meadow) was only published sporadi-
cally (1901, 1903 and 1904), and the Tartu based journals Põllumajandus
(Agricultural Economy 1909-1911) and Majapidaja (The Housekeeper
1905-1906 and 1909-1912), only managed to survive for a few years.184 Only
Mesilane (The Bee 1900-1906), a Tallinn based journal on beekeeping and
gardening, and Talu, (The Farm 1911-1919) managed to survive for a longer
periods. Most of the journals were published under difficult economic con-
ditions. To some extent the problem was a lack of a faithful readership. Ma-
japidaja had a narrow approach to agriculture and lacked a visible connec-
tion with the readership. Põllumajandus was ambiguous, thicker than the
others and dealt with all types of subjects. These short-lived journals will be
and to frame which advice and approach was popular and which was not.

Compared to the general trend in publishing, it seems as if the agricultural
journals did not have a worse fate than other types of journals. Half of the
periodicals that started in Estonia 1906 and 1907 disappeared within the
same year.185 In comparison, Põllumees and Põllutööleht must be considered
as long-lived.186

Figure 1. The cover of the agricultural journal Põllumees from 1899.

Põllumees was published once a month between 1895-1903 and 1907-1912,
and became a weekly between 1903 and 1906. As a monthly journal, each
issue of Põllumees consisted of about thirty pages. The weekly contained
about half the number. Põllutööleht was published between the years 1906
and 1918.187 The journal appeared once a week with two monthly supple-

                                
184 Only a few issues of the journals are still available.
185 Lauk, (1987) p. 540.
186 Demaree, Albert Lowther, The American Agricultural Press, 1819-1860 (New York 1941).
187 Høyer & Lauk & Vihalemm, (1993) p. 96f; Lauk, (1990) p. 546.



64

ments Käsitööleht (The Journal of Handicraft) and Aiatööleht (The Journal
of Gardening), which were published up to 1918. From 1911 Põllutööleht
also had the monthly supplement Ühistegewusleht (The Cooperative Jour-
nal), which between 1914 and 1918 was published as a separate journal by
the same publishing house. Ühistegewusleht became an independent journal
in the following year, even though many of the authors remained the same as
in Ühistegewusleht. The journal stated a readership of 2000 readers in 1911
(though it is not clear if this figure referred to the number of readers or sub-
scribers).188 Depending on its own financial resources resulted in economic
hardship, such that the journal had to find support to survive. Some coopera-
tives therefore bought subscriptions for their members or donated money to
the journal. From 1911 the editorial board also published the annual Ühiste-
gewus kalender with articles as well as useful information for members and
managers of cooperatives.

The aim of Põllumees and Põllutööleht to deal specifically with agricul-
tural matter was clearly announced in those journals. A letter from the editor
to the readers, in the first issue of Põllumees in 1895, declared that the jour-
nal was apolitical and that its aim was to be the voice of the country people,
published in their mother tongue, with the intention of helping them with
good advice.189 The goal of Põllutööleht was similar, but it had a more pro-
nounced intention to educate by spreading new knowledge about agriculture
and by giving illustrative examples from the outside world.190 Põllutööleht
was launched by the central organization for Estonian agricultural associa-
tions, Eesti Põllumeeste Selts, as an answer to the demand for improved cir-
culation of information between the different associations. The idea of the
journal must also have been to serve as a link between the different associa-
tions. In the long run it is also possible to see that Põllutööleht not only gave
education and good advice for the small farmer, but also launched programs
for how the agriculture should be reorganized.

The agricultural journals professed intention to be apolitical can be under-
stood from two different perspectives. First it obviously supported the jour-
nals’ demand for the authorities to give the necessary permission for print-
ing. Second it was an expression of the journalistic principle that their edito-
rial content was to be scientific, and that their agricultural advice was gener-
alized so that it would withstand day to day changes in politics.

Each of these journals had a more or less set format. Each issue began
with editorial articles, written by the editor or a recognized authority. These
articles dealt with general subjects such as the need of agricultural schools
and the role of agricultural associations, or with more specific subjects such
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as the problems of trading in flax.191 The general content of this material was
often normative rather than instructive or educative. In some cases, however,
an informative intention was visible, especially when new laws and regula-
tions were explained and discussed or when subjects such as hygiene were
on the agenda. In the following pages instructive and educative articles were
presented, on such topics as soil preparation, fertilizing and animal hus-
bandry. Some articles also functioned as a series which developed from one
issue to another. For instance, during its first year Põllumees ran series on
animal husbandry which focused on horses and milk cows, forestry, and
beekeeping, and a few years later, a series on fruit trees and their enemies.192

The final pages of the journal would be devoted to letters and questions from
the readers, minutes or summaries of the proceedings or meetings of agri-
cultural associations, announcements of new books about agriculture, im-
pressions from agricultural exhibitions, and general information. Thus, these
agricultural journals appear to have been very purpose oriented in their con-
tent and therefore did not publish extraneous matter like news, short stories
or amusements. This is an obvious difference from the more commercial
American journals, which did contain such non-agricultural material.

The Readership
The exact number of subscribers and readers of Põllumees and Põllutööleht
is uncertain and hard to estimate since no list of subscribers remains. Their
financial records do not state the number of subscribers or the amount of
subscription fees. Estimates of readership are also hard to make, as the sub-
scriber usually was a group of people or an association. Journals also were
often passed from hand to hand or bound together and preserved as books to
be used for education or as encyclopaedias.193 According to the editor of
Põllutööleh, the journal printed at most 2,000 copies. Põllumees, printed
about the same, a number which did not satisfy him.194 But in view of the
fact that the general weeklies of the time normally reached between 3,000 –
4,000 copies, and the most popular 8,000 copies, 2,000 must be considered
as a reasonable amount for a specialised publication.195 Moreover, given that
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there were 22,530 independent farms in northern Livland in the end of the
19th century, the journals must be considered as widespread in the villages.196

Despite fluctuations in the number of subscribers, the number was large
enough too keep at least one of the agricultural journals running. It seems
that the rise of a new agricultural journal often caused the decline of the
other.

There is no reliable information on who the readers were, but members of
agricultural associations often came in contact with the journals. Studies of
the American agricultural press, based on readership estimates arrived at by
studying editorial remarks on the readership and quarrels with non-readers,
have concluded that the primary audiences in the 19th century were skilled
and market oriented farmers, which seems a reasonable conclusion. Moreo-
ver professional non-farmers, shopkeepers and local tradesmen also often
read the journals.197 The non-farmers often had a direct economic or profes-
sional relationship to farming and were therefore needed to be updated in the
same sense as the farmers. What all readers seem to have in common was a
higher than average level of education, along with participation in voluntary
associations and or local self government. They probably enjoyed a degree
of influence and commanded some prestige in the local community.198 There
seems to have been a shift over time in the readership; from well-to-do farm-
ers and professionals to less well-off farmers who sought advice and protec-
tion in a modernizing world.199

According to the editors of Põllumees and Põllutööleht, the intended
reader was anyone who was interested in the development of agriculture.200

These readers were usually addressed as põllumehed, (farmers) wäikepõl-
lumehed (small holder) or by the more neutral term põllupidajad (keepers of
farmland) or põlluharijad (tillers of farmland). Põllutööleht constantly used
wäikepõllumehed, while Põllumees altered between different ways of ex-
pression, mostly using wäikepõllumehed or põlluharijad. This did not neces-
sarily have economic meaning, rather that they identified themselves with
such a position among others. In this context, “small holder” was an ideal
referring to a person who was tilling his own land together with his family.
Its position, and the meaning assigned to it, is explained to some extent by
its usage in the actual texts.
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The Publishers
The wholesaler and agricultural instructor Henrik Laas was the editor of
Põllumees for the whole period it existed. He had no formal education but
continually improved his knowledge by studying and attending agricultural
courses in Finland. Laas rented farmland outside Tartu where he conducted
cultivation experiments and held small exhibitions presenting new agricul-
tural methods and machinery. Laas was also a pioneer in giving agricultural
education in Estonian and held courses at his farm on cattle-breeding and
milk production.201 In 1901 the agricultural association in Võnnu also ap-
pointed him the first employed agricultural instructor. This made it possible
for him to continue to give courses with the support of the association be-
tween 1895 and 1912. Laas was also the editor of the agricultural calendar
and information booklet Põllumeeste kalender between 1895 and 1912, and
published books on beekeeping, flax cultivating and other instructional ma-
terial.202

Up to 1910 the editor of Põllutööleht was a well-known publicist, Alek-
sander Eisenschmidt. He had worked on different manors in Livland and had
studied agronomy and plant breeding at the polytechnic in Zurich and the
university in Königsberg. After leaving the editorship Eisenschmidt de-
fended his Ph.D. thesis (about smallholdings in the Tartu area) in Kön-
ingsberg. Besides his academic research he wrote many books discussing
and presenting solutions to the problems of agriculture in Estonia and Liv-
land. Eisenschmidt was a leading member of the agricultural association
Tartu Eesti Põllumeeste Selts and he was the founder of the regional asso-
ciation Põhja Liivimaa Põllutöö Keskselts. He also founded and directed the
cooperative Tartu Eesti majandusühisus and the central association for dairy
cooperatives Estonia. Characteristic of Eisenschmidt’s work was the combi-
nation of theory and practice. He developed a new scythe and a two-horse
plough suited to Estonian conditions. As manager for Tartu Eesti majan-
dusühisus he was known to personally give farmers advice on tools, fertiliz-
ers and methods. He rented a farm outside Tartu where he conducted agri-
cultural experiments and held expositions of agricultural equipment.203

Eisenschmidt was succeeded as editor of Põllutööleht by the agronomy
instructor Dr. Jaan Mägi, from 1911 to 1916. Magi had studied agriculture in
Riga and Pulaway in Poland where he specialized in cattle breeding, a sub-
ject on which he often published. In Livland he was appointed as agricultural
instructor by the central agricultural association, Põhja Liivimaa Põllutöö
Keskselts and had the responsibility for the associations’ educational pro-
grams. In the 1920s Mägi became professor of agronomy at the University of
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Tartu.204 From 1916 the editor of Põllutööleht was Jaan Hünerson (1882-
1942) who had been editing Põllutööleht de facto since 1913. Hünerson was
an agronomist educated at agricultural schools in Finland and at the univer-
sities in Königsberg and Bonn. He became a diligent writer on agricultural
and social matters in Postimees and Põllutööleht and was therefore familiar
to agrarian readers. In the 1920s and 1930s Hünerson become a member of
the Estonian parliament and occasionally held positions as Minister of Edu-
cation, Social affairs and Interior.205 Up to 1914 Põllutööleht was supported
by the central agricultural association Eesti Põllumeeste Selts, and after that
by the organization for Estonian language agricultural associations in Liv-
land Põhja Liivimaa Põllutöö Keskselts.

Other agricultural practitioners and authors were Johan Emblik (1866-
1935)206 and Jaan Raamot (1873-1927).207 Both published articles and books
on dairy production and cooperative management. They were also active in
founding and assisting local cooperatives. Raamot assisted in founding the
first Estonian dairy cooperatives in Ilmavere 1908 and Ambla in 1909.
Emblik helped start the cooperative central organization Estonia 1910-1911.
Raamot was a political supporter of the Tallinn radicals and liberals around
Teataja to which he also contributed.208

During the first year Põllumees was published about half of the articles
were written by a group of named authors. Most authors only wrote one or
two articles. Only two authors, the editor Henrik Laas and the veterinarian
Olino, appeared frequently.209 The rest of the articles were unsigned or were
signed by the publishers. For letters from the readers, titles like farmer could
be used to underline the contact between the readers and publishers. They
also framed the status of the farmer among other professions.210 The influ-
ence of a small group of authors, probably close to the editor, must be con-
sidered natural for a newly established journal. Over time Põllumees man-
aged to broaden the group of writers. The proportion of signed and un-signed
articles remained about the same. Laas, Tarkpea, and Count Berg had written
about half of the signed articles.211 (Count Berg had strong ties to Kaiserliche
Livländsiche Gemeinnützige Ökonomische Societät and was a pioneer in
plant breading.) The broadening of the authorship brought about not only
greater professionalism but also a greater response from the readership. By
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the turn of the century, Põllumees also began to publish translations and
agricultural instructions such as Ödegaards, Põllutöö õppetus, and a series
on botany written by a Russian professor.

Põllutööleht had a broad group of writers from the beginning. The editors
complained about the low participation by the readership. What is most
characteristic for the authors in Põllutööleht is that many writers were public
educators, who wrote or translated books and brochures giving advice on all
kinds of topics such as schoolbooks, folk culture, history and law. Further-
more, many of the authors were active in other journals or had worked as
editors of other journals.

The editors and most of the contributors of the agrarian journals must be
considered as examples of rural intellectuals. They had Estonian agrarian
origins, but they also had some higher education, particularly in agriculture.
Most editors and writers had received their education outside the Russian
Empire and none had attended a Russian university. Their international
background included fluency in foreign languages and the ability to follow
international developments in agriculture.

To summarize, agricultural instructions in Estonian, published in journals
or agricultural instruction books, had a history in Estonia as old as that of
peasant land purchase. The agricultural instructions published in the 1890s
can be estimated to have reached a broad spectrum of the landed population,
and can therefore be considered to have had considerable importance in the
improvement of agriculture and the evolution of ideas among the rural public
sphere. The instructions had an instructive and authoritative tone, were very
purpose oriented, and focused on the development of small and medium
sized farms. The journals were published free from the state, but under a
censorship which probably influenced them to focus squarely on agriculture.
The publishers represented the top down perspective of a growing Estonian
elite, who were at the same time active farmers.
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4. The Role of the Farmer

In the following chapter I turn to the agricultural journals and instruction
books to see how they understood the role of agriculture in society and how
the issue of agricultural transformation was framed. The questions are raised
in order to distinguish the basic perceptions of Estonian agrarianism. Moreo-
ver intend to study how the idea of agricultural transformation was addressed
to the farmers?

Most of the agricultural instruction books flavoured their introductions
with religious, historical or otherwise edifying reflections. Setting the model
for these reflections was the introduction to Jakobson’s Teadus ja seadus
põllu.212 The introductions placed the basics of agriculture in a historic con-
text and outlined the moral character of the ideal farmer.

According to Jakobson, history was partly formed by the hand of God and
partly driven by human social evolution. God supplied the means such as
land, but humans had to build their lives and create societies through their
own actions. In Jakobson’s understanding of history, humans, after being
expelled from the Garden of Eden, came to live on what they could hunt and
gather in the woods or fish in lakes and rivers. In a simple and natural way
people could live a nomadic life and take what nature offered without caring
about giving back. It was an era of freedom and equality when humans were
only dependent on their families and the closest relatives. With time the
number of roaming hunters began to grow and it became uncertain to rely
only on what nature gave. Instead, the hunters became shepherds guarding
the animals and leading them to better pasturage. Nomadic life continued
until there was not enough space for the animals to feed on. To be in posses-
sion of domesticated animals and pasturage, humans fenced land and settled
close to the animals. They built houses and began to grow and reap what
they before had collected, and searched for new crops to cultivate.213

Thus men took control over their surroundings and began to master na-
ture. In Jakobson’s romantic view this was a vital step in the history of man-
kind. This introduced a sense of belonging and laid the foundation for the
institution of property. From families living alone, humans slowly evolved
into tribes and communities. They became aware of the need to cooperate
with their neighbours to manage common problems and interests. They cre-
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ated common laws to settle conflicts and live in peace. Among the people
living together, common traditions and customs grew and the languages
were slowly harmonized. Tribes and communities slowly evolved into na-
tions, something that Jakobson thought was the final cultural achievement.214

 In the stage of hunters and collectors the struggle for survival had been
against nature. The formation of tribes and nations led to disputes over
keeping order within the group and in defence against others. With every
new step in history humans acquired more knowledge and become more
sophisticated, reasonable and peaceful.215 The establishment of peace and
order, thus, became a vital part of cultural development, reflecting the char-
acter and needs of peasant society. According to Herder the development of
nations and the wellbeing of every nation was seen as a way to prevent con-
flict and create harmony.216 Wars and struggle during the last centuries
should thus primarily be understood as caused by struggle among the upper
classes, who lacked the naturally peaceful character of peasants.

With respect to prehistory, references were also made to folklore. Com-
monly used was the national epos Kalevipoeg, taking place in an imagined
prehistoric time of freedom.217 According to the descriptions this freedom
was followed by an age of darkness, caused by the invasion of Teutonic
knights, who did not bring enlightened civilization to the heathen Estonians,
but feudalism and serfdom.218 Descriptions of this period in the agricultural
literature were critical and often made use of terms such as “the time of serf-
dom” (orja aeg) or metaphors linked to darkness.219 Viewed in the context of
19th century social and political tension in the Baltic provinces, such refer-
ences can be understood as a way to avoid directly referring to the conflict
between the farmers and the former land owners, the Baltic German nobility,
and thereby as a way to avoid triggering censorship. By using their own lan-
guage of symbols when referring to the past the peasants, who lacked their
own written history, also avoided competing with the symbols and written
histories of the Baltic Germans. Simultaneously this approach created a
static picture of the relation between peasants and lords, where the earlier era
was described as peaceful and the second as aggressive and under foreign
influence.

According to the Estonian historian Ea Jansen, this outlook on history
based on a blend of romanticism and dialectics was the product of the ro-
mantic poetry in Estonia in the mid 19th century, and the way that folk songs
and lyrics were written and interpreted in accordance with the romantic ideas
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of Herder.220 The Estonian scholar Jaan Undusk has further noted that the
poetic approach to history in Estonian literature idealized the past and im-
plied a return to the past as a vision of a glorious future.221 However, reflec-
tions on history could not teach the peasants anything more precise about
what the future would bring, and the farmers were not urged to return to past
glorious times but to create new.

Jakobson’s evolutionary world-view, as it was presented by him and re-
produced in other manuals, was similar to that of the dialectics of later
agrarianist ideologists like Herzeg and Stamboliski, for whom society
evolved through different economic stages linked to the domestication of
culture and the creation of ownership. Like Herzeg, Jakobson also viewed
the development of agriculture as a mean to achieve cultural goals.222 These
evolutionary ideas clearly broke with an understanding of society as resting
on tradition and of being in the hands of God. They cleared the way for
modernization driven by and controlled by humans. This understanding,
which was widespread during the 19th century, was based on the evolution-
ary understanding of nature ultimately expressed in the theories of Charles
Darwin. It had a vital influence on the social thought of the time, and was
even visible in the contemporary studies of history and ethnology, where the
evolution of culture and framing of civilisation was of a central impor-
tance.223

Simultaneously many Estonian journals and manuals propagated an idea
of classic schooling focusing on classic Greek and Roman history.224 In this
perspective agriculture was given the role as the foundation of all civiliza-
tion, from the evolution of ancient Egypt and classical Greece down to the
present day. The farmers’ position was consequently not only the oldest and
most natural way of life, but also the most essential and honourable.225 A
clear link was established between the ownership and cultivation of land on
one hand, and the creation of culture and civilization on the other. In the
agricultural instructions the word Eestlased (Estonians) referred to this ear-
lier romanticized culture of the region as well as neighbouring peoples such
as the Latvians or Finns. The idea of Estonians was used as an abstraction
going beyond the farmers and including all Estonian speaking people in gen-
eral. It was used to underline that there was a common goal, and that the
wellbeing of the individual was dependent on the work and progress of
community. Potentially the strong connection between development and
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agriculture could also be interpreted as creating a distance between the urban
and rural people, as was common among many of the later European agrari-
anist ideologists. However, the Estonian agricultural instructions emphasized
the organic dependence and unity of urban and rural society rather than the
opposite. Indirectly, though, the idea of an Estonian culture based on agri-
culture can be interpreted as a way of putting the means of progress in the
hands of the Estonian peasants and farmers, emphasizing the distance be-
tween them and the Baltic Germans based on class and ethnicity.

Of central importance in the historic reflections, however, was that they
established the idea that farmers could change the path of history by action.

Given the same basic understanding of history it is possible to see two
lines of arguments. On one hand, one can see the work of Jakobson promot-
ing a national consciousness and the evolution of a new farmer working for
the nation. His work was written during the national movement, in which he
was a vital participant. In his understanding the development of agriculture
was not enough in itself, but a means to national goals. By way of contrast,
one can look to agricultural writers such as Obram who viewed the peasants
as Estonians, and primarily intended to educate the farmers and make them
wealthy.

The Remains of Serfdom
These structural and abstract historical considerations were usually comple-
mented by down to earth explanations of farming. It was commonly under-
stood that the legacy of serfdom left the peasants in sleepy backwardness.
The peasants were stuck in old traditions and an outmoded understanding of
agriculture, and were unable to understand why their lives were so hard.226

Because of traditional beliefs the peasants did not care for more than their
daily bread and showed little interest in progress. According to Markus, lazi-
ness and hidebound customs were obvious to anyone who visited a tradi-
tional Estonian farm. Animals were kept in small huts rather then in barns,
cows were often placed in rooms more suitable for sheep. Barns were badly
built with large open gaps between the boards so that they were freezing cold
in the winter and with small windows, keeping sunlight and fresh air out in
the summer. Moreover, the slothful peasants did not bother to remove the
dung so the air was thick and unhealthy, the animals were dirty, and their
health was endangered. The most obvious signs of this misconduct were that
the cows gave less milk than they should and that the market price of cattle
was low. Indolence in taking care of the animals was, according to Markus,
defended with arguments such as that the animals should not be spoiled and
that they became stronger by living under hard conditions. Lacking any eco-

                                
226Jakobson, (1869) p. 1; ”Põllumeeste seltside tegewusest”, Põllumees 1897:6; ”Kuidas
wõiwad meie põllupidajad edasi saada?”, Põllumees 1899:6.
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nomic understanding, the peasants clung to outmoded, traditional agricul-
tural techniques and acted irrationally on the market.227

Using an inclusive “we” when addressing the readers, Obram and other
agricultural instructions established a boundary between the readers who
adapted to the new instructions and those who did not, and who were still
dependent on tradition and living in a spirit of serfdom.

The Rising Sun
According to the journals and manuals, farmers experienced many difficul-
ties in their day to day work and were steadily exposed to changing social
and economic conditions. Price fluctuated for the main agricultural products
like grain and flax, at the same time as the price of seeds and fertilizers re-
mained the same or even rose. The increasing transport possibilities over
long distances placed the small Estonian farmer inside a global market with
sharp competition.228 At the end of the 19th century cheap grain from Amer-
ica and Argentina, and even from India, kept down prices on the European
market at the expense of the East European peasants.229

In such hard times the agricultural journals and instruction books por-
trayed themselves as friends who wanted to give good advice to improve the
lives of the farmers, take the shade from their eyes, and let them see a new
day dawn.230

The symbols of the sun, light and the new day dawning where frequently
used to illustrate the new times. This idea was also communicated visually.
The first page in Teadus ja seadus põllul pictured a boy and a girl waiting
for their father to ride up to their house. In the background grain was ready
to be cut, an oak and a farm house, with smoke coming from the chimney,
were visible and the sun half way above the horizon.231 A similar theme em-
bellished Põllumees where a solitary farmer working a field was on the
cover. At the end of the field were a traditional Estonian farmhouse with a
steep straw roof and a traditional well, in the shade of some trees. Animals
grazed at the lakeside and the sun half below the horizon glittered on the
lake.232 In early morning or late evening, the sun illustrated the new times. In
the morning it gave hope, warmed the soil and brought life to plants, animals
and humans. It was also a symbol of the new age of enlightenment which
would bring knowledge to the farmers. A setting sun illustrated the hard
working farmer who tilled his soil from early morning to late in the evening,
                                
227Markus, (1896) p. 8f.
228 ”Põllumees ja teadus”, Põllumees 1895:6.
229 Jakobson, (1869) p. V; ”Armsad Eesti wennad ja õed!” Põllumees 1895:1; ”Põllumees ja
teadus” Põllumees 1985:6; ”Põllumeeste seltside tegewusest”, Põllumees 1897:6.
230 ”Armsad Eesti Wennad ja õed”, Põllumees 1895:1; ”Põllumeeste seltside tegewusest”,
Põllumees 1897:6; ”Sõbralised sõnad põllumeestele”, Põllumees 1903:1; ”Põllumajanduse
edenemine ja meie praegune seisukoht põllumajanduses”, Põllumajandus 1901:1.
231 Jakobson, (1869) p. I.
232 Põllumees 1895-1899.
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and, a farmer who after a long day's work went to the association meeting to
learn more and bring the benefits of enlightenment back home to his farm
and waiting children. The focal point was the small farm and the solitary
diligent responsible farmer, husband and father. Picturing the traditional
farm was a way of approaching the readers with a known symbol for home,
having clear national connotations.

The new enlightenment that was to be brought to the farmers was the
modernization of agriculture. By opening the eyes, hearts and minds of the
farmers it was hoped that they would adopt new methods, crops, breeds,
tools and equipment. The general transformation that was promoted in all
agricultural manuals and journals was a transformation from grain produc-
tion to cattle raising and dairy production.

According to the journals, modernization was most urgent.233 A charac-
teristic slogan for Põllumees was that: “[t]ime has flown forward, the world
and life has changed; the Estonian farmers must move in accordance with
these if he does not want to be left behind the other civilized peoples’” (Aeg
on edasi lendanud, ilm ja elu ennast muutnud; Eesti põllumees peab
nendega ühes astuma, kui ta mitte kultura-rahwaste tee äärde maha ei taha
jääda.)234 Not following this development would keep Estonian farmers and
agrarian society in a spirit of serfdom and make them lag behind the rest of
the western world. It was emphasized that an improvement of production,
productivity and quality, in comparison to other farmers, was the only way
to compete on the international markets, and the only way that the Estonian
framers could improve their living conditions.235

The Modern Farm
Promoting the transformation to modern agriculture, the manuals carefully
went through every relevant condition. The readers learned of the different
types of soil and the consistency of different minerals and organic materials.
The reader was made to understand that the composition of the soil was a
result of thousands of years of interplay between chemical and mechanical
forces of nature. A booklet on soil types and land reclamation made refer-
ence to the prehistoric ages of ice and volcanoes as well as ongoing process
whereby leaves decayed into mold through the activity of insects and bacte-
ria.

The spirit of modernity and science was created by using exactness and
definitions whenever possible and in Põllutöö õppetus each chapter was
introduced by definition shaping the subject.

                                
233 ”Põllumees ja teadus”, Põllumees 1895:6; Obram, (1893) p. 2, 27.
234 ”Armsad Eesti wennad ja õed!”, Põllumees 1895:1.
235 ”Põllumees ja teadus”, Põllumees 1895:6.
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However, the farmer was given to understand that he could influence this
process through hard work and the right methods.236 The given conditions
could, to some extent, be changed. Water logged fields could be dried up and
poor soil could be improved. The farmer should carefully use his knowledge
when buying land or a farm in order to get the right combination of land for
his purposes. The geographic location of the farm also had a decisive influ-
ence on the possibility for cooperating with other farmers on difficult pro-
jects, on getting news and taking part in the life of the local community.
Proximity to the main roads and larger cities was also of importance for what
the farm could market. Milk and other fresh products could not be trans-
ported a long distance, while grain butter and cheese could stand longer
journeys.237

 Other chapters presented the basics of plants and organic life. Knowledge
was divided into subjects like mineralogy to estimate the quality of the soil,
chemistry to improve the soil and botany to know better what to grow. Ex-
actness and scientific classifications were frequently used.238 Seeds, plants
and trees were often designated with Latin names and illustrated with de-
tailed anatomic drawings of the entire plant and its parts. Tables explained
what nutrition different fodder contained.239 Enlargements of plants demon-
strated the functions of cells in collecting water and sunlight.240 Drawings of
experimentally raised plants illustrated the need for minerals. The impact of
different fertilizers was shown in a similar way.241 Journals published tables
of experiments with different brands of potatoes and grain to find out the
best brands for the local conditions.242 Parasites, worms and insects causing
disease and damage were named and sometimes pictured, and even rabbits
devastating young fruit trees were named with Latin terminology.243 Differ-
ent farm animals and breeds were presented and pictured. The focus was
mostly on foreign breeds of milk and beef cattle, giving a picture of the
modern and desirable. However, to encourage the farmers to improve live-
stock, domestic farm breeds were also presented.244

                                
236 Ödegaard, (1899) p. 43-67; Grenstein, A., Maa tundmine (Tartu/Jürjew 1899).
237 Ödegaard, (1899) p. 322f; Obram, (1893) § 1-9, Jaanus, J., Talupoja tarkuse raamat
(Rakvere 1896); Kampmann, (1897).
238 ”Põllumees ja teadus”, Põllumees 1895:6.
239 Ödegaard, (1899) p. 211, Obram, (1893) p. 107-110. ”Laityrus silvestri (mets-seahernes)”,
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244 Obram, (1893) p. 123-133; ”Karjaloomade tõuud”, Põllumees 1900:1.
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Figure 2. “Buckwheat cultivated in wather” a typical illustration of an experiment.

Seen as a whole, these presentations reflected a central vision of modernity,
the idea that scientific knowledge was to be presented in a compartmental-
ized way, as different isolated subjects which could all, in one way or an-
other, be used separately to improve agriculture and control nature. This idea
stood in sharp contrast to a romantic idea of a ‘holistic’ world, in which na-
ture was one and the same thing, the whole having a greater worth and com-
plexity than its all of its parts put together.245

The idea of modernization was closely tied to technical improvements in
agricultural practices. Book chapters and articles were devoted to the latest
agricultural tools and equipment.246 Expressions like “[t]he higher the stan-
dard of agriculture is, the more machines and steam engine power are used”
illustrated the position of new technology.247 Obram gave considerable atten-
tion to the new agricultural machines. By discussing the importance of well-
ploughed land and addressing the readers about the damage occurring when
the ploughs hit stones, he emphasized the use of new manufactured tools that
would withstand hard work and improve the speed and depth of ploughing.
In words and pictures everything from light manpowered hand ploughs to
heavy ploughs needing two horses or oxen were presented. Detailed instruc-

                                
245Arvidsson, Håkan, “Stiger vi op mot lyset? – om uplysning og romantik” in Kruse, Tove
Elisabeth (ed), Historiske kulturstudier: Tradition–modernitet–antimodernitet (Roskilde
2003) p. 150.
246 Obram, (1893) p. 28-35; Ödegaard, (1899) p. 96f.
247 ” Põllumees ja teadus”, Põllumees 1895:6.
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tions told of the benefits of the German Ruchadlo plough, the American
plough, and the Swedish Jakobson plough.248 A horse driven “American” hay
rake, reels and machines for cleaning and sorting seeds were presented in the
same way.249 Pictures were rare in the material, so the sketches of exhibited
machines and new breeds of farm animals stood out in contrast to the rest of
the text.250 The pictures in Obrams’ book were taken from the Tartu trade and
manufacturing firm Franzenschütte, which was mentioned as a reliable pro-
vider of tools in the text. In journals, articles discussing tools could be ac-
companied with advertisements.251 This interplay between instructions and
advertisements was common, and even if not always so direct as in Obram;
the manufacturer's names were often visible in the pictures, linking the, often
foreign, producers to the vision of modernity and giving them the credit for
what was promoted in the texts.252 This made the difference between the
illustration and an advertisement hard to tell, and a unified picture of the
modern machine, with the similar purpose – to increase the use and numbers
of agricultural machines - was given. One of the advertisers, the Swedish
firm Alfa-Laval, even printed its own instruction books on milk manufac-
turing in the early 20th century. It presented a positive image of Danish fam-
ily based agriculture in order to convince the farmers that the future was in
dairy production.253

Some authors and publishers also had an obvious fascination with large
steam engine powered machines. Steam engines were frequently advertised,
and sometimes discussed, in the journals. They presented an ideal of moder-
nity, an agriculture managed in accordance with the new science, where
physical strength to some extent was replaced by agricultural knowledge and
the ability handle machines. But the experience of such machines on small
farm agriculture during the 19th century was so limited, that they remained
an ideal. After the turn of the century more machines were used even in
small farm agriculture. The journals made an effort to discuss their function-
ality, but still mostly with agriculture in foreign countries as a model. Only
after the turn of the 20th century did Põllutööleht picture machines at work in
the Estonian countryside. Properly dressed village men, expressing wealth
and fascination for the modern, surrounded the pictured steam engine.254

                                
248 Obram, (1893) p. 26-35; ”Põllutööriistadest ja nende tarwitamisest”, Põllumees 1899:12.
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1899:2, 3, 4, 5.
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ülevaatega põllumeeste olukorrast Taanis] (St.Petersburg 1907, 1909).
254 ”Wäljasõidud niidumasinatega”, Põllutööleht 1907:34.
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Figure 3. Men from Kambja standing in the shade of a
tree watching a machine working on a field.

The keyword for the spirit of modernity was ‘rationality’. Rational farm
work was consciously planed in accordance to good sense, scientific knowl-
edge, and sufficient time. It should always be conducted so that no time was
wasted on useless work and no task was left unfinished, the goal being to
maximize farm production. The farmer had to plan the workload among the
work force and over the year, so that the work and efforts of everyone gave
the best result. In Mõistlik põllumees the idea of rationality was illustrated by
short conversations among three village farmers. Already their names em-
bodied their attitudes to modern agriculture. Kaunispea Kaarel was charac-
terized as a smart and well educated farmer. Tõntsu Toomas had only a sec-
ondary village education but had an open mind and was curious. Saadu
Aadu) was a traditional farmer stuck in customary beliefs. In one of the first
conversations the village men discussed the appearance of a new agricultural
instruction book. Aadu stated that good farmers could succeed without help-
ful books and modern knowledge. He had once opened Jakobson’s Teadus ja
seadus põllul and had found it hard to understand and useless. He added that
farmers, anyway, did not have the time to read. Kaarel admitted that books
were costly and sometimes hard to understand, but that the efforts put on
reading them would give time and money back if the knowledge were
used.255 When talking about the poor and miserable fields of the neighbour-
ing village, Aadu had no explanation. According to him, his soil looked as
good as anyone else’s soil and he had fertilized it, and he underlined the
hopeless situation by stating that “sand will remain sand and mud remain
mud,” no matter what you do.256 Kaarel replied telling him that his fields

                                
255 Markus, (1893) p. 2.
256 Markus, (1893) p. 63.
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need not only fertilizers, but the right fertilizers and that he could prove that
Aadu’s fields lacked lime. To Toomas’ enthusiasm, he explained the need of
lime and other minerals. Regarding the fields of the neighbouring village
Kaarel concluded that there was a lack of will and knowledge in the village,
and therefore a lack of money, which made the bad conditions permanent.257

With this Kaarel highlighted the most central aspects of the agricultural im-
provement, the will to work combined with the right knowledge, in order to
use the time in the best way. He tied them to the wealth of certain farmers.
Kaarel illustrates economical rationality in the autumn when the village men
discussed the low price of potatoes. Aadu complains and doubts if it would
be worth digging them up. Kaarel, however, sees the solution to feed them to
his pigs, so the pigs would become fat and he would get the money for the
potatoes back with a surplus when selling fattened the pigs on the market.
He symbolized the idea of a rational agriculture. But he was not able to con-
vince Aadu who complained that a cow died the previous year when Aadu
fed it potatoes, a tragic circumstance that only could be explained by his lack
of the knowledge that potatoes should be boiled before being fed to ani-
mals.258

The idea of rationality presented up to the beginning of the 20th century
was farm oriented. The essence was caught in Kaarel’s reasoning that the
farmer first of all should see to the recourses of the farm when feeding the
animals and fertilizing the fields. Tools and other products should only be
bought if there was no possibility to produce such a thing on the farm or if
the manufactured products were superior. In Obram’s instructions this atti-
tude is exemplified by the minor interest he shows for chemical fertilizers.
Putting the focus on the small farm meant putting the responsibility for the
farm and its improvement on the shoulders of the individual farm owner.
Turning back to the historic perspective, putting the responsibility for devel-
opment on the individual farmer, also implied putting the responsibility for
building the culture on his shoulders.

Modernity Among Others
International models were used to exemplify the benefits of modernization.
They acquainted the readers with the competition on the market, and the
market’s global character. Constant references were made to Dutch and
Swedish agriculture when it came to different animal husbandry, and to
Danish and German agriculture for specialization and rational production
methods.259
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Traveller reports made comparisons on the level of modernity and rapid-
ity of progress in foreign agriculture. In 1899 Põllumees presented a series of
travel letters from North America. The author, Graf Fredric Berg, a well
known noble promoter of agricultural improvement, travelled from the west
coast to Chicago with his son, to take part in the Chicago World Fair. On the
way, he visited towns, villages and farms to study and learn from American
agriculture. The letters were often flavoured with lively descriptions of the
beautiful nature and the wealthy countryside which he saw from the train
window. And the author paid attention to how people celebrated the 4th of
July, and commented on local customs and traditions as both familiar and
exotic.

Visiting a large dairy farm Berg wrote that four hundred cows were kept
indoors, and that barn windows could be mechanically closed if the weather
got bad. Even if he had heard about such things the author had never seen it
in reality before. The dairy was described as small and purposeful and very
clean. Butter, which at the time was being produced for the Chicago fair was
so yellow that it seemed to have been artificially coloured. The friendly
manager told Berg that the secret behind its taste and colour was the way
that the animals were fed. And he made it possible for the author to give a
description of the mixture of grains and maize that the animals were fed the
year round.

A small farm visited a few days later shone with the same wealth. The
beautiful summerhouse was surrounded by a park where trees and bushes
had been carefully trimmed and where everything was clean. The farmer and
his young wife welcomed the visitor with a farm style dinner. On a walk
around the farm, they paced through a large park to reach the fields, and the
author marvelled to see more cows of the same breed than he had ever seen
before.260 Later he also became familiar with the milk from these cows,
which was so fat that people who were used to the fat milk poured out other
less fat milk saying that it was water. The idea that the readers would get
from the story was obviously that they should put their efforts on getting
good breeds and pay attention their feeding.

The main feature in the letters from the American countryside was mod-
ernity, closely linked to ideal of scientific agriculture. But it was also linked
to tidiness, orderliness and frugality. Modern production was impressive; the
milk tasted better and the butter was golden. People lived in wealth and the
spirit was mirrored in their behaviour. They were friendly and beautiful and
unspoiled by their wealth. The author noted that basic farm values were pre-
served, as people were working and the farmer, as work leader, was in
charge. To underline this picture, and make it feel more real, Berg came to
visit a farm that was not properly managed. It lacked the spirit of modernity
and real order. People were not particularly friendly. The farm owner was
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absent, so a boy walked the visitors around the farm. He showed them a farm
where the fields were far apart and where the cattle were diverse as in Esto-
nia, and the visit ended much sooner than expected.

In Chicago Berg continued to be impressed but expressed mixed feelings.
The large houses and the effective fire fighters with a steam engine pump
impressed him, but the stressed atmosphere and untrustworthy people in the
large city also affected him. The purpose of Berg’s visit at the exhibition was
to demonstrate a machine for seed cleaning, and to take part in a competition
for agricultural machines. Walking through the endless exhibitions’ halls he
was confronted with the quantity and quality of the industrially manufac-
tured tools and machines, exhibited on fine carpets. This gave him once
more the possibility to reflect on the relative difference in modernity as he
considered even the best Russian manufactured machines stood in the shade
of the shining American tools. And with some irony he admitted that the
everywhere repeated slogan “the bigist in the world” in the world” was
true.261 Despite the excellence of the American machines, Berg managed to
win awards for his machine.

Berg’s prize winning machine gave a ‘David and Goliath’ illustration to
the story, saying that good Estonian work and thinking could compete even
with the best. Berg described America as impressive and far ahead of Esto-
nia, but not impossible to compete with. The letters provided a picture of
modernity, and created a living utopia, without the scientific expressions
normally used in the instructions.

The different farm visits gave a human face to modernity and showed that
the American farmers were much like the Estonians. Concluding his trip
Berg also made some reflections on the hard life in America, and he spe-
cially noted that the life of many immigrants had become hard.262 He was
aware the other side of the coin, and took a position against the idea that
emigration would be an easy solution for thus who wanted to succeed.
Changes and improvements could be inspired by others, but had to be done
at home. A similar position to modernization was given in articles about
emigration to Siberia, signed by representatives of the provincial authorities.
The propaganda of a prosperous future in Siberia was met with descriptions
of thus who had not succeeded and who had not realized the harsh climate
and huge amount of work that had to be put into turning woods and marches
in to fertile fields.263

To summarize, the agricultural instruction books and journals viewed
conditions in Estonian agriculture as generally poor. The economic condi-
tions were bad and the general agricultural knowledge outmoded, but there
was hope. To illustrate the conditions and to urge the farmers to choose a
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path of development, the manuals put Estonian agriculture in a historical and
international context. Depending on the purpose, folklore and history was
used to underline the position of the agriculture as the backbone of society in
a firm agrarianist manner. The central message in the historic considerations
was that society was changing and that it was possible to change society by
taking action. Responsible for taking this action was primarily put on the
shoulders of the independent farmer. This provided the idea of responsibility
with a strongly masculine character and distinguished if from landlords and
foreigners.

The instructions had a clear scientific approach and aimed to impose a
scientific attitude towards the development of agriculture. Knowledge was
described with exactness in a compartmentalized fashion, in text and pic-
tures. A central element in this approach was rationality, urging the farmers
to combine their assets and efforts in the right way so as to maximise the
farm production. The role of tradition in managing agriculture was thor-
oughly denied or neglected.

The agricultural instructions of the late 19th century focused on the farmer
and were oriented towards the development of the individual family farm,
but also addressed the need of cooperation among farmers, especially by
promoting the founding of agricultural associations.
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5. The Farmer, his Farm and his Family

In the following chapter I intend to investigate how the agricultural instruc-
tions described the basic unit in the agriculture: the farm and its inhabitants.
The focus will be on describing the farm and on the questions of how farm
work should be organized and of how modernization was to be achieved on
the farm. The questions will be viewed from an ideological perspective
where the aim is to investigate its implications on the idea of the citizen.

The Farmer
To visualize the program of modernization, the journals and instruction
books created a picture of an ideal farmer. He was always a man and by his
actions he represented the transformation of the traditional rural peasant into
the modern farmer. The ideal was not consistent, and contained contradic-
tions and hidden conflicts, mirroring the transforming society. The most
comprehensive discussions of the farmer's character are found in the instruc-
tion books from the 1890s. The implementation and transformation of this
ideal can be followed in the 20th century in the agricultural journals.

The basic virtues of the farmer were the will and ability to work and to
use purposeful knowledge in cultivation. Work was the essence of human
life. Work gave the farmer his daily bread, made it taste good and allowed
the farmer to sleep well at night. It filled his life with joy and meaning.
Through hard work the farmer could master nature and make the soil provide
what was needed, as well as lay the groundwork for society. By hard work
swamps could be turned in to fields and schools and churches could be built.
By work, the farmer fulfilled his obligations to God and community.264

Farming was presented as the most complex profession of all and it was
stated that a farmer needed to use his acuity and intelligence more than oth-
ers. The ideal agriculturalist had to be versatile and able to master all possi-
ble problems appearing on the farm. Most basic was his ability to farm the
land, to plough and sow in the right way and at the right time, and to care for
farm animals gently and skilfully. The farmer should also know how to build
houses, mend barns, make fences, repair tools, and exercise various handi-
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crafts.265 Underlying the descriptions of the farmers’ versatility was that his
skills and knowledge should be updated and reflect the modern spirit pre-
sented of the agricultural instructions. So when the farmer fed his animals it
was to be undertaken in accordance with science, and when he built a house,
it should be a modern and purposeful house.266 Besides knowledge the farmer
was also expected to have a good portion of common sense. Turning back to
Markus description of the badly managed farm, the farmer’s good sense
should make him understand the need of proper and clean barns, and to keep
the animals warm and healthy. Managing modern agriculture the farmer
should have a good understanding of the market as he had to sell hiss surplus
in order to be able to by what he could not produce. Moreover a good under-
standing of the market would make it possible for the farmer to take advan-
tage of the fluctuations in prices and decide whether to sell or store his prod-
ucts. The agricultural almanacs gave information on when markets were held
in villages and towns in the counties and province, but also in the large
towns of the Empire.267 To give the latest news about the meat, milk and
butter markets Põllumees published information on prices.268 Even if local
markets were mentioned, the main interest was put on the Riga, Moscow and
Hamburg markets, where the prices of different qualities and forms of butter
and dairy products were given.269 Journals and almanacs provided farmers
with information about how to send letters and telegrams over long and short
distances, and with train tables including far away destinations such as Mos-
cow, Warsaw and Berlin.270 The long distance travel and information on
foreign markets seems to have been more an ideal then a real need. It is even
doubtful if it could be considered rational for the farmer, according to the
general arguments in the agricultural journals, to visit or contact these mar-
kets by himself. But, when the foreign markets and the destinations of the
trains where given the farmer was put in relation to the surrounding world
and provided with knowledge about the modern. The names of the foreign
producers and their products provided a relative picture of modernity, which
harmonized well with the descriptions given in articles and letters from
abroad. Moreover, it made the foreign producers and products feel more
familiar and probably made the market appear less abstract.

Selling his products, making forecasts or purchasing land, the farmer
would also find it useful to have some knowledge of law and economy. To
be in control of his production and assets the farmer should keep an account-
book, and have knowledge of different ways of saving and lending money.
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Agricultural almanacs published tables estimating the growth of savings in
bank accounts and state bonds, where the farmer could measure the best way
of sawing for his purposes. The advice on saving during the 1890s generally
followed a path of economic rationality, and did not consider, for example,
whether the credit institutions were Estonian or foreign.271 Introductions of
account-books and production registers were as much a necessary tool and
symbol for commercial agriculture as the introduction of chemical fertilizers
and machinery. This implemented the idea of rationality and the demand for
order in the farm economy, and thereby appealed to a wider understanding of
order and tidiness as symbols of modernity.

The almanacs also provided the farmer with the essentials of the law, as it
would help him to know his rights and duties in relation to the state, trades-
men and other landowners. It would equip him to make proper business
agreements as well as to foresee disagreements that could occur. In case his
business ended in a dispute it was also necessary to know to which authori-
ties to turn in order to get the problems solved.272 In a wider perspective,
knowledge of the law can be understood from an emancipator’s perspective,
aiming to illustrate an independent farmer. With knowledge in law the
farmer would now be able to question and renegotiate agreements with mid-
dlemen and others, and thereby not be easily deceived. He would be free to
handle his economic issues, to make his own agreements and to defend him-
self in court.

Taken together the picture of the ideal farmer provided the basic charac-
teristics of an independent member of the local community, and in the long
run the characteristics for a citizen. The ownership of land was fundamental
to this outlook. From an agrarianist perspective it provided the farmer with
the essentials of life and with economic and social security. But it was also
closely tied to the ideas of work and responsibility upon which the welfare of
the local community was based. In reality ownership of land was also the
basic criteria for participation in the political life of the rural townships in
the Baltic provinces, as it gave the right to participate in the village assembly
and to be a candidate for the leading positions. In this way the instructions
presented a picture of a citizen based on the emancipated Estonian farmer as
well as a picture of current conditions. Full responsibility for the present and
the local community as well as for the future and the whole society, how-
ever, could only be taken by a farmer who was willing to improve his agri-
culture and adapt to modernity. From this perspective, the promotion of
knowledge of the law can also be understood as a way to maintain the
farmer’s freedom and position. The necessity of understanding the law and
the functions of governmental institutions also corresponded well to the
contemporary idea of the citizen presented in the political literature of the
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beginning of the 20th century. Writings like Jaan Tõnisson’s Kodaniku
Käsiraamat (The Citizen’s Handbook) stressed the individual’s need to
know his rights and to understand state political and legal structures, in order
to be a good citizen.273

The picture of the farmer as an ideal citizen slowly developed over time.
The focus shifted from the farmer as builder of society in an historical per-
spective to the farmer as builder of the future in current times. While the
agricultural instruction books of the 1890s primarily focused on the charac-
ter and development of the individual farmer and his farm, the journals, after
the turn of the century, turned to the farmers with the idea that every
farmer’s development was dependent on his neighbours. By uniting the
knowledge and the skills of every farmer, the strength of the collective
would be stronger then just the sum of the individuals. This underlined the
importance of cooperation among the farmers. Many articles returned to
what they considered as the problem of the excessive individualism among
farmers which, according to the authors, had appeared after the farmers had
bought their land and consolidated their farms. The natural response to this
was according to the journals to return to the Jakobsonian idea of the agri-
cultural association as vital instruments for life long learning and improve-
ment. The associations were presented as an arena where farmers could learn
to socialise with others and acquire the good habits which correspond to
their position in society. Through meetings and discussions, the farmers
would learn to take a joint responsibility and to jointly solve problems in the
society as responsible members of the community. The associations were
meant to life the old traditions of cooperation in the village, but to do it in a
way that that fulfilled the needs of the new times.274

The picture of the model farmer was complex and not consistent. On one
hand he was the practically versatile, physically capable and self-sufficient
agriculturist, which owed much to the traditional ideal of manhood. This was
linked to an understanding of the male body, which through hard work con-
trolled the main source of life and wealth, the land. This physical ability and
persistence distinguished the farmer from others. Since he was able to carry
out everything on the farm, his position could not be challenged. In contrast
to the traditional man, modern manhood also showed through his knowledge
and will of improvement, and through his ability to rationally carry out his
tasks and cooperate with others.

The agricultural manuals did not draw up sharp borders excluding people
not fully living up to the criteria. In Kaunispea Kaarel Markus imagined
conversations on agriculture, as an example, discussed with the other farm-
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ers on an equal basis, even if the reader was made to understand to whom the
future belonged. Not excluding or being too explicit was surely a way of
adapting to the real conditions, where the majority of the farmers were not
modern in the sense that the manuals expected. It allowed the average farmer
to identify with the description of the farmer and the general aims of mod-
ernization. Even when intellectuals were portrayed, physical strength was
mentioned as a sign of manhood. In an obituary in Põllutööleht over Jakob
Hurt, an intellectual, clergyman and front person in the national movement,
his life was described both through the perspective of an educated person
focusing on improving his knowledge and sharing it with the common peo-
ple, and through the perspective of a hard working farmer. Seeking knowl-
edge in his youth he re returned to till the soil as in adulthood.275 The de-
scription of his lifeline has many similarities with the way of life the editors
of the agricultural journals were described and it is obvious that the practical
skills of agriculture and cultivating were necessary characteristics to obtain
respect among the farmers.

The combination of skills and knowledge visualised the emergence of a
new agrarian elite, best represented by the agricultural instructors and trained
agronomists who travelled from village to village holding courses. The pic-
ture of the ideal farmer was thereby not only a picture of some one that the
farmer should become but also of someone that the farmer should follow. In
this sense the ideas of the traditional farmer were not fully replaced with the
ideas of the modern, rather the traditional was complemented with the mod-
ern and only the obvious contradictions eroded. Viewed in a broader per-
spective the process corresponds well with the changes of manhood appear-
ing in many parts of the western world at the time. In this transformation, an
adaptation to modern conditions and a linking of modernity and manhood
were essential. But simultaneously physical strength and abilities re emerge
as characteristics linking manhood to ideas of race and culture.276

In relation to the ideal farmer a counter ideal was formed, far beyond the
negative characteristics of traditional farmer. The countertype, was often to
be found among those not willing to participate in the community, those
acting irrationally due to laziness, and those living irresponsibly, by drinking
and not looking more than a day ahead. An article describes a farmer who
plants his potatoes in the spring but is too lazy to take them up in the autumn
so that they rot before they reach the market.
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Land and Family
Land and family were the farmer’s most important assets according to the
agricultural instruction books. The instruction books urged a rational rela-
tionship to the soil where the farmer actively and rationally should choose
the land he wanted to till and the goods he wanted to produce.277

In the instruction books, the farm size was often estimated in terms of
how much work, and how many hands and horses that where required for
cultivation. A large farm was, according to Ödegaard, a normal holding,
which the farmer’s family was unable to manage by themselves. In order to
get the work done they were in constant need of farmhands and a supervisor
to lead them. On a medium farm the farmer’s family was able to manage
most tasks during the year, even if they needed extra help at harvest time. On
a small farm the farmer’s family could manage all the tasks and possibly be
in the position to hire out their labor for a time. According to the logic taught
by the instruction books, the large farm was too large since the farmer would
lack full control over the farm and the work. He thus was unable to live up to
the special responsibilities for the land that his position as farmer placed on
him. At the same time the small farm, which was too small to feed the family
for the whole year, often forced the farmer to leave agriculture. Instead he
would probably have to work on someone else’s land or find occupation
outside agriculture, and thereby be unable to show his land the full responsi-
bility it deserved.278 This idea of measuring a farm’s size and sustainability
seams to have been widespread and was even used in Aleksander Eisen-
schmidt’s academic studies on agricultural improvement in the beginning of
the 20th century.279 The size of the ideal farm was not more precisely given.
According to examples in the agricultural instructions, a normal farm would
have two horses, five to eight cows and be between 60 and 100 Riia vaka-
maad, which would be 22 to 36 ha, a size that was close to the average inde-
pendent farm in Estonia at the turn of the 20th century.280 To manually thresh
the grain from such a farm would need six people for up to twenty days,
which indicated the need for a large family.281

In relation to land the family was an asset taken for granted and seldom
discussed. While land often was devoted own chapters in the instruction
books and articles in the journals, the family was only present when work
was described or mentioned in tables mapping the needed work force for
different tasks. When mentioned, however, a large and hard working family
was viewed as essential for a farmer who wanted to succeed, especially dur-
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ing hard times.282 The farmer’s ability to keep the family together and work
towards a common goal was a necessity. Markus mentioned that a farmer
without a united family would find himself “stuck in deep mud”.283 In jour-
nals and instruction books this family was sometimes pictured.

Figure 4. The ideal nuclear family as pictured in N. Ödegaard’s agricultural in-
struction book Põllutöö õppetus.

Absent from pictures and descriptions were people not fully able to work,
especially older men. It appears that they lost their full value from the mo-
ment they handed over the responsibility for the farm to the next generation.
They no longer provided the family with what it needed, and were not re-
sponsible for the future. As workers, they were not fully capable and their
knowledge was outmoded. Elder women were also absent when modernity
and agriculture were discussed but could, in contrast, take part in the house-
work and pass their traditional knowledge on to younger women.284

The idea of the nuclear family in the agricultural instruction books must
be viewed as a part of the modern project. During the feudal period more
than half of the farm household consisted of people who did not belong to
the farmer’s biological family. Farmhands and relatives working on the farm
or fulfilling the farmer’s duties on the estate were common, as were elderly,
poor or disabled people taken care of by the household.285 In a system where
labor rent or corvée dominated, a large household was the best way for the
peasant to fulfil his obligations to the estate, and thereby keep tending to his
land.286 In Livland about a quarter of the farms were also so called co-farms
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with two or more farm households sharing a single farm.287 The large and
complex families and households did, however, not mean that the whole
household lived under the same roof. Farmhands were differently situated on
the farm according to their marital status. Young and unmarried farmhands
and unmarried farm maids usually lived with the landowning family, while
farm servants saunamehed and popsid lived with their own families and
some times with a bit of land in crofts at the farm. Farmhand families were
usually considered to be a part of the farm's workforce and could have dif-
ferent obligations, from only taking part in the harvest to performing full
duties at the manor.288 In extended families the farm master was the head of,
and responsible for, everyone living on his farm. His biological family and
the patriarchal structure of the feudal society included hierarchical dimen-
sions of gender and class. The transformation from an extended family,
where the demands of a large work force caused the family to stay with rela-
tives on the same farmstead, to a nuclear family in Estonia was visible from
the second half of the 19th century.289 Abolishment of labor duties on the
manors made the demand for servants decrease. The peasants’ possibility of
buying land, the money economy, and mechanization of the agriculture also
decreased the need of a large labor force in the rural areas. The reduction of
family size was thus associated with the modernization of society.290

The growing group of self-owning farmers and the break up of the ex-
tended families also increased the class differences in the rural villages.
Whilst social borders between the family of the peasant master and the
families of his farmhands had been moderate, the borders became sharper
from the second half of the 19th century.291

The idea of family was also, almost certainly, affected by the rising bour-
geoisie idealization of the nuclear family.292 But, unlike the urban father the
farmer was, not presented as the breadwinner, rather as the one responsible
for the family’s jointly bringing the daily bread to the table. With moderni-
zation the patriarch became a father with the prime responsibility for the
biological family. It appears to have been in contrast to an understanding of
an un conscious and un structures up bringing in extended families, where
every one in the household took part. In the journals the responsibility to
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bring up children was presented as a conscious action, tied to a responsibility
for other humans as well as the future. Raising children was a task where the
parents should work together and chare the responsibility. But it was also a
task divided between the mother and the father, in the way that it was the
father’s prime responsibility mediate his knowledge to the son and the
mother’s to the daughter.293

Work and Farmhands
Despite the idealisation of the family, farmhands were described as a natural
part of farm life, especially on larger farms and during the time when the
family’s children were young.294 According to the agricultural journals,
farmhands and farm maids should preferably be hired as couples and over a
long time. The farm would mostly need both a male servant and a maid, and
by hiring couples the farmer could avoid that the farm hands ran away, stole
from him and spent the free time drinking. Tying the farm hands to the farm
for a long time also meant that they would feel affiliated to the family and
feel loyalty and responsibility to the farm. To avoid conflicting interest the
journals also preferred that the farm servants should be paid in money and
not in the right to use land, as the later would make them more loyal to their
own land than to the farmer’s land.295 The rationality behind these arguments
was primarily not economic but a concern for the land, and the recommen-
dations on farmhands, like the ideas on cooperation, mirrored a traditional
idea in a modern shape. The reality on the farms was often the opposite, that
farmhands were kept for a short time and seldom as a couple.296

According to Ödegaard, the farmer had to be one among the workers at
work, but the premier among them. He was naturally the one who would
lead and supervise the work. The farmer’s position as a work leader was
based on his education and his ability to handle every imaginable task on the
farm, so that everyone working on the farm could look up to him without
doubts about his competence.297 Leading the work, the farmer should always
consider every aspect of a task before giving it. He should always carefully
explain what was expected and never hesitate or be unclear, as it would be
understood as a lack of knowledge. He should never give farmhands more
work then they could manage or give the same task to too many farm hands
as this could cause disrespect for the work.298 A farmer should always ap-
proach the workers calmly, and newer raise his voice, use improper language
or lose his temper. Well-done work should be met with respect and be
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praised in the way that it deserved.299 If a farmhand made mistakes he should
be talked to, and not reprimanded in front of others unless he committed
mistakes again through laziness. Work leaders, should never be reprimanded
in the presence of farmhands, as it would undermine the whole order at the
farm.300 Honor and mutual respect were thereby central characteristics in the
relationship between the farmer and the workers.301

Markus encouraged farmers to set an example for their workers with their
knowledge and good character and to ensure that the farmhands observed
good hygiene and abstained from drinking. The need for a role model was
greatest for the young men, and their upbringing was of special concern for
the farmer.302

Despite the middle sized farm ideal, where the farmer's family could
manage most of the work by it self, the description of the farmer as a work
leader often gave the impression that he was in charge of a large work force.
It indicates the expected wealth of the modern agriculture and in same sense
served as a vision in the same way as the traveller letters in the journals. It
also was an expression of the farmer’s masculinity as he could show and
share his knowledge and abilities in front of many people and the successful
farmer could use less time for farm work and more time for marketing and
learning new techniques.

As a sign of respect farmhands should be timely and reasonably paid,
without having to ask for it. Payment should be made in accordance with the
tasks that had been fulfilled. Fixed wages would keep order in society and
prevent the harmony from being disturbed by “unhealthy” strikes and pro-
tests, as in the urban society.303 The promoted wage system had parallels to
older customs, where agreements were made in advance, and where farm-
hands were paid in kind and in the right to use land. Payment in kind de-
creased during the second half of the 19th century. According to some stud-
ies, this was a result of the farmers’ attempts to reduce labor costs. But other
studies considered it a result of the introduction of money based economy
and increasing possibilities to buy manufactured goods.304 The recommenda-
tions mirror the understanding that rural labour was special and contained a
responsibility to both the farm and the society.

 Farmwork was professional, based on an agreement between the farmer
and the farmhand. This stood in sharp contrast to the work carried out in the
extended family and the custom of unpaid voluntary joint farm work, talgud,
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which was usual up to the first decades of the 20th century.305 The farmer
would also be able to demand more work and skills from a paid work force
then from a voluntary work force.

Modernization and specialization, thus, brought about a new understand-
ing on the division of labor, most visibly in aspects of class, age and gender.
A mature man, owning land, was accustomed to heading a household where
he supervised and led the work of laborers, young men, and women, and
brought in money. The ownership distinguished him from the young man,
who was expected to work either for his father or for money. Without land a
man remained a ‘youngster’ for his whole life and remained in need of being
led and disciplined. The class distinction was preserved, as farmhands
should not be given the right to use land, and thereby be denied the responsi-
bility for land that was essential for the farmer’s position. Simultaneously,
fixed wages defined class barriers and were designed to maintain gender
differences. While the labour of a farmhand’s wife, in the feudal society, had
been considered as a part of the farmhand’s duties, she was only paid a half
wage as an employed labourer.306 This separated their work, their tasks and
the expectations put on then from the male. It subordinates her to a man, as
the wage was not enough for a breadwinner. This introduced a new employ-
ment relation, where ties and responsibilities between the farmer and his
farmhands were loosened. It imposed the emergence of the same idea of
freedom and independence on the servants as characterised the farmers, but
the idea was frequently contested by the idea of a need of a paternal order on
the farm.

The picture of the work leader mirrored both tradition and the modern un-
derstanding of a farmer and formed a contradicting ideal. His ownership and
knowledge made him the natural leader of the farm work. He was expected
to have a professional relationship to the employed. At the same time he was
given the position of a ‘father’ for everyone living or working at the farm.
He was supposed to be morally superior, and should be a model for every-
one, by using his education and keeping the young away from drinking. His
words were to be followed but unlike the authority of the patriarch his deci-
sions needed to be motivated, directly or indirectly, by his knowledge, deeds
and character.

Visible and Invisible Farm Work
The agricultural instructions upheld the idea that the farmer, by definition,
was a man and his work the norm through a strict gender coding of tasks and
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tools. This understanding was supported by the general focus on male coded
tasks when presenting modernization and commercialization. Men worked
outdoors, in the fields or in the woods. In their work they were accompanied
by horses, oxen, and heavy equipment and later on by agricultural ma-
chines.307 Through this a male sphere was created and its primacy was un-
derlined by its strong connection to modernization and commercialization.
Unremarked, defined by what men did not do or where men were not work-
ing, a women’s sphere was also created. Women were ideally working in-
doors, or close to the house. Women’s task was the household in a broad
sense and consisted of the daily food making, making of clothes and taking
care of children. In the winter time women were also occupied with handi-
crafts and in the Baltic area this was often the manufacturing of linen. Out-
doors, women should work in the vegetable garden surrounding the house
and with the animals kept there, such as cows, ducks, chickens and lambs.308

Two ethnographic studies, however, give a more nuanced picture of farm
work. Work on Estonian farms was generally organized according to a patri-
archal norm where tasks were divided by age and sex but as in most regions
with a less well off agriculture everybody able to work participated during
harvest times. Reaping the fields, the farmer took the lead and the other men
went in the first row using scythes while women followed with rakes and
collected the harvest. Working together was an opportunity for both sexes to
show strength and ability and the work was often flavoured by masculine
contests to keep the tempo.309 Threshing grain, women usually carried and
collected grain while older men managed the fire and the others used flails to
thresh. The division of labour was, however, not fully fixed. If a man was
missing, a woman could take his position. As elsewhere in the western world
it seems to have been an unwritten rule that a man could take a women’s
position.310 Younger people could work side-by-side managing almost the
same tasks.311 This was possible as their age and lack of position made their
gender categorization less important. The division of labour also differed
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slightly from region to region so that grain threshing could be a woman's
duty on the islands where the fishing undertaken by men was considered to
be of greater importance for the family economy than the agriculture.

 Figure 5. Harvesting rye – not always a masculine work.

The stereotypes of male and female work were an essential factor for up-
holding the idea of the ideal farmer. By not comparing, and by keeping the
discussions of male and female work separated, the farmers’ character and
position was never contested. The idea of two spheres, separated in space,
was most probably influenced by the contemporary bourgeoisie domestica-
tion of women, where a separation of home and work, private and public,
were essential. The brief attention paid to fieldwork and strict gender coding
of fieldwork in the agricultural instruction books can partly be explained by
the fact that manual fieldwork did not correspond to the idea of modern agri-
culture. The strict gender coding was also a way to indicate wealth in mod-
ern agriculture as machines and rural labourers employed for a short time
would make it possible for farm people to maintain their status even during
harvest. Manual harvest work was therefore considered without the details
used when describing modern male tasks. Women were absent in the de-
scriptions as their work marked the traditional in contrast with the modern
work managed by men. In accordance to the evolutionistic ideas present in
the late 19th century a gender coded division of labour was often interpreted
as a sign of development and civilisation. Upholding this understanding,
women belonging to cultures considered as less developed, were often char-
acterised as unfeminine.312 The connection between a gender coded division
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of labour and a modern culture becomes even clearer when the perspective is
broadened. In the cultural but still rural oriented women’s journal Linda,
women were often pictured working in the fields. The pictures presented a
realistic, but at the same time romantic, picture of farm work, more tied to a
national understanding of the rural as a base for the nation then to the mod-
ern view. From this perspective, women’s field work can at the same time be
interpreted as a way of upholding idea of the family farm, and as maintain-
ing a distance from the Baltic German landlords whose women never were
working on the fields.

The agricultural instructions also mirrored the division of labor by giving
female coded skills only minor attention. In Põllumees a special section for
women, named “Useful instructions for farm mistresses”, Tululikud
näpunäited perenaistele, appeared from time to time. The section consisted
of less than a page and gave direct advice on cooking, cleaning and handi-
crafts. The articles were written by women and addressed women without
the introductions or reflections usual in articles for men, a style that was
common for most material directed to women.313 A great interest for
women’s tasks was also showed in Põllutööleht’s monthly supplement, “The
Journal of Handicraft” Käsitööleht. Its content was a mixture of appeals for
preserving traditional patterns and methods, and practical descriptions of
modern clothes and house decorations. However, emphasizing the need for
improvement, handicraft was never viewed from a commercial point of view
but from the needs of the household and as an expression of wealth and
beauty. Although women often managed the whole process, from cutting the
wool and preparing linen to making clothes, only the final task was dis-
cussed.314 When handicrafts were given a wider importance it was to uphold
traditional knowledge in society, and women were told that handicrafts, and
not the work by intellectual women, would support men in building soci-
ety.315 The publication of Käsitööleht should be viewed in the perspective of
an increasing interest for traditional handicrafts in Europe. The interest had
anti-modern connotations and considered education in handicraft to be a way
to keep young people away from the perils of the modern society.316 An edu-
cative and disciplinary goal was also revealed in the journals' attitude to-
wards the education of young people. While young boys were encouraged to
make a journey and see the world, young girls were best taught at home un-
der the firm eyes of older women. School attendance, beyond village level,
could even be harmful according to one journal, as urban schools would only
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teach the girls to bake fancy cakes and make paper flowers, instead of pre-
paring proper farm dinners. This would distance young women from farm
life and their true duties, and the neighbourhood would loose a good future
farm mistress.317 Despite this, a concern was shown over the fact that many
young farm mistresses lacked the experience needed to manage a farm
household, which could endanger agricultural development in general.
Courses in handicraft and household management were therefore advertised
in the journals, but when the agricultural almanacs dedicated many pages to
schools for young boys only a few schools were mentioned for women, and
unlike the schools for boys, the household courses were always domestic.318

An important aspect of the strict gender coding of tasks was the mar-
ginalisation of tasks which kept them from being the subject of improve-
ment. So keeping poultry was considered to belong to the women’s sphere.
An instruction booklet on raising chickens was introduced with an excuse for
bothering the readers with the theme.319 Similarly one of the rare articles on
poultry in Põllummes told of a man who had bought a chicken for his wife,
“to keep her company and make her happy”. When his wife wanted to keep
more chickens, claiming that they were a benefit for the household, he had to
convince himself of the usefulness by keeping an account-book on their
costs and benefits. In the description the man, not the chicken or the woman
who kept them, was in focus and here emotions were contrasted with ration-
ality.320

The division of labour, as presented in the agricultural instructions, was
primarily upheld through a division of tasks, a separation of male and female
work in space, and by assigning different qualities to male and female work.
Male and female work were described as belonging to different spheres. The
female work was always viewed in relation to the male work and as sup-
porting the work carried out in the male sphere. While man’s knowledge,
work and education could be modernized and managed away from the
house, women’s work was considered as traditional and domestic.

To conclude, to visualize the program of modernization the agricultural
instructions formed a picture of an ideal farmer. He was the one who was
addressed by the instructions and the one made responsible for progress. The
farmer was a patriarch on his farm who received his position through the
traditionally oriented ideas of owning land and being a versatile tiller of soil.
However, to maintain his position in the new world, and to rise further, he
was urged to improve his agricultural knowledge and practices in accordance
with the scientific advice in the agricultural manuals. Thus, the farmer’s
relation to his land was rational and unsentimental. The land was viewed as
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an asset that the farmer should improve and make as productive as possible.
Given the ideal of a family farm, where the farmer could control and manage
all tasks by himself, the family was of an essential importance for the farmer.
The farmer should be a model for his family and farmhands, a role that was
supported by both traditional and modern characteristics.

Viewed through the positions of the family members and the farmhands
the idea of modernization on the farm level contained some contradictions.
Leading the work the farmer was advised to on one hand be a patriarch on
the other a teacher and mediator of new knowledge. Addressing the farmer
the message of modernization also received a strict gender coding. Work
was described as divided in a traditional and female sphere in the farmhouse,
and in a modern and male sphere on the fields and with machines and large
animals. Tasks belonging to the male sphere could be improved, while tasks
belonging to the female were considered stable.

Among other farmers the farmer received his position through his modern
capabilities. The farmer, who had received his position through owning land,
could improve it through modernization, while women and landless farm-
hands were denied those possibilities.
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6. The First Generation of Agricultural
Associations

Up to World War I agricultural associations remained one of the few types
of voluntary associations allowed to exist in Russia’s Baltic provinces. The
associations were of vital importance not only for modernizing agriculture,
but also for organizing rural society and articulating its interests.

This chapter provides historical background for the associations active in
Estonia at the end of the 20th century by focusing on the activities of asso-
ciations active during the 19th century. The chapter will give an overview of
the official regulations structuring and limiting the work of the associations,
as well as of the Baltic German associations, active from the end of the 18th

century, and the first generation of Estonian agricultural associations active
from the mid 19th century.

The literature on agricultural associations is relatively rich, and contains
academic works as well as anniversary books from agricultural associations,
biographies about prominent members and works on local associations by
non-professional historians.

Founding Associations Under Restrictions
Until the end of the Tsarist regime the legal principal of freedom of assem-
bly was not even recognized in the Russian Empire. Yet, to be able to benefit
from the work of associations, the authorities had to accept their existence
throughout the population. In order to limit their unwanted emancipating
effect, authorities tried to control them as much as possible. But, when for-
mulating the laws in the 1860s, the legislators had not envisioned that the
rural population would one day be ready to form associations. Thus the laws
were primarily aimed at limiting the number of associations and controlling
their activities.321

To form a voluntary association the founding members were required to
submit a formal application with the proposed statutes to state officials for
approval. Getting approval could take time and often required correspon-
dence between the association and the authorities since the authorities tended
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to demand changes in the statutes. In the Baltic Provinces most objections
seem to have concerned the purpose of the association, the language used in
meetings and records, and the possibility for the authorities to control the
association’s activities. A common underlying reason for denying approval
was also the ambition to restrict the number of associations active in any
geographic area or field.

After 1881 government control of activities increased. The hardening at-
titude towards associations was tied to a general intention to control the
emerging new public in the Empire. In the Baltic provinces, the hardening
attitude was also tied to the authorities’ Russification efforts. Any public
meeting, regardless of its purpose, had to be announced to the local police.
Larger gatherings required a permit. Even meetings held for amusement or
charity such as banquets and different kinds of celebrations were included in
this procedure, as festivities had become a popular place to hold political
speeches and express opinions among the Russian bourgeoisie.322 The
authorities had a broad, but still regulated, power to forbid associations it
considered dangerous.323 The state carried out surveillance over the activities
of all associations primarily thorough reviewing the yearly reports, examin-
ing membership lists and following their public activities. From time to time
association meetings were also visited by public censors or other officials
following the meting who had the authority to interrupt against proceedings
which were not consistent with the associations’ statutes or which were oth-
erwise considered dangerous. But the government’s focus differed over time.
A good example is Tallinna Eesti Põllumeeste Selts, which up to 1880 could
carry on with its national and anti-German activities without being inter-
rupted by the police. In the 1880s the local authorities closely followed the
new associations, while older associations like those in Tartu, Pärnu and
Põltsamaa could work relatively freely.324 The increasing number of associa-
tions towards the end of the 19th century limited the ability of the authorities
to control the associations and their activities.

During Russification, central Tsarist authorities had handled most of the
applications and permits regarding associations. In 1896 local state officials,
such as governors and mayors, were given the right to approve associations.
But the central ministry seems to have been involved in the approval of most
rural associations even after that.325 To simplify the process, and try to avoid
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the most common errors, most associations used the statutes of existing as-
sociations as models. At the agricultural congress in St. Petersburg in 1896,
an agreement on standard statutes for agricultural associations was also
made between the authorities and representatives for the agrarian associa-
tions in the Empire.326 Following the standard statutes made the application
easier to handle both for the applicants and the authorities, but it was never a
guarantee of approval.

During the revolutionary events of 1905 the limits on associational free-
dom were contested by political demands for unlimited rights of assembly
and speech, and by the massive unregulated establishment of new associa-
tions. The October manifesto signed in 1905 by Nicolas II after general
strikes in St. Petersburg promised Russia freedom of assembly. The tempo-
rary laws issued on March 4 and permanent laws on April 23, 1906 declared
the principle of freedom of assembly. As none of the Dumas, however,
passed permanent laws on the issue, a set of temporary laws remained in
effect until the February Revolution of 1917. According to the new regula-
tions, groups were not required to obtain permission from the state to form
an association, but were required to register themselves with the local pro-
vincial authorities. Associations that could harm the public morality or pub-
lic safety were forbidden. These regulations were implemented in the Baltic
provinces after martial law was lifted in September 15, 1908.327

The Baltic German Associations
The first agricultural associations in the Russian Empire were founded by
Baltic German estate owners in Livland at the end of the 18th century. As in
Eastern Europe, in general economic modernization challenged the positions
of the pre-industrial rural elites. The impact of the changes came slowly to
the Baltic Provinces, but when it came it required quick steps to formulate
strategies for defense and adaptation. In the Baltic Provinces the abolition of
serfdom in Estland (1816) and Livland (1819) and land reform introduced in
the 1860s forced the manors to give up traditional estate agriculture and
change their methods. Associations were considered as providing a response
to the new circumstances and as a useful tool to provide new knowledge that
was badly needed in manorial agriculture during the first half of the 19th

century.328

In 1870 thirteen of the thirty-eight agricultural associations in the Russian
Empire were situated in the Baltic Provinces.329 The Baltic German associa-
tions were among the most active in the Empire and had considerable im-
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portance in improving the agriculture in the Baltic Provinces through the
whole 19th century. Kaiserliche Livländsiche Gemeinnützige Ökonomische
Sozietät (the Livland Benefit and Economic Society) emerged as the most
prominent agricultural association in Livland. It opened its doors in Riga in
1796 and was relocated to Tartu in 1813. The association’s primary aim was
to spread new agricultural knowledge among the estate owners and to keep
them updated with new developments. During the first half of the 19th cen-
tury, the association spread knowledge about crop rotation, the use of fertil-
izers, and field reclamation, and made attempts to introduce new cattle
breeds and Merino sheep for wool production to supplement to estate agri-
culture.330 The association was involved in the establishment of Baltic Ger-
man rural cooperatives for cattle and horse breeding and cooperatives aimed
at promoting exports of estate products, already in the mid 19th century. To
make improvements in crops and agricultural methods and adapt new inno-
vations to Baltic conditions the association was also active in founding and
supporting agricultural experiment stations and in hiring agricultural in-
structors. Research results were publicized through the association’s journal
Baltische Wochenschrift (published in Riga 1876-1914). To spread the
knowledge of new tools and methods and the association also arranged agri-
cultural exhibitions in Tartu and Riga. Similar associations in the other Bal-
tic provinces accompanied Kaiserliche Livländsiche Gemeinnützige Ökono-
mische Sozietät, but the Livonian association remained by far the most vital
and influential association in the region. Active as it was for more than a
century, the association’s goals, naturally, changed over time in order to
adapt to the changing economic and social conditions. Manorial estates had
specialized in grain for export and distilleries for additional incomes in the
19th century, but towards the end of the century this specialization was in
great trouble. The hard times for manorial agriculture continued because of
falling grain prices in Europe through the 1890s and increasing protection-
ism in the European market. The association was also faced with new prob-
lems such as the abolition of pass laws, which made migration possible for
land laborers and caused an immediate labor shortage.331

Having primarily economic and non-political aims the association orga-
nized liberal as well as conservative minded landowners. However, radical
changes in the agricultural sector and the society in general made the asso-
ciation an arena for discussions touching upon many of the burning agricul-
tural issues of the time. In Estonian and Soviet Estonian historiography, the
Baltic German associations have mostly been viewed as representatives for
the conservative Baltic German and manorial interests.332 And even if pro-
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gressive friendly the association strived to preserve the social order as far as
possible. Ideologically the Kaiserliche Livländische Gemeinnützige Ökono-
mische Sozietät held an ideological standpoint viewing landowning and agri-
culture as the fundament of society. While sharing the ideal of land owning
and responsibility with the farmer’s, though, it objected to the small land-
owners insistence on the importance of personally tilling the soil. The deep
rooted understanding of responsibility for the possession of land as the prime
sign of wealth continued to be prominent among the nobility even when the
modernization and transformation of the society created major problems for
the manorial economy. Supporting this understanding of land and responsi-
bility in the Baltic provinces was the connection between the landholding
and membership in the nobility’s corporate diet. In a wider perspective the
basic Baltic German views on landowning and responsibility can be under-
stood as a “noble” or “planter agrarianism”.333

In general, Baltic German associations must be considered as important
contributors to the improvement of agricultural methods in the Baltic prov-
inces. Their close connections to political power also gave the associations
an influence over the regulation and implementation of the land reform in
the mid 19th century, and thereby an influence over the fundamental organi-
zation of rural society in the Baltic Provinces. Being the first general me-
diators of agricultural knowledge and improvement, the associations surely
also became models for the later Estonian agricultural associations, in form
as well as function.

The First Generation of Estonian Agricultural Associations
The growth in the number of farmer-managed farms in Estonia after the land
reforms of the 1860s led to a fast growing interest in the formation of asso-
ciations focusing on the problems of the new self-owning farmers. This gave
birth to the first generation of Estonian language agricultural associations,
active from the late 1860s to the early 1880s. The idea was probably first
raised publicly in the agricultural manual Põllutöö nõuandja, published in
1866. But the idea reached a wide audience through Jakobson’s journal Sa-
kala and Voldemar Jansen’s newspaper Eesti Postimees. The journals were
the first to promote the idea of a society based on family farms’ and the need
for cooperation at the village level to improve agriculture. The journals pro-
moted agricultural associations not only as a way to improve agriculture, but
also as a way to support the national movement. Jakobson was also one of
the initiators of the first generation of farmer-oriented associations using
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Estonian as their working language, Tartu Eesti Põllumeeste Selts founded in
1870, and Pärnu Eesti Põllumeeste Selts founded 1870.334

The founding of Tartu Eesti Põllumeeste Selts was met with suspicion by
the Tsarist authorities as well as by the provincial Baltic German admini-
stration. Kaiserliche Livländische Gemeinnützige Ökonomische Sozietät
heavily complained about the formation of associations that would act out-
side of its influence.335 The statutes of Tartu Eesti Põllumeeste Selts were
modeled on those of the Baltic German associations, but the authorities re-
peatedly demanded remodeling of the statutes and demanded lists of the
association’s members, before issuing an approval.336 As a condition for
permission the authorities demanded that the association meetings be held in
both Estonian and Russian and that the association would send annual re-
ports in Russian to the authorities.337 Founded in 1870 in Tartu, the principal
university town in the Baltic Provinces, in the spring time of the Estonian
national movement, and in the time when there were few other associations,
Tartu Eesti Põllumeeste Selts soon become a forum for uniting people inter-
ested in agricultural reform as well as national minded elements from the
Estonian speaking intelligentsia. The adding of the word Eesti “Estonian” to
the association’s name and the statutes, naming Estonian as working lan-
guage, mirrored a nationalist spirit. The statutes, like those of many Estonian
cultural associations of the time, also stipulated that the chairman would be
Estonian. During the first decade association activities therefore were more
focused on agrarian politics and national issues than on agriculture. This
profile was most visible in the attention paid to land reform and to removing
the remaining peasant obligations.338

 During these early years the association’s profile was, however, not yet
defined and the association became a forum for conflict within the national
movement. Jakobson’s circle loudly opposed any contact with the Baltic
Germans and what it considered to be a Baltic German attempt to subordi-
nate and control all Estonian activities. Opposed to Jakobson’s group was a
group of pro-German association members led by V. Jansen. They claimed
the possibility of learning from the Baltic Germans and aimed at friendly
coexistence. The stance of the anti-German faction, however, turned out to
be more popular during the 1870s, and it probably gained energy in reaction
to attempts by the Baltic Germans to hinder the Estonian associations. The
Tartu association had 96 founding members. Soon, the number of members
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rose to 150 under the anti-German leadership. It decreased to about 49 when
Voldermar Jansen assumed the leadership in 1874. After 1882 it rapidly
increased again to 278 when C. R. Jakobson’s friend Mart Mitt became
chairman.339 From the early 1880s the association began to show new inter-
est in bringing agricultural education to the peasantry. The meetings were
often devoted to speeches on popular education and agricultural methods.340

But the organization also developed its political activities and sent delega-
tions and petitions to St. Petersburg calling for attention to the problems of
the peasantry. This caused much consternation among the nobility.341

 The Tartu agricultural association was followed by the founding of Vil-
jandi Eesti Põllumeeste Selts and Pärnu Põllumeeste Selts in 1870.342 An
association was also founded in Võru in 1870, but it had to work illegally for
many years while waiting for government approval. The agricultural asso-
ciations founded in 1870s and 1880s were established in the relatively
wealthy area of northern Livland. This region was also the heartland of the
national movement, known for its active cultural and choral associations in
the 1870s, as well as for its firm support of the movement for the Aleksander
school.343 It is worth noting that the first generation of agricultural associa-
tions was active in the major regional towns. It is reasonable to expect that
this was primarily due to the large number of non-farmers in the associa-
tions, and to the difficulty of finding a sufficient number of farmers willing
or able to participate in the villages. Finally, it is to be expected that gener-
ally farmers living close to towns and markets adapt to new conditions be-
fore other farmers.

Besides holding lectures as their main activity, the agricultural associa-
tions in Tartu and Viljandi, following the German model, also began to ar-
range agricultural exhibitions in 1867. The exhibitions were clearly devoted
to promoting agricultural development, and presented new cattle breeds,
plants and machinery. But they also had the purpose of becoming forums
where the farmers from the province could get together in order to unite.344

After intervention by the Baltic Germans, the Tartu Eesti Põllumeeste Selts
was not allowed to organize exhibitions in Tartu during the 1870s and 1880s.
Instead the exhibitions had to be arranged in villages and regional towns in
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the countryside, like Nuustaku, Põltsamaa and Mustvee.345 At the Estonian
exhibitions the farmers were active participants. Signs were written in Esto-
nian and exhibitions were designed to meet local needs. Common at the ex-
hibitions were contests for horses and cows, handicrafts and butter making.
Participation in the contests was often restricted to local breeds or products.
From the mid-1870s to the mid-1880s the associations arranged nine exhibi-
tions. The Estonian exhibitions became a popular alternative to the regional
exhibition organized by Baltic Germans. Together the Estonian associations
exhibited about the same amount of cattle as exhibitions arranged by Baltic
Germans, and had about the same number of visitors. In 1894 the exhibitions
arranged by the Tartu, Pärnu and Põltsamaa associations had altogether at
least 9600 visitors.346

Russification hardened the official attitude towards associations in gen-
eral from the 1880s. The authorities’ goal of tying the provinces closer to the
Russian heartland, culturally and administratively, demanded increased con-
trol over all types of public activities. Activities and membership decreased
for all types of associations due to the increasing control and restrictions. In
the towns many previously national minded cultural associations were also
closed or turned into social drinking clubs.347 Many of the active members in
the 1860s and 1870s also lost the spirit as few of their national goals were
fulfilled. During the 1880s Tartu Eesti Põllumeeste Selts nearly ceased to
exist, with few members and no regular meetings.348 In this period only two
agricultural associations were founded, Põltsamaa Eesti Põllumeeste Selts in
1881, and Tallinna Eesti Põllumeeste Selts 1888. These associations had
difficulty getting an approval, and met a considerable resistance from the
Baltic Germans.349

The formation of the first generation of Estonian Agricultural associations
was closely tied to the Estonian national movement. Although modeled on
Baltic German statutes and principles, and dependent on their knowledge
and publications, the Estonian associations were founded on an ethnic basis.
Striving to be an alternative to the Baltic German associations the Estonian
associations also lacked the resources to compete with the Baltic Germans in
areas like experimental stations and agricultural publications. However, fo-
cusing on bringing attention to their message, the first generation of associa-
tions was generally successful in organizing agricultural exhibitions.
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7. The Second Generation of Agricultural
Associations

The death of Alexander III in 1894 and the installation of Nicolai II brought
on a slightly more open spirit in Russian Empire. From the mid-1890s the
attitudes towards associations began to loosen. Although suspicious of asso-
ciations, the authorities found themselves trapped in a dilemma. On the one
hand, they wanted to keep control over the public and therefore needed to
restrict and control all forms of public meetings or associations. On the other
hand, they considered associations to be useful tools to channel the process
of the on-going social transformations. The work carried out by philan-
thropic, educational, temperance, mutual insurance associations and volun-
tary fire brigades was a means to solving problems in the modernizing soci-
ety.350 Agricultural associations, aiming to spread new agricultural methods
and knowledge among the farmers, were also in line with the emerging eco-
nomic policy, initiated by the minister of finance Sergei Witte (served 1892-
1903). In line with the aim of industrializing the empire, modern agriculture
was needed to feed the growing urban population. This required specializa-
tion and improvements in rural education, agricultural knowledge and meth-
ods.351

Soviet-Estonian historians often claimed that the expansion of a capitalist
mode of production in agriculture caused the growing number of associa-
tions. However, the growth of cash crops and money based economy was
already strong on manorial estates and farms since the mid 19th century. In-
stead it is more reasonable to assume that the growing size of farmland
rented or owned by the farmers led to a need for new knowledge and experi-
ence suitable for small farming. The consolidation of farms following peas-
ant land purchases also caused a breakdown of the traditional villages
bringing about a need for a new form of village cooperation and a new pub-
lic sphere in the villages. In order to obtain this, the known institution of
agricultural associations was reinvented and adapted to new conditions. In
                                
350 Jansen, Ea,” Selts ja seisus 19. sajandi teisel poole eesti ühiskonnas”, in Jansen, Ea &
Arukaevu, Jaanus (ed), Seltsid ja ühiskonna muutumine: Talupojaühiskonast rahwusriigini
(Tartu 1995) p. 24.
351 Gartel, Peter, The Tsarist Economy 1850-1917 (London 1986) p. 167-186; Wcislo, Francis
William, Reforming Rural Russia: State, Local Society, and National Politics, 1855–1914
(Princeton 1990) p. 119-166; Owen, Thomas, C., The Corporation under Russian Law: 1800-
1917: A Study in Tsarist Economic Policy (Cambridge 1991) p. 116-150.
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1893 Halliste Põllumeeste Selts opened and it was soon followed by asso-
ciations in Helme, Vändra, and Sangaste in 1895. The next year associations
were founded in Kodevere, Palamuse, Väike-Maarja, Maarja-Magdaleena
and Koeru were founded. In 1897 associations were founded in Võnnu and
Karula, in 1898 in Räpina, Viru-Nigula, and an association under the name
Emujärve was active in Rõngu, Rannu and Kavilda on the east side of lake
Võrtsjärv. In 1899 associations were founded in Ambla, Torma and a dozen
smaller farmer associations also came into being.352 In general the establish-
ment of associations followed the same pattern as the peasant land purchase
had followed since the 1860s. Associations were first opened in the rela-
tively wealthy northern Livonia, then in the southern and Eastern parts of
Estland and finally on the islands.353

According to an article in the journal Uus aeg the number of active agri-
cultural associations in 1900 was 53.354 Most new associations had the local
administrative unit Kihelkond as their working area and had about 100 to
200 members. Most of the associations were founded as independent asso-
ciations, while a few were founded as sub organizations of Kaiserliche Liv-
ländische Gemeinnützige Ökonomische Sozietät. The Baltic German asso-
ciation heavily pressured new associations to be subordinated to the Sozietät.
In letters to the Governor, the Sozietät argued that subordination would make
its statutes a standard for all associations. The Sozietät would further exercise
control over the subordinated associations, as a paragraph in their statutes
allowed the Sozietät to demand that the Governor close a local association if
it worked against the interests of the Sozietät. However, the authorities con-
tinued to approve independent Estonian agricultural associations.355

Founding Agricultural Associations
Studying the founding of some of the second generation associations, the
purpose will be to see how and with what aims the associations were
founded, in order to identify their initial purpose and position in the local
community. Focusing on the founding process the aim is also to study the
institutional framework for the agricultural associations. Based on the previ-
ous studies by Raendi, claiming that the associations were tools in the hands
of the Baltic German nobility, and the experience from the nationally ori-
ented agricultural associations during the 1860s, the associations will also be
studied from the perspective of ethnic and social power relations in the local
community.

                                
352 Raendi, Aili, “Mõned hilisemate Eesti põllumeeste seltside tegevusest 19. sajandi lõpul ja
20. sajandi algul”, Etnograafia muuseumi aastaraamat (Tartu 1973) p. 102.
353 Eesti NSV ajalugu II: XIX sajandi 50-ndaist aastaist kuni 1917. aasta märtsini (1963) p.
71; Reandi, (1975b) p. 3f.
354 Uus Aeg 1900:130.
355 Raendi, (1975a) p. 53.
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The agricultural associations studied here are chosen as they have rela-
tively rich and continuous sources, and represent different geographical ar-
eas having a lively associational life. While the association in Räpina was
subordinated to the Kaiserliche Livländische Gemeinnützige Ökonomische
Sozietät, the other associations were established independently.

Helme Põllumeeste Selts (Helme Agricultural Association) was founded
in 1896 in Helme village and in Helme district (kihelkond), situated in a
thriving agricultural area in central northern Livland close to the river Väike
Emajõgi and on the main road from Pärnu to Valga. Land purchasing began
in Helme in 1859 and was almost finished in 1870, which made the propor-
tion of self owning farmers high. The region consisted of the rural townships
Helme, Holdre, Hummuli Jõgeveste, Koorküla, Kärstna, Leebiku, Lõve,
Patküla, Riidaja and Taagepera plus the small town of Tõrva. Although
Helme was the administrative centre, Tõrva had the biggest local market and
was on the main road, which passed through the town. Koeru Põllumeeste
Selts was founded in 1897. Koeru district is situated in southern central Est-
land, surrounded by similar districts consisting of many small villages. The
district consisted of the rural townships Kaupu, Liigavalla and Väinjärve,
with the village of Koeru as its centre. The area had good conditions for
agriculture and was on the Tartu –Tapa railroad. Land purchasing began in
Koeru in the 1850, but was slow, and many peasants migrated to the Crimea
in 1862. This led to the area being dominated by estates even in the late 19th

century. Räpina Põllumeeste Selts was founded in 1896 in the town of
Räpina. Räpina district was situated on the shore of lake Peipus and was
divided between the counties Tartumaa and Võrumaa. The district consisted
of the villages Kahkva, Meeksi, Toolamaa and Veriora and the town of
Räpina. The Räpina district was connected to Tartu and Petseri by railway
and road and was connected to Peipus Lake by a river. Räpina town hosted a
flour mill, a sawmill and a paper mill as well as a large manor. Torma was a
small town situated in northern Livland, close to the north-eastern tip of
Lake Peipus. The Ambla district is situated in Estland, north of Koeru and
half way between the towns of Paide and Rakvere. The agricultural associa-
tions in Torma and Ambla were founded in 1899. While the Ambla district
was situated, just north of Koeru in Estland, the Torma district was situated
in the north-eastern corner of Livland on the shore of the Peipus lake.

The associations’ minutes and other archival sources are generally very
purpose oriented, striving to keep a record for the association as well as for
inspection by the authorities. Times, dates, places and the number of present
members are commonly given as well as the full agenda and decisions taken.
However, sometimes the content of presentations and discussions are given,
illustrating particularly important events in the association. Most associa-
tions kept bilingual records where the Russian language record mostly seems
to be a translation from the Estonian language.
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The Founding of Koeru Põllumeeste Selts
The agricultural association in Koeru was founded in the summer of 1897.
The initiative was taken by Jaan Tomson, a farmer who invited a chosen
group of men from Koeru village and its surroundings to discuss the matter.
The meeting took place on July 16, in Koeru church with thirty-six partici-
pants. The event is well documented by Koeru’s vallakirjutaja, the secretary
of the rural township. After opening the meeting and presenting an agenda,
Tomson addressed the audience with a rhetorical question. He asked if there
was not a need for an agricultural association in their neighbourhood. Not
surprisingly the gathering answered “yes”. A committee was “unanimously”
(ühel häälel) elected to prepare the statutes and send them to the ministry for
approval.356 The committee consisted of three men from the local nobility,
the estate owners A. von Baer, G. von Haupe and the estate supervisor J. von
Dalwitz, and four men from the village, the wholesaler J. Rinneberg and
farmers J. Tomson, W. Juhanson, and K. Wilmansen. Among the thirty-six
people who showed up in church the majority were agriculturalists, two were
estate owners, two were estate supervisors, fifteen were independent farm-
ers, and six were tenants. Moreover, eight others were engaged in trade or
handicrafts in the villages, including a miller, a shoemaker, and a sauna
owner, and four were employed by the local community (the secretary and
three teachers). Two additional noblemen had expressed their interest in
joining the association, but were not present.357

A month later, a board was elected with the estate owner Georg von
Haupe as chairman and Tomson as his deputy and the association discussed
the suggestions made by the committee chosen to compose the statutes. The
statutes had, however, already been sent to St. Petersburg and had been ac-
cepted December 9, 1896.358 Thus, the discussion came to focus on details
such as the right of non-members to take part in meetings and the annual fee
for membership. It was agreed that male members had to pay 1 ruble per
year and female members half that fee. Non-members who wished to attend
speeches had to pay 25 kopeks each time.359

The next meeting opened with a speech by Tomson on “the utility of agri-
cultural associations.” He stressed the need to learn together to develop agri-
culture, animal husbandry and milk production. He paraphrased the aim of
the association as it was stated in the statutes and established a framework
for subsequent activities. New members were accepted after a secret ballot.
The minutes do not tell about any disagreement over accepting new mem-
bers or whether any applicant was ever refused. The association also decided
to appoint the Governor of Livland as its patron member. This decision was

                                
356 EAA, f. 5219, n. 1, s. 2, 16/7 1897.
357 EAA, f. 5219, n. 1, s. 2, 16/7 1897.
358 Koeru Põllumeeste Seltsi Põhjuskiri [Kinnit. 9. dets. 1896] (Tallinn, 1897).
359 EAA, f. 5219, n. 1, s. 2, 8/8 1897.
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not discussed in detail in the minutes and it therefore seems to have been a
normal gesture of respect to the authorities. As one of its first steps the asso-
ciation also decided to subscribe to the agricultural journal Põllumees and
see that its own minutes were published in that journal.360

The number of members rose during the following meetings. New mem-
bers were openly and unanimously accepted, a condition that was noted in
the minutes.361 By the end of the first year the association had about one
hundred members. Among the sixty-two new members it is possible to iden-
tify the occupation for forty-seven. One was an estate owner, twenty-four
were farm owners, five farm renters, five estate supervisors, one a forest
guard, one a priest and two parish secretaries. The remaining eight were
occupied with trade or handicraft. Among those without a specified occupa-
tion were three women, one was married to a member and two were appar-
ently unmarried.362

The Founding of Helme Põllumeeste Selts
In Helme, the farm owner Roosenberg, the alderman of Helme vald, invited
twenty-six people to attend the founding of an agricultural association Feb-
ruary 17, 1896. Twenty-one of them showed up at the meeting at the Helme
primary school. Roosenberg presented an agenda for the meeting as well as
statutes, which had already been accepted by the ministry of agriculture on
December 22, 1895.363 The audience agreed on both and went on, as required
by the statutes, to elected a board. The estate owner H. von Stryck and
Rosenberg (now mentioned as farmer), were proposed as chairmen, with the
first named as chairman and the second as his deputy (with the vote twenty
tot one.) The estate owner R. von Anrep was unanimously elected treasurer.
It was also suggested that the estate owner from nearby Riidiala manor, Fr.
von Stryck should be appointed as the association’s patron. Regarding the
absence of discussion or other nominees it is likely that he was a well-known
man in the area and that appointments had been agreed on beforehand. The
annual fee for members was set to one ruble and the fee for non-members to
attend lectures was set at 30 kopeks. The association also decided to print
300 copies of its statutes.364

At the next meeting, E. Behse the parish priest welcomed the members
with a religious discourse and Roosenberg addressed the members with a
speech on the members’ obligations.365 A committee was elected for plan-

                                
360 EAA, f. 5219, n. 1, s. 2, 17/8 1897.
361 EAA, f. 5219, n. 1, s. 2, 17/8, 21/9, 1897.
362 EAA, f. 5219, n. 1, s. 2, 17/8, 21/9, 1897.
363 Helme Põllumeeste Seltsi Põhjuskiri [Kinnit. 22 dets. 1895] (Tartu/Juriew, 1896)
364 EAA, f. 3711, n. 1, s. 1, 17/2, 1896.
365 EAA, f. 3711, n. 1, s. 1, 29/3, 1896.
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ning the celebration of the coronation of Nicolas II.366 The celebration of the
new Tsar was held May 14 at Helme manor with forty-four members, eight-
een invited guests, and twenty-four accompanying women.

The association’s chairman opened the festivities by welcoming the
guests. Thereafter the patron Fv. v Stryck saluted the new Tsar. The clergy-
man von Behse held a ceremonial speech and the teacher and association’s
secretary Supp made a historically inspired speech honoring the Tsar. During
the dinner the members and guests continued to salute the royal family, the
governor, the agricultural minister and the chairman of Helme Põllumeeste
Selts. A telegram honoring the Tsar was sent to St. Petersburg from the asso-
ciation. The details of the celebration, the guests and costs were carefully
written down in the association minutes and were published in Põllumees
section for association announcements.367

Subsequent meetings were held at the Helme manor house, but these were
later transferred to village school houses in Helme and Tõrva. During 1896
the number of members grew constantly and was 170 by the end of the
year.368 The record does not fully allow accurate subdivision of the members
based on class or occupation. Among the members in 1896 a small group
most certainly belonged to the rural upper class. There were four estate own-
ers, one who rented a manor and four estate supervisors. Moreover, a small
group was occupied with handicrafts, three merchants, three in-keepers, one
doctor, one miller, and one butcher. Finally a group consisted of three parish
secretaries, one village constable, one teacher, and one priest. The remaining
107 were all farmers, most of them owning their own farms and a few were
renters.369 From the members record it is possible to tell that fifty-nine re-
sided in Helme parish, fourteen in Patküla, fourteen in Jõgeveste, twelve in
Lõve, six in Holstre, four in Roobe, four in Hummuli, four in Koorküla,
three in Tõrv, three from Alavalla, two from Taagepera, two from Leebiku,
one from Pikkasilla.370 The majority of the members lived close to Helme,
but the members from Hummuli and Taagepera had to travel about 15-20 km
to get to the meetings held in Helme and 30 km when they were held in
Tõrva.

The Founding of Räpia Põllumeeste Slets
In Räpina people were called to a meeting in Räpina parish house (leerilaste
maja) on midsummer evening 1896. The choice of day surely gave the
opening meeting a festive atmosphere. The meeting was chaired by “the
most respected” (kõrgesti austatud) A. von Sievers. He reminded the audi-
                                
366 EAA, f. 3711, n. 1, s. 1, 21/4, 1896.
367 EAA, f. 3711, n. 1, s. 1, 14/5, 1896.
368 EAA, f. 3711, n. 1, s. 1, Members records.
369 EAA, f. 3711, n. 1, s. 1, Members records.
370 EAA, f. 3711, n. 1, s. 1.
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ence that it had been agreed at a meeting in February to form an agricultural
association. The association should work inside the borders of Räpina ki-
helkond and have the statutes based on those of Sangaste agricultural asso-
ciation and be subordinated to the Kaiserliche Livländische Gemeinnützige
Ökonomische Sozietät. Preliminary statutes had already been sent to the
ministry of agriculture and to the Kaiserliche Livländische Gemeinnützige
Ökonomische Sozietät. A preliminary decision allowing the right to hold a
founding meeting had now arrived from St. Petersburg. The gathered people
proceeded to elect a board for the association. For this purpose A. von Sivers
had marbles and a box, so that the vote could be made in secret. The mem-
bers, however, preferred to make their decision openly, “in one voice”.371 A.
von Sivers was elected chairman, and on his recommendation the farm renter
P. Pauli, who was not present, was elected as his deputy. Clergyman Joh.
Raudsep and teacher A. Martenson were elected to keep the minutes. The
owner of Fridholm estate, Fr. von Sievers, was elected treasurer and farm
owner L. Haamer became his assistant. The membership fee was set to 1
ruble for men and 50 kopeks for women, while the presence of non-members
was not discussed.372

Attending the founding meeting in addition to the board were thirty-nine
people. In the minutes twenty-three were named as farm owners, one as
trader, seven as teachers, two as parish secretary, and seven simply as
women. Twenty came from Räpina town, nine came from Toolamaa, six
from Meeksi, two from Veriora, one from Fridhof estate and one from the
Russian town of Yekaterinburg.

Meetings in Räpina went on for two and a half years even though perma-
nent approval had not arrived from the ministry. This matter seems not to
have worried the association or the authorities. Records were kept, and
meetings were held, as for an association with an approval. At a meeting on
April 6, 1898 von Sievers, however, told the members that during a visit to
Riga he personally had asked the governor to work for the approval of the
association. At the following meeting he could also present the final ap-
proval, nr: 2479 dated April 1, which had arrived from Riga.373

In 1898, the association had 140 members with diverse backgrounds and
a wide geographic range, including wholesalers from St. Petersburg and a
teacher from Tartu and a teacher from Vastseliina, a village in Petseri
county, with its own large and active association.374

                                
371 EAA, f. 2308, n. 1, s. 2, 24/6 1896.
372 EAA, f. 2308, n. 1, s. 2, 24/6 1896.
373 EAA, f. 2308, n. 1, s. 2, 6/4, 1898.
374 The 140 members in Räpina põllumeeste selts in 1898 resided in: 57 Räpina, 20 Toolamaa,
19 Meksi, 10 Veriora, 4 Kahkva, 2 Tartu, 1. Petersburg, 1 Võpsi, 1 Fridholm, 1 Wõru, 1
Vastseliina, 1 Riiasa, 1 Räigla, and 1 unknown, and had the following ocupations: 57 Self
owning farmers, 17 teachers, 8 farm women, 7 wholesalers, 5 estate owners, 4 farm renters, 3
forest wardens, 3 in-keepers, 2 millers, 2 secretary of the local self government, 2 smiths, 2
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The founding of Ambla Põllumeeste Selts and Torma
Põllumeese Selts
The founding of the associations in Ambla and Torma is not documented in
the same filthy manner. In Ambla the agricultural association was founded
by 77 members of which 53 were present at the founding meeting. The estate
owner A von Benckendorff was unanimously elected as chairman. He was
assisted by the farm owner F. Kossov and the merchant J. Duglas as treas-
urer, and the schoolteacher Alexander Greenberg, who were all accepted by
a majority vote.375 Already at the second meeting 50 new members were
accepted, among them six estate owners.376 The number of members rose to
170 during the first year. In the following year Baron von Stackelberg was
elected as a new president.377

Althought the preparations and the founding process in Torma was the
same as in the other mentioned associations, the association opening and
character differed from the others. The association was initiated by a group
of local farmers who had turned to the authorities for approval. An opening
meeting was held in the open air at a farm in September 1899. Presentations
and choir songs expressed a national position, and only Estonians were
elected unanimously to the board. Invited to the meeting were the editor of
Postimees Jaan Tõnisson, the editor of Põllumees Henrik Laas, one of the
editors of Uus aeg E. Õunapuu, and Hans Pöögelmann, a national agitator
from the political left. The guests delivered presentations during the party.
Tõnisson stressed that the prime aim of every agricultural association was to
promote education, so that the work of the farmers could be rationally used
to strengthen the economy and the people. Laas expressed the need to grow
new crops and focus on dairy production and finaly Õunapuu held a presen-
tation on “Life and work” (Elust ja tööst) stressing the importance of work
for the body and the mind and the progress of humanity, a theme well known
from agricultural instruction books.378 In difference to Koeru, Helme and
Räpina, the founding in Torma was expressed as an Estonian event and thus
partly directed against the influence of the Baltic German nobility in the
local community. The political diversity among the invited presenters can
also be interpreted as an expression of unit among them and in society con-
cerning the importance of the agriculture for transforming the society.

                                                                                                                             
distillers, 1 brewer, 1 police man and 1 student, EAA, f. 3711, n. 1, s. 1, members records,
attached to the annual report 1898.
375 ERA, f. 2848, n. 3, s. 1, p. 1-4.
376 ERA, f. 2848, n. 3, s. 1, p. 4-6.
377 ERA f. 2848, n. 3 s. 1, p. 29, 23/1 1900.
378 ERA f. 2848, n. 27 s. 1, p. 1-4, 17/9 1899; Uus aeg 1899:40 24/9 1899.



116

Members, Boards and the Procedure of Founding
The founding of the studied agricultural associations followed a similar pat-
tern. In all associations a considerable amount of work had been done by a
small group before calling a founding meeting. Statutes had been formulated
on the basis of already approved associations or other model statutes and had
also been sent to the necessary authorities to be approved or to obtain a pre-
liminary approval and permit to hold a meeting.379 During the 1890s it seems
as if the relevant authorities in Livland and Estland were the governors in
Riga and Tallinn or the Ministry of Agriculture in St. Petersburg. Associa-
tions subordinated to the Kaiserliche Livländische Gemeinnützige Ökono-
mische Sozietät had their statutes approved by the Sozität before sending
them to the authorities but there are also examples of associations asking the
local township for approval before sending them away.380 This illustrated a
slight confusion about who should approve the association. The founders did
not take the risk of lacking an approval from any authority which could
strengthen their case before the Ministry. Although independant, the use of
the 1895 model statutes made the associations almost identical, and created a
common standard for the associations’ aims and practices.381

According to the statutes an association consisted of its members. It was
led by a board chosen by the members, and responsible to its members. All
members were considered as equal and had an equal right to vote. Important
votes, concerning the makeup of the board or the statutes, were to be taken
by at least half the members in most associations. In general the board had to
be re-elected every year, and in Ambla one third of the board also had to be
changed every year. Membership was, according to the principles of volun-
tary associations, free and open for everyone attracted by the association’s
aims and methods. In Koeru, Helme, Räpina and Ambla there are no signs
that anyone wanting to be member was refused, and there are no signs in the
minutes that the qualities of applicants were discussed. The possibility of
holding a secret vote was available but was not used. These associations did
not, at least not officially, exclude new members. Not discussing members or
potential members officially can be seen as a strategy to avoid making the
association a forum for local disputes and thereby challenge the idea of con-
sensus.382 The prime method of selection of members must instead have been
external to the associations’ activities, and mostly based on an individual’s
identification with the association aims, interests and members.

The prime aims and methods presented in the statutes were to promote the
development of agriculture, as well as handicrafts and other activities related

                                
379 Rakvere-Jakobi Põllumeeste Seltsi 25. aastase tegevuse ülevaade (Rakvere 1926) p. 3f.
380 Sula, Ester, ”Tartumaa vallavalitsuste arhivaalid talurahva ajaloo alikatena (alates 1866. a.
Vallareformist kuni 1905.a)”, (Diplomitöö Tartu 1987), p. 84.
381Põllumeeste Seltsi [normaal-]Põhjuskiri (Jurjev 1904).
382 ERA, f. 2848, n. 27, s. 3, p. 18, (8/12 1899), 46 (20/2 1900)
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to agriculture. To obtain this the associations would: 1) arrange meetings
containing relevant lectures, 2) give advice to its members, 3) help the mem-
bers to get better breeds, seeds and tools, 4) publish or spread other informa-
tion on agricultural improvement, 5) hold open discussions on agricultural
issues, 6) give advice to the members regarding household economy, 7) keep
tools for the members to use, 8) hold courses and open agricultural muse-
ums.383 The associations were only allowed to discuss issues named in the
statutes, such as agricultural problems and association business, which pre-
vented them from dealing with politics or local problems in a wide sense.
Most associations worked inside the borders of a district, (kihelkond), as it
was an area large enough to make it possible for the association to gather a
critical mass of interested members, but not large enough to be viewed as
being a threat by the authorities. It was also small enough to allow most
members to attend meetings and raise their sense of responsibility for the
local community.

The statutes of the second generation of agricultural associations clearly
indicate an intention to form associations focused on agricultural discussions
and practical work, not as the associations in the 1870s, on propagating na-
tional and emancipatory ideas. The new associations lacked formal refer-
ences to Estonianness in their statutes and names and clearly intended to
improve agriculture rather than promote national issues. The associations
had a wide range of competence and it seems likely that most associations
only dealt with a few of the allowed areas. Wide competence, however, pro-
vided the associations with the possibility of developing and adapting to new
conditions and needs. For the associations it meant that it was possible to
change the focus of their activities, as long as it kept on to the statutes, with-
out going through the long process of getting a new approval from the
authorities. For the authorities it meant that most of the agricultural activities
and social events in the local community were concentrated in one associa-
tion, and that control only had to be exercised over a single association.

In Koeru, Helme, Ambla and Torma the authorities accepted the statutes
before the associations were officially founded and in Räpina the process
was on-going. In most associations the statutes followed model statutes.
Discussions and voting on the statutes therefore mostly concerned details. It
illustrates the limited freedom associations had to formulate their own
framework. But it also illustrated the wish that the members should decide as
much as possible together. After all, the statutes left the associations with
considerable possibilities to formulate a local praxis in areas such as decision
making, discussion procedures and membership, and a broad competence

                                
383 Raendi, (1973) p. 103; Helme Põllumeeste Seltsi Põhjuskiri (1896); Koeru Põllumeeste
Seltsi Põhjuskiri (1897); Räpina Põllumeeste Seltsi Põhjuskiri [Kinnit. 26 veebr. 1898]
(Tartu/Juriew 1898); Põllumeeste Seltsi [normaal-]Põhjuskiri (Tartu/Jurjev, 1904); Leppik,
Eduard, ”Väike –Maarja Põllumeeste selts” (1989) p. 16ff.



118

made it possible for the associations to choose the direction of their work.
The models statutes also provided the associations with a framework that
had been well thought through and proved to work. This allowed the asso-
ciations to focus on their activities. In reality the differences in fees or other
membership conditions were small, and journal reports and contacts between
the associations obviously created a standard. The final approval of the stat-
utes does therefore not seem to have been a major problem, but rather a
normal Tsarist administrative obstacle.

Attendees at the founding meeting were individually invited. It is reason-
able to assume that this was a strategy to make the founding meeting a well-
orchestrated performance. Being able to accept statutes and elect a board
among a chosen few allowed the founders to set the framework and direct
the association’s activity during the first years. In some sense the founders
thereby socially secured the association in accordance with the authorities’
wish, and guaranteed a future order in the association. But it can also be
interpreted as mistrust among the initiators’ towards the common farmers,
who might lack experience of associational life and could jeopardize the
initiators’ intentions and the possibilities of getting an official final approval.
Being one of the chosen also gave, at least formally, honored status in some
associations as they were often separately named in the membership lists and
in minutes.384

Electing a board did not meet with considerable opposition in Koeru,
Helme, Räpina, Ambla and Torma. The votes were in most cases made
unanimously, something that was underlined in the records. It also seems
that most of the nominees had been made beforehand. This provided the
associations with a spirit of consensus, showing members and others that the
association members had a common interest above local conflicts or differ-
ences. When noblemen were present on the boards, as in Koeru, Helme
Räpina and Ambla, they held the prime possitions, but always accompanied
by farmers. It illustrated an intended camaraderie between the landlords and
the independent farmers. The associations aimed to be a broad organization,
organizing a large part of the landed community, especially those who con-
sidered themselves as the backbone of the society. It also expressed the idea
that the whole local community had to be involved if agriculture were to be
improved.

The associations also used local competence by offering positions to other
professions such as teachers and scribes to keep minutes or be treasurers.385

Considering the need of keeping good records and presenting bilingual an-
nual reports to the authorities, these were important tasks which required the
right competence. The position of secretary seems to have been the only
position that was more or less regularly paid by most associations. Simulta-
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neously, it caused intermingling between the local public and the local town-
ship administration.

The associations were generally dominated by farmers and tenants but
normally also had member from the local nobility as well as representatives
of the local authorities, teachers, traders and craftsmen. The members were
thus people who had the right to vote and take part in the local self-
government and lack of landless or unskilled members was striking. Most of
the association members were also men, even if up to 10 percent of the
members in some associations were women. These were normally related to
association members, but an example from Koeru also had some independ-
ent women members. In Räpina 8 of the 140 members in 1898 were women.
In Valgjärve Põllumeeste Selts 10 of 89 members were women in 1899. And
in Ambla, 12 of the 230 members were women in 1902386 In the membership
lists the position of women was often distinct as they were listed as affiliated
to their men, or having their occupations set as “farm mistress” (perenaine),
or just “misses” (preili) or “women” (naine). In most associations women
paid a reduced price.387

Aili Raendi has analyzed membership in agricultural associations in the
1890s from the perspective of social conflict based on the parallel dimen-
sions of class and ethnicity. Raendi focuses on the presence of nobility in the
leadership of many associations and explains it as an ethnic Baltic German
attempt to control the associations. Her argument is supported by the pres-
ence of Baltic german nobility in the association boards in Halliste, Vändra,
Palamuse, Emujärve, Kodavere, Väike-Maarja, Rakvere-Jaagupi, Sangaste,
Vastseliina during the period 1899-1905.388 By taking a leading role the no-
bility would eliminate the risk that local associations turned into forums for
anti-Baltic German activity as they had done in the 1870s, and in the eyes of
the authorities the nobility would guarantee an Imperial friendly tone in the
association. Her argument is based on the assumption that the estate owners
were driven by the same motives in the 1870s as in the 1890s and that the
group formed a homogenous class with similar interests.

But the presence and position of Baltic Germans should also be viewed in
a broader perspective. Belonging both to the local and the national elite pro-
vided the nobility with contacts, assets and knowledge useful for the asso-
ciations. These people were often known locally and in the province and
were considered trustworthy in the eyes of the authorities. As an example,
von Sievers’ personal contacts with the governor in Riga probably had an
influence on the association’s ability to speed up the process of approval.
Contacts improved the associations’ ability to get permission for different
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activities. Estate owners sometimes provided land and localities for meetings
and exhibitions. The initial meetings and a celebration of the Tsar’s corona-
tion were held in Helme manor’s ballroom. In Rakvere-Jakubi a member and
manor owner provided the association with land for its first exhibition.389 It is
likely that their presence gave the Baltic Germans the ability to control or
influence the association. But it also gave the association access to contacts
and information that otherwise would have been unavailable. The same mo-
tives can partly be used for understanding Räpina Põllumeeste Selts decision
to subordinate itself to the Kaiserliche Livländische Gemeinnützige Ökono-
mische Sozität.

The cooperation among landlords and farmers in the second generation of
associations would have been impossible in the first generation with its out-
spoken Estonian nationalist aims. Since the 1870s Baltic society had also
been in rapid transition, and with it the ideas, ideology and perceptions of
both the farmers and the nobility. During the century the traditional land-
owners’ dominant economic position was also contested by a growing group
of Estonian farmers having almost estate sized farms. The rural based nobil-
ity and the large Estonian farmers began to share the same outlook: the pri-
macy of agriculture for developing the country and the economy, and the
moral obligations of land owning. Added to this was a rising consciousness
that agriculture should be viewed in a holistic perspective, and that further
improvements of manorial agriculture were not possible without develop-
ment of the whole sector including farms and manors. Cooperation on vil-
lage level in the Estonian agricultural associations was also made possible by
the relatively good knowledge of Estonian among the nobility in the area.
This was a condition special to Estland and northern Livland, distinguishing
the Estonian speaking areas from the Latvian speaking areas where the
knowledge of Latvian among the local nobility was much weaker. It is, how-
ever, still reasonable to expect that the Baltic Germans members who be-
longed to these associations formed a sub group in the nobility, which was
progress minded and more willing to intermingle with common people then
others. The process was the opposite to that in the urban areas where Estoni-
ans’ social mobility had been assimilated into the German speaking commu-
nity.

The founding also symbolized attempts to visualize and position the asso-
ciation in time and space. The minutes from the founding were all well pre-
served and are, especially in Koeru, presented as a narrative, where the char-
acters are presented and where the presentation follows a line in time. Min-
utes were not only kept for the association’s own needs, but were also writ-
ten to suite the contemporary demand of transparency put upon the
association by the authorities. Moreover they provided a narrative of the
association’s history. They marked the beginning of the association’s activ-
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ity for future readers. The awareness of remembering the association’s his-
tory became important over the years. In Räpina and Helme the writers held
presentations on the association’s early history. In Räpina additional money
was given to the secretery to examine the older records so that they were
well kept and preserved.390 This shows self-confidence among the members
and an outspoken expectation that the association would last for a long time
and have considerable importance for the development of the community.
The expectation of growth and longevity is visible in the decision to print the
statutes in hundreds of copies.

Publishing the association’s records in agricultural journals, demonstrated
its activities before other associations. Having records published meant ap-
proval from the editors and sharing the mission and reputation, which the
journals represented. It certified that the association and the members were
following the right movement to modernity and were adhering to the jour-
nal’s recommendations. The members became men among men on a wider
social basis and developed a feeling of “us”, as the promoters of new and
modern agriculture. Simultaneously, the publishing of association records
was of central value for the journals. Messages from different parts of the
country supported the claim that agricultural improvement had become a
movement, and that the journals were the brain of the movement. The meet-
ing agendas were often published in the journals, illustrating how farmers
were adapting to modernity, but seldom the full speeches. Even notices
could remind the farmers of the neeed to keep barns tidy and cattle warm in
the winter. Publishing of names in the notices gave an imaginary acquain-
tance with the leading members in other associations.391

Appointing a high status patron was another strategy to making the asso-
ciation visible in the society at large and to show loyalty to the Russian re-
gime and social order. A similar positioning was behind the celebrations
honoring the Tsar, by singing the Tsar’s hymn and sending him telegrams,
and by the celebration in Helme of the Tsar’s crowning.392 The crowning of
the new Tsar was also celebrated in the Koeru and Halliste associations
where speeches were held and psalms were sung in his honour.393 In general
the same strategies were used in Torma. But instead the association in Torma
connected to the nationalist ideas and to the rising Estonian public by invit-
ing known publishers, like Tõnisson, to its first meeting. The invitation of
the publishers not only showed an affiliation with their ideas, but also
brought publicity to the association.394 Later on the association did honor the
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Tsar at a meeting by singing ‘God bless the Tsar’ (Jumal hoia Keisrit.)
Among the people suggested as honorary members were three estate owners
and one ‘farmers commissar’ (Talurahva komisaar) a provincial representa-
tive overlooking the local self government.395

Summing up the associations was founded with the intention of promot-
ing and being a forum for discussing agricultural improvement in a local
context. The founding group mostly consisted of a combination of the local
nobility and farmers. They founded the associations in accordance with the
authorities’ rules and then invited others to take part. Members consisted of a
broad spectrum of the community’s men. They were mostly farmers, but
there were also representatives from the nobility as well as craftsmen and the
chosen representatives of the local authorities, a group allowed to take part
in the management of the township and often considering themselves as the
backbone of the local community. In contrast with the first generation of
agricultural associations the second generation was not based on the princi-
ple of ethnic division. Rather most associations intended to publicize an
ideal of unity in pursuit of common goals in the local community. Previous
studies have viewed the second generation of agricultural associations as
tools for the local nobility. The presence and positions of many Baltic Ger-
mans in the associations supports this understanding to some extent. But the
cooperative dependence among the local nobility and the farmers can also be
understood as mutual. The farmers and the nobility chaired the idea that the
rural society had to be modernized on abroad base and that the moderniza-
tion in one sector was dependent on the modernization in another, in order to
get the best result. During the first years of activity the nobility also provided
the associations with access to social networks and contacts to the guverne-
mental administration, which the farmers did not have. These networks can
be understood as having made the process of approval easier. The member-
ship in the associations during the first years of activity largely mirrored the
social stratification already existing in the society. In a situation when class
differences between the landed and the landless in the local community were
hardening the founding of the association can initially be understood as a
consolidation of the interests of the landowners.
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8. Associations at Work

The primary activity of the second generation of agricultural associations
was evening lectures with presentations followed by discussion. The purpose
of the meetings was to educate the members and to let them share each
other’s knowledge and experience. On some occasions the newly gained
knowledge also brought the farmers into joint action within the framework
of the association. Many associations were also active in arranging agricul-
tural exhibitions, and then agricultural courses, which thereby brought their
knowledge and visions to the surrounding society.

By focusing on the activities of the agricultural associations in Koeru,
Helme, Räpina, Torma and Ambla this chapter will study how the ideas,
ideals and knowledge promoted in agricultural manuals was understood and
reproduced in words and practices on the local village level. The chapter also
addresses the question of how the associations related to questions and
problems in the local society, in order to arrive at a deeper understanding of
the association as a mirror of the local community and of the association’s
position in the local community.

Association meetings and lectures were held regularly once a month or
every other month. There were often more meetings in wintertime then dur-
ing the growing season. During the first years most lectures were held in
local parish houses, school houses or, as in the case of Torma, in the facili-
ties of the rural township.396 In the first decade of the 20th century, however,
many agricultural associations built their own houses, or began to use the
facilities belonging to other associations. Helme Põllumeeste Selts, for ex-
ample, held some meetings in the facilities of a temperance association in
Tõrva; the association in Torma used a house named rahwa maja (the “peo-
ple’s house”); and the one in Koeru used the seltsi maja (“association’s
house”).397 About two thirds of the members attended every meeting in Ko-
eru, Helme and Ambla in the period up to 1905. According to Raendi atten-
dance of 50 – 80 percent was normal for the more successful associations in
the 1890s, making the participation in most of the studied associations about
average. In Räpina the attendance was slightly lower and normally was not
more than one-third the first years.398 In 1901 the association also cancelled
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two meetings due to lack of interest among the members. The election of a
new board in 1901 also had to be postponed, as there was not enough mem-
bers present.399 The associations in Koeru and Helme normally had two or
three visitors at every meeting. About a third of the audience in Räpina were
usually non-members, making the association meetings more public.400 At-
tendance at meetings is not always possible to follow over time, but when it
is possible to follow, as in Torma, Ambla and Helme, it seams to be rela-
tively constant. Members losing their interest left the associations and new
members entered.401

The meetings in Koeru, Helme, Räpina, Torma and Ambla usually fol-
lowed a similar agenda and a similar procedure. The associations chairman
or his deputy opened the meeting and presented the agenda to the audience.
Thereafter the minutes from the previous meeting were presented and ap-
proved by the audience. Once or twice a year the association’s audit or
audits for special events, such as exhibitions, were also presented for infor-
mation and approval. The main point of most meetings was the lecture, held
on an announced agricultural theme, and often followed by discussion. From
time to time the associations also held presentations and discussion on issues
and problems concerning the local community. In addition, letters sent to the
association from the authorities, trades men, other associations or agricul-
tural instructors were read to the audience. Finally, matters concerning the
association were discussed, like accepting of new members, the association’s
economy or the association’s future plans.402 Decisions were generally made
by consensus, and votes were seldom held. The discussions of the lectures or
other issues therefore mostly had the function of expressing different aspects
or viewpoints but did not formally decide what was right, even thou norma-
tive statements could be made by prominent members. According to the
minutes it seems as if many members took an active part in the discussions,
which is also specially noted in some cases. However, when it comes to re-
ferring to different viewpoints, the minutes mostly refer to the board mem-
bers and a group of well known presenters. Votes on admitting new mem-
bers, which were usual among some associations during the first years, do
not seem to have been more than a formality. Nevertheless, acceptance of
new members by a vote was practiced from the first generation of agricul-
tural associations, and can be understood as a symbolic action for keeping
order and ensuring a loyal membership. Similarly, the yearly election of a
new board was seldom preceded by any discussion, and done in almost con-
sensus.
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The newly founded associations needed to create a common understand-
ing of their working methods and the duties of a member, and a common
meeting culture. It was a praxis formed by the associations, not stipulated in
the statutes but important for forming the association’s identity. Presenta-
tions on “rules of order in an association” were given early on in Räpina and
Helme. For instance, to keep order, a member should always ask for the
word if he wanted to speak. As a sign of respect for the association, a mem-
ber should stand up while speaking. He should not disturb others by scraping
his feet or talking during meetings. To honour the association and those pre-
senting, he should be present at meetings and arrive on time.403 Recommen-
dations for behavior were continuously repeated in the agricultural journals.
Ühistegewusleht emphasized in an article that members should only claim
the word when they had something to say and that they should keep their
contributions short and to the point.404 It should also be kept in mind that
issues like order and structure were closely related to the idea of moderniza-
tion and therefore had a symbolic value for visualizing modernity. While the
association focused on respect for members, the journals also tried to find
forms for their activities. None discussed matters were issues such as voting
or responsibility for taken decisions or how responsibility should be shared
between the board and the members. This kind of responsibility was only
brought up in the annual reports.

Promoting the New Agriculture
Since attending a meeting could require some travel, it was important for the
farmers to feel that every meeting was useful in some sense. Minutes and
journals showed awareness of this, and often noted if many members had
appeared despite bad weather or other circumstances. To underline the im-
portance of member involvement, some associations, such as Helme, regu-
larly sent invitations by mail to the members to keep them updated.405

Generally a prepared speech and discussion took place at every meeting.
The speeches treated different themes. The majority were educational and
dealt with agricultural matters; a smaller percentage were for general educa-
tion or considered local issues. Most speeches were held by a little group of
active members. Board members especially were active, but during the years
more and more speeches where given by persons linked to agricultural jour-
nals or traveling agricultural instructors. In 1897, in its first full year, fifteen
presentations were held in Helme Põllumeeste Selts. Twelve dealt with agri-
cultural matters, among them three dealing with flax, two with soil im-
provement and fertilizers, two with horse breeding, two with beekeeping,
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and one with dairy production. Other presentations considered the impor-
tance of thrift, where a good hand with money and a rational approach to
expenses was promoted as an important method of improving the farm econ-
omy. One speech was also given on the history of Helme, appealing to the
members sense of belonging, and one presentation was held on horse
thieves, which seems to have been a major problem for the local community.
Finally a grain-threshing machine was demonstrated at one meeting.406 In the
following year, 1898, fourteen speeches were held. Ten considered farming
and fertilizers, while two considered problems with farmhands, one horse
breeding, and one dairy production. The relatively large number of speeches
in Helme meant that up to three presentations could be held at a single asso-
ciation meeting. Some of the presentations also continued from meeting to
meeting. This created continuity in the themes discussed and probably en-
couraged members to come to the following meeting.407 The number of pres-
entations fluctuated during the years, but was generally about ten. In 1909,
as an example, ten presentations were held in Helme, five presentations on
cattle, one on agricultural cooperatives, one on pasturage reclamation, one
on marketing of products, one on house keeping and one on a unknown
theme. While association members delivered most of the presentations, the
presentation on house keeping was held by an invited guest, the agronomist
and publisher of Põllutööleht Jaan Hünersson. The presentations on pastur-
age and one on cattle breeding were delivered by a hired agricultural in-
structor, A. Aun, who also held a two day course on fieldwork in July at-
tended by 60 persons.408 During the same period, the association in Torma
held eight meetings with presentations in 1908, and there are no signs on a
change in the agenda or in the attendance of the meetings, except for the
presence of agricultural instructors at some meetings.409

In Räpina all seven speeches held the first year concerned agriculture and
its subsidiaries. Three presentations were held on fertilizing, two on flax and
two on gardening and beekeeping. In the following year nine speeches were
held, three on farming, three on dairy farming including one on dairy coop-
eratives, and one on gardening. Besides this the secretary presented a lecture
on the first years of Räpina Põllumeeste Selts and one on the shortage of
rural laborers.

Many lectures were followed by lively discussions, and in Räpina discus-
sions were also held on announced themes. In this way, a letter on sponsor-
ing a secondary agricultural school caused a lively discussion on agricultural
education. Other meetings were spent discussing the problems and benefits
of dairy cooperatives, agricultural equipment and crop rotation.410
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On one occasion the association in Räpina was also invited to the asso-
ciation member Clausen’s farm in Räigla to discuss and study new farming
methods and cattle breeding. The visit is well documented in the associa-
tion’s records. Clausen guided the visitors through the farm and lectured “so
that they should understand everything clearly”.411 Special interest was
shown for his ninety cows and twenty-seven calves, of which even the
weakest were described as fine. And Clausen taught the members the physi-
cal characteristics to look for in a good milk cow. The amount of milk given
every day was presented in a diagram. The amount of cattle, however, stood
in a sharp contrast to the seventeen cows per farm mentioned as normal
when cooperative diaries had been discussed.412 The description of the visit
followed the same narrative characteristics as travelers’ letters published in
journals.413 It is obvious that Clausen’s manor was considered to be a model.
Clausen and his farm represented the possibility that lay ahead for those who
strived to build farms by hard work and new knowledge. Clausen’s own
position, as manager of the farm, and lecturer at the farm visit, reflected the
ideal masculine ideas presented. Despite his accomplishments, Clausen con-
tinued to work on improving his farm and being able to control and super-
vise on every aspect of his agriculture.

The association showed a constant interest in the transition from grain to
cattle and dairy as the main products. However, the intention to improve did
not always follow the path outlined in the agricultural instructions, but did
show some examples of the problems of modernization. Instead of only fo-
cusing on the new, the association in Räpina also showed a considerable
interest in improving the growing of commonly used crops like flax. At one
meeting a presenter questioned the importance of flax as the backbone of the
small farm economy, as it had been outlined by the association’s board, and
instead wanted to put more emphasis on cattle breeding and diary produc-
tion. This was followed by a long discussion where some board members
defended the importance of flax and some members the position of dairy
farming. The discussion reflected rightful hesitation before the risks of turn-
ing from a well-known and established crop to a new, and for many, less
known business. But, as flax was the subsidiary primary for the small farm-
ers, the discussion also showed a conflict over the right to define the ideas of
modernity and the ideas of development in the associations. To close the
discussion, the president, von Sivers, formed a committee that was to study
flax growing among small farmers.414 With this he finished a discussion that
could split the association turn against the board members and the nobility.
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In Torma twenty presentations were given at nine different meetings dur-
ing 1899 and 1900. Most of the presentations considered cultivation or ani-
mal husbandry.415 Other themes were the dangers of drinking alcohol and the
importance of associations, focusing on their contribution to the people’s
education.416 At some meetings articles from the journals Põllumees and
Mesilane were also read to the audience and the editor of Põllumees was on
one occasion invited to hold a presentation.417 To gather knowledge about
agricultural improvement the association in Torma formed special commis-
sions among the members in 1900. The commissions dealt with issues like
land reclamation, joint purchasing, beekeeping, gardening, dairy production
and collecting money for the association.418 Even if not always visible in the
association minutes, the commissions seem to have been active for a long
period, being responsible for different areas of the association’s work. The
early organization of the association’s work into commissions can therefore
be understood as a joint program. The commissions also showed an intention
to work both theoretically on improvements and practically with joint pur-
chasing.

In Koeru and Ambla the themes of the presentations were relatively con-
stant over the years and in general followed the lines of the other associa-
tions. Journals were commonly used for education, as when an article form
Põllumees on clover as fertilizer was presented in 1898.419 Moreover two
articles were read to the audience, one on toxemia among cows and the other
on vermin.420 In 1904 in Koeru one presentation was hold on saving and loan
cooperatives, one on pasturage, two on vermin and one on horse thieves. The
associations in Torma continued to be active and held, as an example, eight
meetings during 1908. Similarly, the association in Ambla held eleven
meetings in 1908.421

At the first regular meeting in Torma a presentation on ‘women’s work in
agriculture and household’ (naesterahwa põllutööst ja majapidamisest) was
given. The presenter noted that women’s labour was important in all farm
work, and urged that young women should be taught all types of skills useful
on a farm.422 Interestingly it mirrored more of the practical realities in agri-
culture than the ideal of gender division promoted in the agricultural manu-
als, but also the practice of female work was considered a special issue. De-

                                
415 ERA, f, 2848, n. 27, 1. 1 gardening, 2 mushrooms, 1 alcohol, 2 animal disease, 1 handi-
crafts, 2 horse rising, 1 on the importance of associations, 2 cattle breading, 1 milk manufac-
turing, 1 grain threshing machines, 1 beekeeping, and 2 unknown.
416 ERA, f. 2848, n. 27, 1, 27/12 1899, 29/5 1900.
417 ERA, f. 2848, n. 27, 1, 31/10 1899, 3/12 1900, 8/10 1900.
418 ERA, f. 2848, n. 27, s. 1, p. 6.
419 ERA, f. 2848 n. 3, s. 1. 2, gardening, 2 exhibitions, 1 feeding of cattle, 1 bee-keeping, 1 on
the farmer, 1 corps), 1 seeds.
420 EAA, 5219, n. 1, s. 2, 12/4 1898, 7/3, 4/4, 1904.
421 ERA, f. 2848, n. 27, s. 1, p. 85-90; ERA, f. 2848, n. 3, s. 5, p. 42.
422 ERA, f. 2848, n. 27, 1, 31/10 1899.



129

spite the presentation on women’s work in Torma, the separation of men and
women was present at the meetings. There are no or few traces of women
taking part in discussions or giving presentations. Some associations ar-
ranged separate meetings for women, with presentations on handicraft or
related themes. The agricultural association in Sangaste, publicly called for a
women’s discussion meeting in January 1896. On the agenda were a pres-
entation by Ado Grenzstein on the rights and duties of farm wives, and a
presentation by Paul Sauli on the need to found a school for the practical
education of farmwomen.423 To improve women’s work as supporters of the
agriculture, many associations arranged courses for becoming farmer’s
wives. The association in Helme offered a course in cooking with forty-two
pupils in 1910.424

That associations worked in accordance with a gender coded agenda is
not surprising considering the general paternal structure in agriculture. That
women were mostly absent as members is therefore not surprising, but rather
that there were any women members at all. As long as modernization was
generally considered the male sphere in the associations, it is easy to under-
stand that most women did not identify themselves with the given agenda.
The separate meetings for women arranged by some associations underlined
the understanding of different gender based spheres, with women in a sup-
porting role. The most interesting group are the women. However, some
families probably understood the message of improvement as directed to-
wards the family not only through the farmer. Joint landowning existed, but
was rare, and can have caused an understanding of a common responsibility
and some families probably followed the more rare request of getting their
daughters educated in order to be good future farmwives. Moreover, in the
end of the period when lectures on milk manufacturing were common in the
agenda, some women probably also had a direct or professional interest in
taking part of the lectures.

Field reclamation and the use of chemical fertilizers was another well-
discussed theme in many associations. Fertilizers were viewed as a sign of
modernity and as a blessing that would increase the yields. It was presented
in chemical terms with diagrams, and discussions of fertilizers also included
a pedagogic example showing the basic constraints on commercial agricul-
ture, convincing the farmers that the money spent on fertilizers would result
in profit at the end of the season.425

The promotion of chemical fertilizers turned in to the first collective ac-
tion for many of the associations, as they was decided to buy fertilizers
jointly in order to get better price and quality. Manufacturers also contacted

                                
423 Raendi, (1975a) p. 106.
424 EAA, f. 3711, n. 1, s. 3, 12/9 1910.
425 EAA, f. 2308, n. 1, s. 2, 27/7 1897; 25/1, 25/5 1898; 27/7, 31/1 1899; ERA, f. 3711, n. 1, s.
1, 27/7, 19/9, 1896; 15/6 1897, 28/8 1898, 16/1, 6/3 1899.
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associations giving them offers or sending them advertisements for fertiliz-
ers.426 In Torma the initiative to make joint purchases was evident already the
first year, as a special committee for the purpose was formed in 1900. In
Räpina discussions were held on prices, and on if fertilizers should be
bought in St. Petersburg or Riga, with the two towns being understood as
offering different qualities.427 In 1901 the association in Räpina asked for
tenders from three different wholesalers, and decided to buy two train wag-
ons of cheap and one wagon of expensive fertilizers.428 In making the offer
the association relied on members with some professional knowledge. The
categorization of expensive and inexpensive, instead of giving more precise
specifications, however, shows either a lack of knowledge among the buyers
or an intention to simplify the differences for the common members buying
from the association.

Agricultural Exhibitions
Since Tartu Eesti Põllumeeste Selts arranged the first ‘Estonian’ agricultural
exhibition, in 1869, exhibitions become one of the most popular activities of
the Estonian agricultural associations. The exhibitions arranged by the Tartu
associations had a double aim. First they aimed to promote agricultural mod-
ernization by showing new breeds, tools and methods and by arranging con-
tests for the finest animals and best products. Secondly they aimed to express
an alternative understanding of modernization from that of the Baltic Ger-
man landlords, and to show independence versus the landlords. ‘Estonian’ at
these exhibitions meant that signs and presentations were in Estonian and
that the exhibitions were farm, not manor, oriented in their content.

The outspoken national aims of the exhibitions made the exhibitions ar-
ranged by Tartu Eesti Põllumeeste Selts in the 1860s and 1870s controversial
and permits were only given when the exhibitions were held outside Tartu.
By this the authorities probably wanted to avoid a direct contest between the
exhibitions arranged by Estonian and Baltic Germans and to subordinate the
position of the Estonian exhibitions. In the 1880s and early 1890s exhibi-
tions became regular and were often the only activity for many agricultural
associations. The previous aims became less pronounced and many exhibi-
tions gained the character of public festivities. The number of local exhibi-
tions rose and some years there were so many that the displayed items lacked
the needed quality, and the exhibitions function of presenting models was
lost.429

                                
426 EAA, f. 2308, n. 1, s. 3, 6/5, 7/10 1901
427 EAA, f. 2308, n. 1, s. 2, 25/5 1898.
428 EAA, f. 2308, n. 1, s. 3, 2/4, 675 1901.
429 Raendi, (1975a) p. 172, 178.
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The exhibitions gained new energy in Livland in the late 1890s. Affecting
this development were the new regulations on exhibitions, presented by the
authorities in 1893 and 1896. The regulations made it easier for organizers to
get permission, but imposed restrictions on how exhibitions should be ar-
ranged. At the same time the Ministry declared its intention to not support
exhibitions financially or with other things than medals and letters of praise
(kiitus kirjad) for agricultural competitions’.430 The growth of exhibitions in
the Estonian countryside was rapid. In 1890 there were five exhibitions and
in 1897 six exhibitions arranged by farmers. Despite the war in 1904 the
number had already risen to thirty exhibitions. In Livland exhibitions were
held in Tartu, Saaremaa, Karula, Antsla, Saarde, Tali, Vändra, Viljandi,
Põltsamaa, Tarvastu, Helme, Emujärve, Võnnu, Ottepää, Kodavere, Raadi,
Torma, Halliste and Räpina. In Estland exhibitions were held in Tallinn,
Läänemaa, Nissi, Viru-Jaagupi, Viru-Nigula, Türi, Ambla, Vaivara and
Väike-Maarja and Simuna, most of them having between one thousand and
three thousand visitors.431

For most of the associations with their roots in the first generation of agri-
cultural associations, broad exhibitions like the ones arranged by Tartu Eesti
Põllumeeste Selts were the ideal. Associations like the one in Põltsamaa,
which had boards dominated by Baltic Germans, most likely saw those or-
ganized by Kaiserliche Livländische Gemeinnützige Ökonomische Sozietät
as a model. The program for the exhibition in Põltsamaa in 1899 presenting
four categories, horses, bees, agricultural tools, and machines/ handicrafts.432

From 1900 Tartu Eesti Põllumeeste Selts again arranged nation wide exhibi-
tions in Tartu in the same manner as the Baltic German provincial shows.
The attempt was a success and the exhibitions had 4074 paying visitors in
1899, 4532 in 1900, 1139 in 1901, 12526 in 1902, and 12526 in 1903.433 By
arranging nationwide exhibitions, Tartu Eesti Põllumeeste Selts created a
central forum where representatives from different agricultural associations
could meet and strengthen the informal network between the associations.
Simultaneously the exhibitions visualized the idea of a united agrarian
movement and created a model for many of the smaller exhibitions in the
countryside. According to the Estonian historian Tiit Rosenberg, the large
number of agricultural exhibitions arranged by Estonians as well as Baltic
Germans in Livland made the exhibitions in Livland a general model for
exhibitions in the wider Russian Empire.434

                                
430 Raendi, (1975a) p. 178.
431 Raendi, (1975a) p. 182; Rosenberg, Tiit, ”Tartu ”saksa” näitused 1860-1913”, Tartu
Linnamuuseeumi aastaraamat III (Tartu 1997) p. 59.
432 Põltsamaa Eesti Põllumeeste Seltsi poolt 1899. aastal 29-mal ja 30-mal mail Põlltsamaal
ärapeetava hobuste, põllu ja käsitöö väljanäituse program (Jurjew/Tartu 1899).
433 Raendi, (1975a) p. 183.
434 Rosenberg, Tiit, ”Deutche und Estnische Ausstellungen in Dorpat (Tartu) 1859-1913”,
Estnische Historische Zeitschrift, 1998:1 p 171f.
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In Räpina, an invitation to take part in an agricultural exhibition was one
of the first issues on the association agenda. The association decided that it
was too early to participate, as the association had not received its final per-
mit. But the question of arranging and taking part in exhibitions was dis-
cussed as soon as the association had received its official approval.435 In the
summer of 1898 the association decided to arrange its own exhibition the
following year.436 With the support of the Kaiserliche Livländische Gemein-
nützige Ökonomische Sozietät the association asked the Ministry of Finance
for a permit to hold the exhibition. Once the permission had arrived the as-
sociation sent out invitations to all agricultural associations in Estland and
Livland, which were listed at the Ministry of Agriculture and Finance. Invi-
tations were also sent to the Ministry, the ‘The Imperial Economic Society’
in St. Petersburg, ‘The Imperial Agricultural Association’ in Moscow, ‘The
Imperial Gardening Association’ in St. Petersburg, ‘The Russian Domestic-
animal Breeding Association’ in Moscow and the ‘The Russian Bee-keeping
Association’.437 The broad attempt to attract other associations to take part in
the exhibition must be understood as an attempt to position and make the
newly established association known among the Empire’s leading associa-
tions as well as among the local associations. Inviting associations from dif-
ferent agricultural areas also showed that the association had a broad defini-
tion of agriculture and rural modernization.

 Preparing for the exhibition the association members collected money
and things to sell at the exhibition. The association also turned to other asso-
ciations and asked for contributions in money or prizes to the contest. Finally
the association arranged a dramatic play and a concert in Räpina to gather
money for the exhibition.438 Besides the economic contribution, the collec-
tion of money and the cultural events surely were a way of making the asso-
ciation known in the area and promoting the coming exhibition, as well as
mobilizing the members and making them feel that the exhibition was a joint
project.

When the final date for registration was reached on August 1, 1898 only a
few farmers - some mentioned ‘poor farmers from Setu’ (setukesed) (Ortho-
dox Estonians from the Petseri region) - showed interest in participating.
Members then decided to ride around the villages to find suitable objects to
exhibit. They discovered resistance from some farmers to sending their ani-
mals to the exhibition, as well as an over confidence in the quality of their
animals compared to others. But some ‘reasonable men’ (mõistlikud mehed)
also promised to be present. With time, more and more applicants came for-
ward and the association began to arrange the exhibition field on the grounds

                                
435 EAA, f. 2308, n. 1, s. 2, 15/4 1897, 18/11 1897.
436 EAA, f. 2308, n. 1, s. 2, 21/7 1898.
437 EAA, f. 2308, n. 1, s. 2, p 53 Näituse aruanne (Exhibition audit).
438 EAA, f. 2308, n. 1, s. 2, 21/7 1898.
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of the estate inn. However, when the arrangers expected the exhibitors to
turn in their items and animals at lunch time the day before the exhibition no
one turned up. Only in the evening some exhibitors appeared. But most of
them waited until the next morning, and among them some people who had
not registered brought their animals to the contest. The association was
flexible, however, and allowed them to participate, stating that it was an
exhibition with the aim of showing variety.439

The exhibition opened on August 22nd and was to last for two days. The
opening ceremonial contained a speech by the association’s president, the
Imperial anthem and music by a brass band. After buying tickets the visitors
were allowed in to walk around and look at the exhibited items displayed on
the grounds and in the temporary buildings constructed by the association
members. During the days, the exhibition was visited by 1364 paying adults
and 117 children. The exhibition audit does not tell which of the invited as-
sociations attended, but lack of a comment makes it is reasonable to expect
that none of the invited Russian associations participated. However, Kaiser-
liche Livländische Gemeinnützige Ökonomische Sozietät and many Estonian
associations did.440

The exhibition was organized in different categories: horses, cattle, lambs,
pigs, poultry, male handicrafts, female handicrafts, cattle breeding and milk
manufacturing, other agricultural products, gardening and bee-keeping. Fe-
male handicrafts was by far the largest category, with 55 exhibitors showing
340 items. Cattle-breeding and milk production was the smallest with only
three exhibitors.441 About thirty horses and thirty-six cows and oxen were
displayed.442 The exhibition culmination with the agricultural contest, which
was held in all the exhibition categories. Beforehand the association had
formed different jurys, consisting of association members, members from
other agricultural associations and people with some local reputation. The
jury consisted entirely of men, except for the measurement of women’s
handicraft. Most of the prize money for the agricultural contest, about 400
rubles, had been collected by the members of the association. But prizes and
money to support the contests had also been given by the Ministry of Fi-
nance and Agriculture, the Kaiserliche Livländische Gemeinnützige Ökono-
mische Sozietät, Tartu Eesti Põllumeeste Selts, and by eleven local agricul-
tural associations in Livland.443 Up to twenty different prizes were given in
each category, ranging form the Ministry’s gold medal, and a reward of ten

                                
439 EAA, f. 2308, n. 1, s. 2, p 54, Näituse aruanne (Exhibition audit).
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Põllumeeste selts, Emujärwe Põllumeeste selts, Wõnnu Põllumeeste selts, Helme Põllumeeste
selts, Palamuse Põllumeeste selts.



134

to fifteen rubles, down to rewards of five to three rubles and letter of
praise.444

The first exhibition was considered a success and left an economic sur-
plus of about 311 rubles, but the association also noted many things that
could have been better. In the associations report on the exhibition a consid-
erable space was used to complains over drunk people, participants who had
taken their items away from the contest when it was clear that the items ex-
hibited would not be rewarded and the bad character of night guards and
other employees. The association continued to arrange new exhibitions in
August 1900, and then held exhibitions yearly. The association also contin-
ued to present concerts and theater pieces to improve the finances. The exhi-
bitions grew slightly in size, but were modest in 1904 due to the Japanese
war.445 The small number of exhibited items in some categories during the
first exhibitions, and thereby the lack of competition in the contests, caused
the associations to make fewer but broader selections in subsequent exhibi-
tions.

Agricultural exhibitions arranged by other associations, like the associa-
tions in Torma and Ambla, seem, in general, to have followed the same lines
as the ones arranged by Räpina Põlumeeste Selts. The exhibitions arranged
by the smaller associations were often smaller in size. At the exhibition ar-
ranged in 1900 by Ambla Põllumeeste Selts, 127 items, excluding handicraft,
were exhibited, among them forty-two horses and ten cows. 72 rubles were
giving out in awards.446 In September 1912 the association’s exhibition in-
cluded twenty-one horses and fifteen cows, fifteen industrially produced
agricultural tools, two exhibiters showing milk manufacturing and three bee-
keeping. In addition, fifteen men showed 247 pieces of male handicraft and
twenty-one women showed 250 pieces of female handicraft.447

In Estland the expansion of agricultural exhibitions was not so rapid as in
Livland. The first Estonian language exhibition in the province was arranged
by Wäike-Maarja Põllumeeste Selts, an association close to Koeru, in 7 – 8
June 1897. The exhibition was held at a field near Müüriku manor-park and
attracted many exhibitors and visitors from the surrounding counties. The
exhibition was divided into horse breeding, cattle breeding, pigs, lambs,
poultry, bee keeping, milk products, male handicrafts, female handicrafts,
traditional handicraft, art, land reclamation, cooperative work, and exhibiting
seventy-six horses and seventy-one cows and oxen.448 These categories were
kept over the years. Normally contests where exhibitors could win money,
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medals and honor were held everywhere. In 1898, 110 horses and 26 cows
were exhibited in Wäike-Maarja, and 460 rubles were given away for prizes.
The exhibition was still good business as the 3000 visitors paid about 800
rubbles for tickets.449 The Association continued to arrange exhibitions annu-
ally, at least up to 1905.450

To maintain the quality of the exhibitions when the number of exhibitions
rose, the associations Sangaste, Helme and Karula arrange a joint exhibition
in Valga in 1898.451 Such joint exhibitions are also known from other areas,
especially in areas where the distance between the associations was close.
Many agricultural associations also seem to have had the same experience as
the association in Räpina, that too many categories and too many prizes de-
feated the purpose, and soon began reduce the number of categories or even
to specialize the exhibitions to deal with only a few areas. Among the first
examples of specialized exhibitions arranged by farmers were the cattle ex-
hibit organized by Halliste Põllumeeste Selts,  in central Livland, in 1895,
where seventy-three bovines were shown.452 This exhibition was followed by
similar arrangements made by the associations in Emujärve and Wõnnu.453 In
contrast to the exhibition in Räpina these exhibitions solidly focused on
promoting and encouraging the transformation of the agriculture to cattle
breeding and dairy farming. Helme Põllumeeste Selts, also decided to ar-
range only special exhibitions, focusing on cattle breeding. In 1904, 92 ex-
hibitors and in 1905, 76 exhibitors showed one animal each. In 1906 the
association held a cattle exhibition in Tõrva where 129 animals were
showed. Helme also arranged special exhibitions for plows, flax and gar-
dening.454 Yet another innovation was made by the association in Halliste in
1901 when it arranged the first cow and milking exhibition in Vana-Kariste.
Most of the forty-one cows taking part in the contest were brought by farm-
ers. Pupils from a dairy course, arranged by Halliste Põllumeeste Selts,
milked the cows and an agricultural instructor measured the amount of fat
that the milk contained. The prizes were given to the cows giving the fattest
milk, a matter important for making butter. With the contest the arrangers
surely wanted to draw the attention from the outward qualities often re-
warded at exhibitions to production. However, while some of the prized
cows would not have been rewarded, by only judging their other qualities,
most of the rewarded cows had both qualities. The contest is yet another sign
of the intention to show and reward improvement. The contest showed the
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superiority of the English breed before the traditional breeds, and was a way
to show and promote the association’s efforts with courses and instructors.455

In order to improve the exhibitions, exhibition statutes were also formed,
regulating the demands and duties of the exhibition arrangers and the par-
ticipants. Written by the organizers, the organizing committee was declared
as sovereign in all issues and the demands were primarily placed on the par-
ticipants. The participants were to follow strict rules on when to register and
in which categories to register. Farmers were not allowed to exhibit more
then one animal or item in each category and tradesmen not allowed to ex-
hibit more then one machine in every category. No other items than those
registered were allowed to be exhibited and items were not to be removed,
changed or improved during the exhibition. Animals should be taken care of
by a responsible person during the whole exhibition, and extremely aggres-
sive animals or items with a disgusting smell were not allowed at the exhibi-
tions. Underlying most of the regulations was the understanding that the
animals and items were intended takes part in the agricultural contest. At
most exhibitions the participants, except association members, had to pay for
taking part either by the item or by the space that they intended to use. After
the exhibition the participants were responsible for taking away what they
had brought to the contest. Simultaneously, the organizing committee was
responsible for providing facilities for the exhibition, upholding the stated
rules, and arranging educational lectures during the exhibition.456

Even though prizes and rewards were given at almost every exhibition,
the exhibition audits mostly focused on who and what was rewarded, rather
than stating on what conditions the reward was given. It is likely that the
motives and conditions for rewards improved over time, especially when the
Agricultural Ministry provided some of the medals. However, the exhibition
statutes of Wändra Põllumeeste Selts from 1907 give some details. As the
statutes were printed after many years of exhibitions and contests it is likely
that they were based on established principles as well as experience, intend-
ing to eliminate the most common problems. To guarantee that the contest
was arranged under the right conditions a considerable effort was given to
form an independent prize committee. The independence of the committee
members was given a higher priority then their knowledge in agriculture,
even though it seems unlikely that unskilled members would have be ac-
cepted by the contest participants. Only items that fully fit into each category
were to be judged by the committee. The judgments were to be made both in
number reaching from one to five (where five was the best) and in written
statements. Prizes were only to be given in the announced categories and
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only if the items were good enough to be rewarded. Regarding the men-
tioned exhibition categories, such as horses, cattle and handicrafts, it was
stated that the items should belong to the exhibitor and that animals should
be raised by the exhibitor from their first half-year after birth. For horses,
priority was given to work horses, who alone could receive the Ministry’s
medal. Handicrafts were to be fully made by the exhibiter and a priority was
given to the purposefulness of the exhibited items. The idea of purposeful-
ness in the regulations on horses and handicrafts is clearly linked to the un-
derstanding of farm-based development especially promoted in the agricul-
tural manuals before the turn of the century. It idealized the small farm, the
local improvement and local manufactured products at the same time as the
general agricultural improvement in an empire vide context, illustrated by
the ministry’s medals.457

It can also be understood as a way of profiling the farmers’ exhibitions
against the Baltic German exhibitions where riding horses and fine horse
breeds were more common. To emphasize this profile the exhibition statutes
of Wändra also stated that manor owners only could be rewarded with di-
plomas, and not given any prizes. Finally the statutes stipulated a full trans-
parency in the contests, such that the participants would be allowed to see
the prize committee’s minutes after the result was given and that it would be
possible to appeal the results. From a pedagogic perspective, transparency
can also be understood as giving the participants the possibility to improve
their breeds and products, since rewarded items only could be rewarded
again if they were improved.458

Although women’s handicrafts often formed one of the largest categories
at the exhibitions, the exhibited items stood in the shade of the male items. It
was the only explicit female category, and in general one of the few catego-
ries where women participated. Already by this the exhibitions mirrored the
gender-coded understanding of modernization presented in the agricultural
instructions and also reproduced at most association meetings. This under-
standing neglected the fact that rural women produced many things for the
benefit of the household, which could have been used to represent the rural
life and economy and could have been the subject for improvement. In the
journal articles, female handicraft was indirectly viewed as a sign of what
the community could offer in terms of beauty, suitable women and preserva-
tion of traditions.459 Exhibiting female handicraft and rewarding woman
weaving and spinning should therefore be understood as a way of celebrating
the independent household, and the farmer who presided over the household.
In general handicraft can also be understood as creating or establishing a
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tradition at the exhibitions aimed at mediating a sense of stability against
which the modern improvements could be compared.

Figure 6. Letter of praise, Koeru Põllumeeste Selts 1901.

In sharp contrast to handicraft stood the male dominated horse and cattle
breeding, linked to male characteristics such as mastering and improving
nature and increasing production and productivity. Even in dairy production
and poultry, which traditionally were a part of the female sphere, mostly
men would compete and be rewarded. Men represented their farms and
products. However, in the category of dairy production, a few young women
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were awarded at the exhibitions in Räpina for dairy products during the ex-
hibitions in the late 1890s. The girls were always in a minority among the
contestants and awards, and usually they were unmarried.460 This, in some
sense, put them in a category of their own and their skills can be viewed as
exhibited to underline the importance of becoming good farm wives. In gen-
eral, however, the focus was put on the breeding and feeding part of milk
production, not on the quality of butter and cheese. After the turn of the
century more and more exhibitions also opened up for letting tradesmen
exhibit and compete with industrially manufactured tools and agricultural
machinery. The large exhibitions arranged by Tallinna Eesti Põllumeeste
Selts even renamed their exhibitions agricultural and industrial exhibitions,
where industrial stood for the manufactured products.461

The gender-coded understanding of agricultural improvement was also
visible in the letters of praise (kiitus kirjad), printed by the associations and
given to the awarded exhibition participants together with the prize money.
In Koeru the letters given at the first contests were pre-manufactured Rus-
sian model letters. The picture showed a farmer and his wife, dressed in tra-
ditional Russian clouding, with a Russian village and an Orthodox church in
the background, the man plowing the land with a horse and the women
reaping, surrounded by small animals. The letter was characterized by a Rus-
sian esthetic ideal, inspired by icons, also visible in the early letters from
Räpina.462 From the 1903 exhibition the association printed its own letters.
The letter had a broad Jugend stile frame with pictures inspired by classic
art. On top a women illustrating fertility was pictured and in the lower cor-
ners a man sitting holding a scythe and a women holding a lamb representing
their different spheres.463 Other letters from the turn of the 20th century, like
the ones from Torma and Tallinn, were also inspired by contemporary art
ideals. The letter from Tallinn was framed by wheat ears and a solitary
farmer holding a rake, while in the background a steam engine grain thrasher
was working in front of a barn.464 The letter from Torma was framed by a
tendril of vine, and pictures of a steam engine and a horse driven real.465
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Figure 7. Letter of praise, Koeru Põllumeeste Selts 1903.

The letters illustrated manliness and modernity not only through the pictures
but also through adoption of modern art and ideal forms, and it is striking
how well the letters followed the general European esthetic ideals of the
time. This occurred in even later letters, like the one from Tallinna Eesti
Põllumeeste Selts 1907 and 1909, picturing a women in a national costume
holding a wreath suggesting modernity as much as tradition.466

                                
466 EPM, D-53.
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Figure 8. Letter of praise, Tallinna Eesti Põllumeeste Selts 1910.

The agricultural exhibitions created an important social arena in the local
community focused on the idea of agricultural improvement by farmers. The
exhibitions in the late 1890s and early 20th century were festivities where
people could meet, drink, talk and compare skills and products, and where
tradesmen could demonstrate their products. The educative value of the ex-
hibitions should, however, be considered as limited. The exhibitions focused
on presenting results rather than methods. Compared with contemporary
Russian showings, which were focused on exhibiting the local specialists,
the Estonian exhibitions preformed a picture of modernity and encouraged
innovations. The prime purpose of the agricultural contests was to reward
progress and to encourage as many farmers as possible to live up to the new
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standards.467 In many cases the quality of the rewarded items could surely be
questioned, but they were among the best in the local community and could
thereby be used as models for the others to emulate. To set up too high stan-
dards would probably have had a discouraging effect as many farmers would
not have found it worth participating.

The Associations in the Local Community
Being one of the few legal forms of public cooperation in the local commu-
nity, the associations had to communicate with the local and provincial
authorities. The most usual communication with the authorities was the an-
nual auditing of the association’s minutes and the association’s claims for
permits to arrange public events. The associations were also sometimes ap-
proached by the provincial authorities with information, and questions. The
association’s archives often contain official printed information on protec-
tion against animal diseases and cholera as well as information on land sur-
veying and passport-laws.468 The larger associations were also asked to help
the authorities to do surveys and supply social statistics on farm conditions
in the area. As an example, Tartu Eesti Põllumeese Selts administered a sur-
vey on farm conditions including the Helme and Koeru districts in 1907-
1910. Studying the survey the prime aim seams to have been to examine
economic activity and access to public utilities, like roads, postal service and
telegraph, something which can be understood as an examination of the level
of modernity.469

Official written communication between the local authorities in the rural
township (Vald) or district (Kihelkond), however, seems to have been less
common. The records of the local self-government for Koeru, Helme and
Räpina are not available for the studied period. But making a survey in two
rural townships with active agricultural associations, and using secondary
sources covering Tartu and Pärnu county, gives weak results concerning all
types of associations.470 In Rõngu Vald (studied from 1899-1905) an area
where Emujärwe Põllumeeste Selts was active, few signs of official commu-
nication between the rural township and associations are visible.471 However,
there is a notation in the minutes from 1903 of the Rõngu Laulu ja Prii-
tahtliku Pritsi Selts (Rõngu Choir and Voluntary Fire Fighting association).
The singing firemen seem to have been most active in arranging festivities
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and paid twenty-five rubles to the rural township in rent for localities.472 This
also seams to be true for the rural township in Illuka (studied 1899-1907)
where Kuremää Põllumeeste Selts (Kuremää Agricultural Association) was
active from 1899.473 The absence in the minutes of the rural township of
contact with the agricultural associations is interesting. The two organiza-
tions were active in the same geographic area, were to some extent com-
posed of the same persons and shared some of the same aims and interests,
to improve the living conditions in the local community. The strict regula-
tions and control of the local self-governments competence and work and the
regulations stating that the agricultural associations only were allowed to
deal with agricultural matters can partly explain the absence. But partly the
close personal ties between the officials and members of the local-self-
government and the associations can also explain the absence.

Building an Own House
To mark the association’s position in the local community many associations
had the ambition to build their own houses. Building association houses had
been common among the first generation of agricultural associations, as well
as among the more wealthy cultural associations in the 1870s and 1880s. It
should be understood as a way of creating a space for the growing public
sphere, a place where people could gather outside the Baltic German domi-
nated church or the official buildings of the rural township. The house em-
bodies the association’s independance and the wealth of the farmers, as well
as the association’s durability and stability. Its symbolic value can be under-
stood through that one of the rare pictures in Põllumees picturing the ball-
room in the newly built house of Wiljandi Põllumeeste Selts. The room,
decorated with banners and a painting of the tsar and formally dressed men,
strongly resembles the shape of the contemporary student corporations.474

Similarly, the cultural journal Linda pictured the house of Walgjärwe Eesti
Põllumeeste Selts, among other pictures with folkloristic motives, to illus-
trate a short story. This also underlined the house’s value as a symbol of
emancipation from the state and the nobility, and of the Estonian and na-
tional identity.475
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Figure 9. The house of Räpina Põllumeeste Selts under construction 1913.

In Torma the idea of building their own house was raised in 1900 and re-
peatedly discussed. In Helme the issue was raised in 1906, as a way of cele-
brating the association’s ten-year anniversary.476 The process took time as the
association found it hard to find a suitable ground and to raise money for the
building. Finally to finance the project the association borrowed money from
the members as well as from the local saving and lending cooperative. In
Räpina the process was similar. Finding itself standing on solid ground, the
association raised the question of building its own house, and discussed pos-
sible ways of financing the project. The house building was initiated with a
sermon on the ground where the house was to be built in central Räpina. In
December 1913 the association finished a two-store house with a steep roof
and a three-story tower which became one of the most characteristic sights in
central Räpina, and surely marked the association’s position in the region.477

Representing the Framers
Some agricultural associations were also approached by the authorities to
represent the rural population. One of the first occasions must have been the
agricultural congress in St. Petersburg in 1896, when the agreement on stan-
dard statutes for agricultural associations was made. After the turn of the 20th

century the contacts increased, caused by the central authorities’ attempts to
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reform rural society and prevent unrest. A major step for the Estonian agri-
cultural associations was the extraordinary rural consultation called by the
Imperial Minister of Finance Sergej Witte, in January 1902. Consultations
were held on the district and governmental level and supervised by the gov-
ernor, with the aim of improving rural conditions. The committees contained
representatives from the rural population, the authorities and the Baltic Ger-
man nobility, with the two last groups dominating. From a principal point of
view the participation of farmer representatives in the consultations also
implied that the farmers, were considered as competent to discuss and nego-
tiate with the authorities, and their ideas as having some sense. In Livland
the agricultural population was represented by Smiltene agricultural associa-
tion, from the Latvian speaking part of the guvernement and Tartu Eesti
Põllumeese Selt from the Estonian speaking part. In Estland agricultural
population was represented by the agricultural associations from Tallinn,
Rapla, Vaivara, Kullammaa, Nissi, Türi, Jõhvi and Kuusalu. Among the
better known representatives were Jaan Tõnisson from Tartu and the lawyer
and later politician Mihkel Pung From Rapla.478 The nobility, however, only
showed a minor interest for the consultation and delayed the opening. To
speed up the process the agricultural associations initiated a petition cam-
paign, where associations and townships were asked to approach the
authorities directly with suggestions. Petitions were sent to the authorities by
the agricultural associations, in Tallinn, Nissi, Kullamaa, Vaivara, Koeru,
Kuusalu, renters from Käända, Vigala, Kolga, landless and tenants from
Raiküla, Mäo and a single farmer from Särgvere. Althought not so numer-
ous, the petition campaign was the largest since the common peasant appeal
in 1881. Among the petition signatures were also representatives for the
local authorities, such as village elders and the governor’s inspectors, the
rural commissars.479 It is interesting to note how the petition writers were
grouped in accordance with their access to land, and that representatives for
the authorities joined in petitions, which partly must be considered as aimed
against the nobility.

The agricultural associations demanded a political reform allowing the
farmers to send representatives to the provincial diet, and the right to send
delegates to the church council. To improve the conditions of the small
farmers and landless the associations demanded that the manors should be
forced to sell all land, which in the previous land reforms had been set aside
for purchase, at a fixed price. Church land should also be sold under the
same conditions. To reduce land hunger, the associations demanded that the
regulation stating that land should not be sold in smaller portions then 1,1 h

                                
478 Karjahärm, Toomas, “1902.aasta erinõupidamine ja Eesti kodanluse poliitiline program
esimese vene Revolutsiooni Eel” Eesti NSV Teaduste Akadeemia Toimetised:
Ühiskonnateadused 1974:1, p. 36f.
479 Karjahärm, (1974) p. 38.



146

(3 tiinu), should be abolished.480 The abolishment of the regulation would
lead to a creation of farms definitely too small to support a family, and equal
in size to the plots that many permanent farmhands were given for their
households. For the tenants the associations demanded that contracts should
be extended from six to twelve years and able to be handed down from fa-
ther to son. To facilitate the land purchase and agricultural improvements,
and make the farmers independent from the nobility, it was demanded that
the competence of the state agricultural bank should be widened in the Baltic
provinces. To create justice it was also demanded that all noble privileges
should be eliminated and that the burden of building and maintenance of
roads and bridges should no longer be the duty of the farmers, but be shared
between the farmers and the nobility. Finally, the associations demanded that
Estonian should be the prime language in schools and that a basic agricul-
tural school should be opened.

Taken together the demands raised by the agricultural associations can be
understood as containing the central elements needed to enlarge rural citi-
zenship. The first set of demands was intended to emancipate the rural
population from the influence of state and nobility by shifting the power to
the local level and making the rural population competent to handle their
own affairs. The farmers’ competence also went beyond the local as repre-
sentatives were to be sent to the provincial diet. This implied a society built
from the bottom; a central tenet of agrarianist thought. With respect to trans-
ferring power from the state and the nobility to the people, the holding of
land was considered the main issue and method. The established model of
only selling farms large enough to support a family should be ended. By
selling land to the landless it was hoped that the social conditions in the
countryside would be improved and a new strata of landed members of the
local community would be formed. The previously land less would gain a
sense of belonging and a responsibility for giving stability to the local com-
munity. Land owning would further make them full members of the rural
township, and thus strengthen the position of the farmers in the local com-
munity and society. To some extent the ideas broke with the understanding
that only a farmer capable of feeding his family could be a fully responsible
member in society. However, tackling the social conditions, creating stabil-
ity and strengthening the position of the farmers must be understood as the
priority. Making small portions of land available can also be understood as a
first step from where more land could be demanded. Finally, on the agenda
of the agricultural instructions and associations was also the intention to
educate and discipline the surrounding society. Providing the landless with
land can be understood as a method of introducing them to the message of
modernization and rural citizenship.
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Work in the committee began in late 1902 and early 1903 and was orga-
nized into sub-committees dealing with agriculture, agricultural economy,
cattle breeding, land improvement, trade, rural credits, fire protections and
other issues.481 By writing the petitions the agricultural associations took the
initiative in the committees and at least forced the nobility to discuss or re-
ject their proposals. Fully rejected issues were the demand for political re-
form and the abolishment of noble privileges. All of the associations were
independant and do not seam to have been centrally coordinated. However,
the Estonian historian Toomas Karjahärm has noticed a similarity between
the petition demands and demands stated by the newspapers Postimees and
Teataja made late in 1902 and early 1903.482 As noted by the Estonian histo-
rian Väino Sirk the demand for opening an agricultural school was consid-
ered of highest priority during the turn of the century and had been stressed
in the Estonian society for along time.483 It had been raised by the agricul-
tural journals since the mid 1890s, had been a central issue at the Agricul-
tural Congress 1899, and had probably been discussed in most associations
as petitions supporting an opening had been circulated among the associa-
tions. The idea of an Estonian agricultural school, and of schools and educa-
tion as emancipating, had its connotations back to the Estonian Alexander
school movement in the 1860s. Given the emphasizes on education in the
second generation of agricultural associations and the idea of the ideal edu-
cated farmer the schools must be considered as an important institution for
creating citizens. The demands for education and participation in the local
self-government were interlinked in the way that education was understood
as creating enlighted and participating citizens and the local self-government
reform an arena for the citizens.

The petition writing by agricultural associations showed a deviating or
challenging attitude to the idea of politics. The associations took the risk to
interpret Witte’s invitation as permission to raise claims that previously
would have been considered as political and against their statutes. In Kose
Põllumeeste Selts the petition writing, however, caused the noble chairman
to step back, stating that his ideas diverged for the associations.484

Even thou Koeru Põllummeste Selts sent a petition to the authorities the
issue was not closely discussed in the association and the content of the peti-
tion is not mentioned in the minutes. However, in December 1902 the asso-
ciation association elected three members to overlook the association’s inter-
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ests during the consultations.485 The delegates’ standpoint seams to have
caused conflict in the association, and caused Baron Schillingen leave the
association and his position as chairman.486

Taken together the 1902 petitions and the agricultural association’s posi-
tion can be understood as the first joint program of the second generation of
agricultural associations. The following consultations, further, gave the
farmers the competence to discuss the general transformation of society, and
thus entitled them with the rights of a citizen. But it did also bring the con-
flict between the nobility and the rural population into a public politics.

Between Consensus and Conflict
After the turn of the 20th century the tense relations between farmers and
nobility slowly become visible in the agricultural associations. Questions
concerning the local community and issues concerning the conditions of
management of agriculture were annually on the agenda of most agricultural
associations. It is reasonable to expect that some of the questions were of a
character that could not be fully discussed in the rural township. The asso-
ciation can in these cases be seen as a complement to the rural township; a
space where some issues of local interest could be more freely discussed
than in the institutions of the local-self government. These discussions, how-
ever, risked contesting the stated ‘apolitical’ character while the consensus
ideal often kept it away from burning issues, like conflicts between farmers
and landlords over land, which the rural townships had to handle.

Another issue combining agricultural matters with that of the local com-
munity was presentations and discussions about land labourers. The theme
became especially important in the light of the developing farm agriculture,
which made many farmers employers of servants, and the shortage of land
laborers caused by industrialization and migration. The problem of finding
and to keeping suitable farmhands, and how to relate to farmhands, was
therefore discussed in most associations at the turn of the 20th century.487

In Räpina Põllumeeste Selts the problem was approached from a social
and demographic perspective. The speaker claimed that many landless fami-
lies emigrated to Pskov or St. Petersburg seeking “wealth and a place to
live”. Emigration was considered massive and the speaker exclaimed: “trains
were leaving directly from Settu to Ufa” and the farmhands who remained
where the most lazy and unproductive.488 Underlining the problem of finding
suitable labourers, in another speech in Helme, the presenter stated that
many who claimed to be farmhands were just thieves “sleeping in the day
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and stealing at night”.489 The comment is close to the frustration showed over
the untrustworthy employees in the exhibition audit from Räpina. A similar
attitude was shown in a later presentation in which the farmers were warned
to keep an eye on the farmhands when they were handling fire.490 In Räpina
the small farmers were accused of causing the shortage. By only keeping
farmhands during harvest time they undermined the farmhands’ ability to
feed their families’ for the full year. By making one part of the association
responsable for the problem the idea of the united association as the back-
bone of society was questioned. To prevent farmhands from emigrating or
becoming criminals, many presenters encouraged the farmers to build proper
living quarters for them and keep them for longer periods. Living under the
farmer’s firm eye the farmhand would not be able to steal or drink.491 The
role of the farmer and his wife to keep order on the farm and consequently
also in society, was repeated in presentations in Koeru and Ambla. In Koeru
the farmer and his wife were urged to act as role models like the farmhands’
parents (perewanemad), a relation that was clearly paternal, but required
common sense and respect.492 A parallel to the ideal relation between the
farmer and his farmhands – demanding, teaching and respecting- presented
in many of the contemporary instruction books is clear. To some extent, the
solutions were also contesting the idea of a modern and rational agriculture
where the farmer and the servants were to be free to make agreements and
where professional servants would be paid in money. As in the journals, the
idea of the processional farmer stood in a contrast to a patriarchal order and
the idea of the farmer as responsible for the servants.

The discussions on farmhands were clearly evoked by the emigration of
landless to Russia and Central Asia, but can also be viewed as a sign of
worsening class relations in the Estonian countryside at the turn of the cen-
tury. Despite the attempt to view the lack of land laborers as a social prob-
lem, the question was soon tied to crime and a lack of character among the
landless.

A solution presented was to avoid farmhands as far as possible and in-
stead use machines or plant crops needing less labour.493 To separate good
farmhands from bad, some speakers underlined the need to give diligent
farmhands letters of recommendations and other even suggested that good
farmhands should be listed, and the bad expelled from the villages. It was
also stated that lazy farmhands should be forced to work or driven from the
village, and the “village men” (wallamehed) were encouraged to act jointly
against the thieves.494 The members in Koeru jointly decided to not hire
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farmhands’ who lacked recommendations.495 Another method to encourage
good farmhands was to give gratifications. In Räpina and Helme committees
were elected in 1905 to find farmhands worth being rewarded with prizes. In
Helme the committee soon ceased, as there were no nominees for the prize.
In Räpina the procedure took time and the committee returned to the asso-
ciation with questions before stopping its work as the only suitable candi-
date, the farm maid Leena Madison, had not served for the required three
years.496 To turn her down for having not yet served in the same place for the
required time shows, the importance put on loyalty. Rather than changing the
criteria the committee gave up. The fact that the nominee was a woman
might also have effected the decision. On one hand nominating a woman can
be interpreted as a way to encourage female coded characteristics such as
order and sobriety. On the other hand, encouraging women would not help,
as they could not serve as good models for the men.

These ideas and attitudes about farmhands seem to have been held by
most association members, and were based in two interwoven perceptions.
Primarily there was a class perspective: viewing people’s status in relation to
landowning. The labourers did also fail to fulfill their obligations in their
responsibility for the society, as they left the land. To underline the differ-
ence a perception of masculinity was added where farm laborers were pre-
sented with negative and un-masculine connotations like drunkenness, lazi-
ness, unfaithfulness and inability to raise a family. This also caused many of
the discussions about the control and discipline of the farmhands. The dis-
cussion on farmhands had a clear manorial or large farm perspective and
neither the conditions of the small farmers nor the farmhands were consid-
ered more closely.

One of the more burning political issues in the period before 1905, was
the work of the land assessment committee (maahindamiskomisjon). The
goal of surveying and assessing the value of all arable land in Livland had
been planned in the 1890s but did not come to fruition until the turn of the
century. The question became a subject for presentations and was discussed
in many agricultural associations. A general fear was that the official direc-
tives and the committee would take the manor’s standpoint and assess farm-
land higher than manor land. To provide better information to the farmers
Tartu Eesti Põllumeeste Selts made an official request to the authorities in
1902 to publish the terms of reference in Estonian. The association and
Postimees also published model letters to the committee demanding open-
ness and that the work should be given more time.497

Many associations took action and approached the land assessment com-
mittee with demands. The question caused open conflicts in Halliste Pöl-
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lumeeste Selts. Probably initiated by a public letter from the committee, the
association brought up the question at a meeting in 1899 and decided to
write a letter to the authorities. The discussion of a proposed letter, at the
following meeting, however, met opposition from chairman von Sievers. He
claimed that the letter was political and that governor had forbidden discus-
sion on the subject and told the members that they took the risk of getting the
association closed. Especially sensitive for him was the statement that the
committee did not treat landowners equally and the demand that the issue
should be postponed until the Zemstvo institutions had been introduced in
the Baltic provinces.498 The situation was the same in Vändra Põllumeeste
Selts where baron Huene left his position as chairman for the same reason.
The conflict ended in 1903 when the chairman left the association, stating
that associations should not deal with political issues, but the land assess-
ment committee’s work continued to be an issue in many associations, and
became an issue during the revolution in 1905.499

In Räpina and some other associations this question led to the presidents,
often Baltic Germans representing ideas of the minority, to step back. This
on the one hand was a symbolic gesture, fulfilling the need to solve the con-
flict between the president and the members. On the other hand it also illus-
trated the president’s failure to hold the association together, in accordance
with its ideas, and to avoid ‘political’ issues, in accordance with its stat-
utes.500

In Helme external issues caused the association to split for a while and the
noble chairman to leave. In 1898, many farmers expressed discontent with
the local priest’s election, over which the nobility had a considerable influ-
ence. The issue was raised in the agricultural association during a discussion,
which caused the chairman von Stryck and treasurer von Anrep to step back
and leave the association, and probably many members to be absent from the
annual meeting. To fill the ranks the association elected a clergyman A. Er-
leman and a farmer J. Lammas as chairmen and the secretary of the rural
township as association secretary. However, von Stryck objected against the
election and demanded that Erleman should step back, referring to their po-
sitions in the local community as incompatible with positions in the associa-
tion board. However, von Stryck returned to the association as an ordinary
member in 1902.501 The conflict illustrates that membership and the work of
the agricultural associations in some sense could also be understood as being
political in relation to the rural township, and that the positions were not
cleare. Moreover, it illustrates the importance for the landed to be members
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of the local agricultural association, as von Stryck found it worthwhile to go
back, despite his attempt to make a statement.

The question of land assessment illustrates the limits of the unity in the
associations. Different opinions could be accepted in the associations on
agricultural methods, and could if needed be solved or tolerated with refer-
ence to knowledge. Regarding social questions, such as crimes or the lack of
land laborers, the associations could express unity on the importance of
problems and the need of solutions. Doing so the associations underlined
their own unity in relation to the problem and its cause. However, bringing
up social questions also opened up for class related perspectives, which
normally ran against the association’s ideal of unanimity. This is best illus-
trated in Räpina, where the lack of land laborers was blamed on the small
farmers, a conclusion which on the one hand questioned the idea of unity,
and on the other, illustrated a lack of knowledge or understanding of the
actual social and economic conditions among the farmers and the landless.
The inner social tension was overshadowed by common problems when
crime and land-laborers were discussed, but it could not be avoided when
land assessment and taxes was discussed. Indirectly the conflicts concerned
some of the most tense questions in the community, as they involved the
relation between manor land, farmland, and tenancy and therefore involved
burning economic interests. The question brought the conflict into the open,
and indirectly made the associations forums for political debate.

The growing conflict between the nobility and the farmers in the agricul-
tural associations in the beginning of the 20th century caused the nobility to
lose their grip on the associations. At the same time, many associations went
into a period of decline. The number of members decreased temporarily in
many associations in 1903 to 1904 and the number of presentations fell. The
decline can partly be explained with what is a normal pattern for most asso-
ciations. After their founding, the establishment of common aims, and the
fulfillment of their initial aims, most associations fall in to a period of reac-
tion where the aims and methods have to be re defined in order to maintain
member interest. Regarding the agricultural associations, the hardening rela-
tionship between the farmers and the nobility can be understood as a part of
this redefinition. In Ambla, as an example, the decreasing interest was ex-
plained during a meeting as being caused by the lack of freedom of expres-
sion, with a clear reference to the presence nobility. But for a short period in
the beginning of the 20th century the authorities’ intention to control the as-
sociations increased. In Livland the time and agenda for the meetings had to
be made known to the local police and presentations that did not concern
agriculture were subject to the censor.502
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9. Revolution in the Villages

In many villages the relations between the landed and the landless, as well as
between the estate owners and the small farmers, continued to be tense up to
1905. The debates and conflicts in the agricultural associations on the posi-
tion of the land laborers and the assessment were but two examples of this.
This chapter will present the general outlines of the 1905 revolution in the
Estonian areas and ask how it affected the work and composition of the agri-
cultural associations.

The Years of Revolution
In the first years of the 20th century Estonian society witnessed a vitalization
of public and political life. Turmoil in the Russian Empire opened up politi-
cal discussions and increased awareness among the Estonian speaking
population. In the countryside the tsarist ambitions to improve agriculture
opened up a new type of debate. On the initiative of the Tsarist finance min-
ister Sergei Witte the authorities arranged committees and public meetings in
1902 – 1905, to pave the way for the reforms.503

During the first years of the new century new newspapers emerged. One
of the most important was Teataja (The Messenger), which was the first
Estonian language newspaper to be published in Tallinn. The paper became
the voice for the city’s Estonian speaking bourgeoisie as well as the working
population. Its editorial board represented a broad political spectrum, with
the liberal Konstantin Päts, the Social Democrat Otto Münter and the Marx-
ists Hans Pöögelman and Mihkel Martna.504 The journal had a nationalist
approach, supporting cultural autonomy, but in contrast with Postimees)
viewed the society as divided by social classes. In Tartu the newspaper
Uudised appeared. It represented the federalist Estonian Social Democrats,
who were in favor of organizing the working-class on a national basis and
striving for national autonomy. It struggled to protect the interest of the
workers, the landless and small businessmen against the interests of the
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capitalists and landowners and was also a radical promoter of women’s
rights.

Within the limits allowed by censorship, Teataja and Uudised stressed the
need for social and economic reform. They both echoed Jakobson’s call for
the introduction of the Zemstvo institutions even in the Baltic provinces,
underlining the demand for local self government representing all social
classes.505

The background to the revolution of 1905 in the Russian Empire had
roots in unresolved social conflicts dating back to the mid 19th century. The
lack of land reform, insufficient support for agricultural development, and
the social problems caused by rapid industrialization from the 1890s created
great discontent among the peasantry and the working class. Their frustra-
tions were fanned by the increasing gap between rising social expectations
and stagnating realities for these classes. The catalyst in this situation was
the Russian defeat in the Russo-Japanese war (1904-1905), which high-
lighted the incompetency of the Tsarist government, and the episode of
Bloody Sunday in January 1905 when strikers in St. Petersburg were shot
down by the Tsarist army. Immediately after Bloody Sunday sympathy
strikes by workers broke out in Tallinn, Narva and Pernu and they were
joined by student protests in Tartu. The workers’ strikes in Tallinn continued
in various forms throughout the year.506 Closing Tartu university calmed the
student unrest but secret agitation and political activity among the students
continued in collaboration with the city’s workers.507 By early spring the
unrest had spread to the Estonian countryside and strikes among agricultural
workers became numerous at crown-estates as well as the estates of the no-
bility.508

On February 18 the shaken tsarist government responded to the protests
by giving the masses the right to make proposals for change. This decision
occasionally broke through the system of censorship and exposed the public
to more debate. In the Estonian countryside meetings were held spontane-
ously among farmers, craftsmen and landless to answer the Tsar’s request.
The most common questions regarded access to land. The landed generally
demanded a favorable solution of the work of the land assessment commis-
sion and lower taxes on land and lower land rent on the manors. In 1905 the
provincial and central authorities received 2499 petitions from Livland and
Curland demanding that crown land should be sold to the landless. This
claim was also central in all petitions supporting the manifesto of February
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18. Some landless also went from demand to action and began to till unused
crownland.509

In May Uudised made one of the most far-reaching public reform propos-
als. Without considering the form of government, which was a prime issue in
the Russian debate, Uudised called for a parliament with representatives
from all parts of the empire elected by universal suffrage. Moreover it advo-
cated broad political and cultural autonomy for all non-Russian areas.510

Uudised remained the largest voice on the political left through 1905, closely
followed by the radical newspaper Teataja in Tallinn. During the days of
freedom in the autumn 1905, Teataja as well as Uudised sent agitators to the
countryside to raise class consciousness among farmers and rural workers.511

As the opposing political voice, Postimees did not react to the ideas of a
general reform in Russia until November 1905.

The October manifesto issued on October 17, 1905 legalized the founding
and the activities of political parties. To stress their positions and take a pub-
lic initiative, newspapers like Teataja, Postimees and Uudised also arranged
meetings for people in the towns and sent out agitators in the villages.512

In late November the Postimees group founded the (Estonian Progressive
Peoples party). In its general ideas the party was tied to the Russian Cadet
Party’s (The Peoples Independence Party), combined with a nationalist
agenda inspired by Finnish provincial autonomy.513 It was a party for the
urban and rural middle classes and the urban intelligentsia. Its central aim
was to adapt the Russian Empire to European standards with a constitutional
monarchy, a parliament, and improved local self-government. With respect
to agriculture, the party called for the distribution of estate land to the land-
less farmers.514

The largest political party in Estonia was the Eesti Socialdemokraatlik
Tööliste Ühisus (Estonian Social Democratic Workers Party), which pre-
sented its program on November 8, 1905.515 This party rejected the centralist
ideas of the Russian Social Democratic party, but shared its basic principles
and managed to collaborated in many actions. Because they were divided on
the question of local autonomy, the two parties were unable to form a united
party. The party’s leadership primary consisted of the editors and contribu-
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tors to Uudised, but also contributors to Teataja and workers’ organisa-
tions.516

Early in 1905 the Baltic German Landtag of the Baltic provinces also
agreed to political reforms in order to keep the allegiance of the majority of
the Estonian and Latvian speaking population. The aim was to form a uni-
form Landtag in each of the Baltic provinces. Instead of being exclusively a
body for the landed nobility, the new Landtag would consist of three equally
represented bodies. These assemblies would be the large landowners, the
small landowners, and the representatives of crafts, trade and industry in the
towns. A cornerstone of the Baltic German proposal was the desire for pro-
vincial autonomy.517 The temporary Baltic Governor-General also made
similar plans at the end of the year. For the Estonians and Latvians this,
however, seems to have been too little and too late, and the draft met no
support among the Estonian public.

In opposition to the Estonian groupings the conservatives and Baltic-
German landowners gathered in the Baltic Constitutional party, loosely tied
to the Russian October 17th Party, demanding moderate reforms within the
existing framework. According to the constitutional party the agrarian ques-
tion was to be solved by selling off church-land to the landless.518 The Rus-
sian Social Democratic party in Estonia was primarily organized in the in-
dustrial towns Tallinn and Narva, but had also local organizations in Kure-
saare, Türi, Rakvere, Mõisaküla and Põlva. It had about 1000 members in
late 1905.519

Even though the political climate in Estonia seems moderate in competi-
tion with the Russian situation at the end of 1905, there were radical move-
ments active under the surface. The Social Revolutionaries had founded a
party in Tartu in late 1905. They demanded cultural autonomy for national
minorities in the empire and radical land reform whereby estate land would
be given to those who tilled it. Thus the Social Revolutionaries did not want
a total collectivization of Estonian land as its Russian forerunners did, but
had a solution more adapted to the actual conditions in the Baltic Provinces.
The radicals tried to reach the public with its newspaper Vaba Sõna (The
Free Word) agitation and leaflets, but the paper closed after only one issue in
January 1906. However, the party managed to get 1000 votes (25%) in the
second Duma elections in Tartu.520
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Political strikes intensified during the summer and autumn and gained
momentum from events in other parts of the Russian Empire. Protests in
Tallinn remained non-violent until October 16 when soldiers opened fire on
a demonstration in central Tallinn killing at least 60 and wounding 200. The
public reaction to this event caused the local administration to lose its grip
for the coming two months, and triggered an explosion of mass meetings,
agitation and political activity. The funeral of the October 16 victims gath-
ered ten thousand people in Tallinn protesting and demanding social and
political change. On November 26 and 27 the strikes continued in solidarity
with the people put on trial after an uprising at the military base in Kron-
stadt. In this tense situation, the All – Estonian Congress, was held in Tartu
in the end of November. In line with the more radical resolutions of the
Congress a number of revolutionary self-governments were established in
Estonian villages. A new major congress for representatives of local self-
governments was planned, to meet in Tallinn in December, but it never took
place. On December 10 martial law was declared in the city of Tallinn and
the surrounding county of Harjumaa and a large number of the public leaders
were arrested. In reaction bands of workers from Tallinn spread across the
countryside looting and burning about 120 manor houses in Estland, and less
in the Estonian parts of Livland.521 Most recent studies of the manor burnings
give the urban revolutionaries a considerable role in fomenting the rural
unrest, even in events in which land laborers dominated.522 The presence of
urban and outside leaders makes the Estonian manor burnings of 1905 fit in
with general patterns of rural unrest and revolt.523 It is also striking that the
urban workers, often born in the villages, identified themselves with the rural
conditions so much that they directed their primary anger towards the land-
owners and not the factory owners. Once back in power the Tsarist authori-
ties, supported by threatened or plundered Balt-German Estate owners, sent
punitive expeditions into the Baltic provinces. About 300 people were exe-
cuted or killed and about 600 received corporal punishment.524

Revolution in the Village
In Koeru district many farmers complained about attempts by the estates to
take back what the farmers considered their farmland, and about the condi-
tions of land tenancy. In the village of Aruküla the conflict even caused
many tenants to be without a valid contract, which made their situation un-
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certain.525 The tense situation between estate owners and farmers caused the
chairman, Baron von Schilling, to resign in 1904.526

The Russian defeat in the Russio-Japanese war and hard economic condi-
tions in agriculture and society in general made many villagers mistrust the
central government. The war and social conditions were discussed at meet-
ings in the villages. Newspaper articles were publicly read and discussed.
According to a description the mood during the discussions on the war was
anti Tsarist to the extent that the villagers favored the Japanese in the war,
despite the fact that many Estonian soldiers were sent to the East. Villagers
even claimed to feel more familiar with the Japanese admirals as their names
sounded more Estonian then the names of the Russian admirals.527

In January 1905 the news of Bloody Sunday, when strikers in St. Peters-
burg were shot by the Tsarist army, and the ensuing demonstrations in St.
Petersburg, Riga, Tallinn and elsewhere, reached the area. In February fol-
lowed the tsarist request for proposals for change, an effort which found
equally strong support among all the major Estonian newspapers.528 In Koeru
meetings were spontaneously formed among farmers, craftsmen and landless
to answer the Tsar’s request. Similar meetings were held all over the Baltic
Provinces. In the Estonian countryside the most common question regarded
the access to land. The landed generally demanded a favorable solution of
the work of the land assessment commission and lower taxes on land and
lower land rent on the manors. Some landless also went from demand to
action and began to till unused crown-land. The situation in Koeru also es-
calated in the autumn. Houses and barns at the manors in Vao, Aruküla,
Kapu, Ervita and Udeval were burnt down. Anger was directed against rep-
resentatives of the Church and the alcohol monopoly, controlled by the Bal-
tic Germans. 529

Although, conditions in agriculture were a burning issue in these revolu-
tionary times in Koeru, the agricultural association was passive. Only two of
seven planned meetings were held during the year. In January a new board
was elected, consisting of people with only Estonian names. In August a
meeting was held to discuss the annual exhibition. However, at a board
meeting in July the association had already decided to cancel the exhibition
due to the hard times.530 The causes for this passivity are not given in the
minutes. It is reasonable to expect that the revolution changed the conditions
in the area in the way that other issues were more burning than discussions
on the improvement of agriculture and that there was a need to discuss issues
in a broader public then the association. The ideas of the revolution created a
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division between the nobility and the common farmers, as previous conflicts
over land surveys in the associations had done. In writing petitions the farm-
ers seem primarily to have cooperated with the landless, who were not asso-
ciation members. As noted previously, the relationship between the farmers
and the land laborers was also tense, but this tension was possible to over-
come in order to formulate common demand. By not bringing the issues up
in the association the farmers did not risk the reputation of their association.

In Torma the situation during the revolution seams to have been relatively
calm. During the public meetings, held in the meeting room of the rural
township, local issues were primary discussed. Radical standpoints were
foremost held by landless while the farmers tried to calm down the discus-
sions. But at a meeting held after the All-Estonian congress in November
1905 the audience, voted for the more radical proposals in the Aula Resolu-
tion, supported by Uudised and Teataja, and turning down the Bürgermusse
resolutions, supported by Postimees.531 The agricultural association held
seven meetings during the year, and sent a telegram to honor the victims of
the October shootings in Tallinn. However, the minutes are so short that the
association’s actual participation in the revolution is hard to estimate, even if
the changing character of the minutes indicates that the year was not nor-
mal.532

In Helme the revolutionary events in the provinces also met with relative
silence. In contrast with Koeru, Helme was situated in an area less affected
by rural unrest in the summer and the autumn. The association continued its
work as usual, held presentations on agricultural improvement, tried to find a
suitable farmhand to award. The association even arranged an exhibition on
horse and cattle in Tõrva. The exhibition was, however, marked by the social
hardship during the revolution, and had fewer participants than usual. The
only events in the association that can be linked to the revolution were the
election of delegates to the All-Estonian Agricultural Congress in June and
to the All-Estonian Congress in November.533

In Ambla the association had limited activities. Five of the planned
meetings were held and eight presentations were made. Most of them treated
agricultural development but there was one presentation on the new State
Duma dealing with the purpose of the Duma and the aims of its legislation.534

But the speaker also added that the person who was elected to the Duma
should be a person who was above the others concerning education, who
loved his people and their language, and had the power and the will to repre-
sent them.535 It is interesting to note that the speaker identified language as

                                
531 Reiman, Hugo, “Tormas 1905. a. Sotsial revolutsionääride liikumise algusest” in Kurrs,
Hans (ed), Punased Aastad (Tartu 1932) p. 131.
532 ERA, f. 2848, n. 27, s. 1, p. 62-69.
533 EAA, f. 3711, n. 1, s. 1, 8/1, 24/1, 26/2, 9/4, 22/5, 3/7, 11/9, 9/10, 19/11 1905.
534 ERA, f, 2848, n. 3, s. 5, 12/2 1906.
535 ERA, f. 2848, n. 3, s. 5, 18/9 1905 21/10 1905.



160

one of the prime characteristics of ‘estonianness’. The characteristics he
outlined for the representatives also corresponded well to the established
understanding of the farmers enlighter and to the characteristics of those who
were sent as representatives to the first Dums, Jaan Tõnisson and Konstantin
Konik. The association also decided to send a delegation to honor the vic-
tims of the October shootings in Tallinn.536

In Räpina the year began in a normal atmosphere with, presentations and
discussions about agricultural improvement, and with few signs of the on-
going political turbulence in the society at large. In June, however, a group
of association members gathered to answer the Tsar’s appeal of January 18,
1905 for reform suggestions. The suggestions were summarized in seven
paragraphs (considering education, local and regional self-determination,
local courts, taxes, individual rights, land conditions, religious freedom, and
the individual’s integrity) and presented to the agricultural association.537

Education was given priority in the proposal’s opening paragraph, which
stated that the purpose of primary and secondary education was to improve
the people’s educational level and to prepare them for life. Therefore, all
education from primary level to gymnasium and vocational schools should
be conducted in Estonian, as that was the best way that pupils could profit
from their education. Education should be the responsability of the govern-
ment, free of charge, and open to all regardless of social status, nationality or
religion. An agricultural secondary school should be established in every
county (maakond), and a higher agricultural school in every province. At the
university in Tartu a professor in Estonian language should be installed and
subjects such as theology should be taught in Estonian.

Local self-government should be introduced on three levels urban or rural
township districts, and provinces. Estland and the Estonian speaking parts of
Livland should be united in one province. The language of the local admini-
stration should be Estonian. The local level should also be as independent
from the central level as possible, and not subordinated to rural commissars
or other inspectors. The rural township should be organized so that every
inhabitant could take part in its decisions through their representatives. Suf-
frage was to be given to all inhabitants over the age of 20.

The court system should be organized in three levels and in accordance
with the same territorial principles as the self-government. Judges should be
elected inhabitants, and the court language should be Estonian.

 The basis for the tax system should be equality and all land taxed evenly.
All feudal duties should be abolished.

Land was stated to be the foundation of the economy and should therefore
not be left in the discretion of those who did not need it for their living. The
law should protect the small farmers from being “eaten” by the large farm-
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ers. The crown and estate land that was supposed to have been sold in accor-
dance with older agreements and land reforms should be sold. Landowners
having more land then they could till (about 10 ha) should be forced to sell
to the landless. The farms should be large enough to give ‘work for a fam-
ily’. Rural-laborers should be provided with insurance for old age and for
work related injuries.

Concerning individual rights the committee stated that all “citizens of the
state” (riigi kodanikud) should be equal before the law and the courts. No
one should be detained for more then 24 hours without being charged. In
addition, the paragraphs contained demands that appointments to public po-
sitions should only be made on the basis of merit, that all noble privileges
should be abolished. There should be religious freedom and mixed marriages
of persons belonging to different faiths should be accepted.

The suggestions made by the members of Räpina Põllumeeste Selts seem
to have been well thought through, as the authors put forward arguments to
support most of their proposals. The similarity between these proposals and
the general statements made by the agricultural associations in the petition
campaign of 1902 is striking. The proposal from Räpina, however, focused
on individual rights and stated that full political and social membership in
the local community was to be given regardless of property. Striving for a
combination of sustainable agriculture and a social position and social secu-
rity through landowning for as many people as possible, the proposal makers
urged keeping farms large enough to support a family. Thus the strata of
landowners should be broadened, but its characteristics kept intact. It is in-
teresting to note the priority that was given to education, emphasizing its
importance for modernizing society and forming capable citizens.

These suggestions were not uncontroversial. At the association meeting
on June 12, 1905 the committee wanted the chairman to give his approval.
von Sivers, however, wanted to read the document carefully before approv-
ing it.538 At the following meeting on June 19, he strongly rejected the pro-
posals and would only approve the paragraphs on agricultural schools and
religious freedom. That is, he rejected the proposals on individual rights,
land reform and political reforms. Moreover he claimed the proposals to be
against the statutes of the association, and thereby probably implied that the
proposal should not be sent in the name of the association.539 At a meeting
two weeks later the members, however, agreed on the proposal, stating that it
was not ‘political’.540 Von Sivers answered, in a letter read by the deputy
chairman, that he would step down from his position and leave the associa-
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tion.541 The association then elected one of the committee members, H. Zer-
niasky, as the new chairman.542

The Aftermath of 1905
In the more open spirit in the Baltic provinces after the Revolusion 1905 the
agricultural association began to cooperatie more formally. Eestimaa Põl-
lumeeste Keskselts (The Central Organization for Farmers in Estland) was
founded in Estland and Põhja-Liiwimaa Põllumeeste Seltside Kesktoimkond
Eesti Põllumeesteseltside (The Central Organization for Agricultural Asso-
ciations in Northern Livland) founded in Livland in 1910. Both association
intended to unite and organize the agricultural associations and to spread
new agricultural knowledge. An important task for the central associations
became to hire agricultural instructors, which could travel around in the vil-
lages and give advice and to arrange agricultural days (Põllumeeste Päevad)
where presentations were held and representatives from the agricultural as-
sociations could get together.

In the period after 1905 new associations were also founded. These asso-
ciations were mostly founded in northern Estonia and remote areas where
associations up to 1905 had been few. The new associations were often
founded with a single rural township as base. From the associations founded
after 1905 only few archival sources remain, but they seam to have been as
active in improving the agriculture as the associations founder earlier. As an
example many of them were members in the provincial umbrella organiza-
tions for agricultural associations and hired the services of agricultural in-
structors.543

The conflict between nobility and farmers accelerated during the 1905 re-
volt, as the situation in the associations as well as in the surrounding society
caused the interests of the farmers and the nobility to deviate more and more.
Many noblemen also left the associations. From 1906 on only Estonians
were present on the board of Helme Põllumeeste Selts. Among the 159
members listed in 1914, including twenty-nine women, Estonian names
dominated.544 In Koeru, Ambla, Wäike-Maarja and Räpina the nobility
ceased entirely to have positions in the boards. In Torma, where the board
had been entirely Estonian since the association opened, Lammas continued
to be chairman. Among the fifty-seven agricultural associations which 1911
were members of the provincial umbrella organizations for agricultural asso-
ciations Eestimaa Põllumeeste Keskselts and Põhja-Liiwimaa Põllumeeste
Seltside Kesktoimkond Eesti Põllumeesteseltside only three had chairmen
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belonging to the Baltic German nobility.545 In Tarwastu Põllumeeste Selts, on
the western shore of lake Võrtsjärv, none of the 152 members in 1909 be-
longed to the nobility. Instead, the association mirrored another change in
the agriculture, having cooperatives and other associations as members.546

Another example is Wõnnu Põllumeeste Selts, a relatively large association
north of Räpina on the shore of Lake Peipus. The association listed 456
names, of which 236 paid the member fee in 1915. Among them were no
Baltic Germans, but many local associations and agricultural cooperatives.
The association also had twenty-six Russians, with their names spelled in
cyrillic, among its members. Many of them were living at the island Piiri-
saare.547 It is possible that these remote living people were not present at
every meeting, but rather that they were members in order to take part in the
association’s joint purchase of fertilizers and goods. This indicates a smaller
change in the activities of the agricultural associations. The presence of other
associations and cooperatives also indicates a shift in the associations’ ac-
tivities. As will be discussed in chapter 11, the associations improved their
position in the local community by initiating and coordinating cooperatives
and associations in the local community.

As shown in the beginning of the chapter most associations that had been
operating before 1905 continued with a similar agenda of lectures on agri-
cultural improvement after 1905, although often on a higher level. Invited
agricultural instructors, also held lectures and courses in most associations.
Thus it seems as if a new emerging rural elite, consisting of formally edu-
cated agricultural instructors, replaced the nobility in assisting the associa-
tions in its contacts with the authorities. The instructors held presentations in
associations and at Exhibitions and held courses arranged by the agricultural
associations. The courses were mostly open for every one, but had a reduced
prize for association members. In 1912 to 1913 the agricultural instructors
employed by Eesti Põllumeeste Keskselts on 179 occasions held presenta-
tions on cattle breading or land reclamation in agricultural associations in
Estland.548

In many associations, like Helme, the organization of agricultural exhibi-
tions become an even larger issue on the agenda. This implied a shift from
primarily educating the association members to the goal of publicizing the
message and methods of agricultural improvement to the surrounding soci-
ety. Further, the exhibitions strengthened the associations’ profile vis-a-vis
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the general public. Even if the Baltic German exhibitions were still larger
and held in more prominent places in Tartu and Riga, the farmers’ exhibi-
tions by far outnumbered the Baltic Germans’ exhibitions after 1905 and
were visited by more people. This gave a priority to the farmers understand-
ing of modernity in the public.
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10. Uniting the Farmers

At the turn of the 20th century most of the agricultural associations founded
in the mid 1890s seem to institutionalize their work, and a large number of
new associations, had emerged in 1899. The established associations had a
developed agenda for their internal work and lectures, and for displaying
their work in the local community through agricultural exhibitions.

In the following chapter I will study three manifestations initiated by the
Estonian agricultural associations or visited by the agricultural associations:
the Agricultural conferences of 1899 and 1905, and the All-Estonian Con-
gress during the revolution 1905. The congresses will be studied as mani-
festations vital for forming a common identity among the agricultural asso-
ciations and for visualizing their aims for a broader public. The intention is
also to identify common aims and strategies of the agricultural associations
as well as to see how they were contesting with other groups in the public
sphere.

The Congresses held during 1905 have a special position, as the revolu-
tion can be understood as a turning point in Estonian history, which struc-
tured the political debate in different camps and opened up the public for the
expression of different ideas and debate between different camps.549 The
revolution was also a time when censorship was set aside.

The primary sources for the 1899 Agricultural Congress are the printed
minutes from the conference and newspaper reports from the Congress. The
minutes from the Congress focus on the plenary sessions and resolutions and
only give limited information on the committee work, but still illustrate the
main lines and discussions at the Congress. The study of the 1905 Agricul-
tural Congress is primarily based on the remaining material in the archives
of one of the organizers, Tartu Eesti Põllumeeste Selts. The archival material
is, however, unstructured and mainly consists of stenographic minutes from
the committees. To paint a comprehensive picture as well as to understand
the Conference’s position in the public, the minutes are complemented with
newspaper reports. The study of the 1905 All-Estonian Congress looks at
how the agrarian issues were brought up to an all Estonian level. No records
are available and the study is therefore mainly based on secondary sources
and newspaper reports.
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The Agricultural Congress of 1899
One of the first collective manifestations made by the Estonian agricultural
associations at the turn of the century was Eesti Põllumeeste seltside saadi-
kute kongress (the Estonian Congress for Representatives from Agricultural
Associations) held in Tartu July 27–29, 1899. The Congress was arranged by
Tartu Eesti Põllumeeste Selts on the initiative of their chairman, Jaan Tõnis-
son, the editor of Postimees. In the association’s application to the Ministry
of the Interior and in the official call for representatives of “all Estonian
agricultural associations”, it was stated that the aim of the conference was to
improve the economic conditions of the Estonian people. It intended to focus
on the harsh conditions of small farmers, and to spread knowledge about
cattle breeding, dairy production and gardening, “free from customs”. As a
tool for the future improvement of agriculture, the Congress intended to
found a central organization for Estonian agricultural associations, and to
promote agricultural schools and cooperatives.550 This statement set the tone
for the whole Congress by identifying the small farmers as the backbone of
the nation - almost as the nation itself – and by identifying a common goal
and a method for achieving it.

Forty delegates from twenty-three associations were present at the Con-
gress. Among them were the association from Helme represented by Lam-
mas, and from Räpina represented by Raudsep and Keerd. Every Estonian
agricultural association had been invited to send two delegates to the Con-
gress, but some associations only sent one and many associations were not
represented at all. More than half of the delegates and associations present at
the Congress came from Tartu and its surrounding counties and only four of
the represented associations came from Estland.551 Most associations sent
board members. This caused the Congress to have a heavy proportion of
clergymen and teachers and farmers, yet still with few Baltic Germans pre-
sent. Besides the delegates, 109 visitors attended on the first day and slightly
less the following. It was a diverse audience which according to the minutes
consisted of twenty-six farmers, six publishers, eight scholars, three students,
one manor owner, one manor renter, fourteen farm owners, two estate super-
visors, one miller, one bee-keeper, fifteen teachers, three authors, seven par-
ish secretaries, ten merchants, six craftsmen, two factory owners, one tavern
owner an finally three visitors just mentioned as ‘women’. Among those
present was also a public censor whose duty was to oversee the meeting.552
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Jaan Tõnisson opened the Congress with a speech, welcoming the dele-
gates and outlining the purpose of the Congress. He stated that the delegates
should not have high expectations for the outcome, but that they could build
the foundation for a future unity, “which in time would cause self-confident
activity among the Estonian tilling people” (wõib ajajooksul Eesti põlluharia
rahwa iseteadlik isetegewus saada.)553

Thereafter followed the formalities of voting on rules and agenda. The
Congress elected Jaan Jaakson as chairman and Tõnisson as his deputy.

It was decided that everyone who attended the Congress, visitors and
delegates, had the right to speak, but that only delegates would have the right
to vote. In the discussion some delegates claimed that the right to vote
should belong to the associations, while others claimed that the vote should
belong to all representatives. The discussion ended with a vote, deciding that
every delegate should have one vote, notwithstanding the fact that some
associations had more than one delegate. The delegates were, however, still
considered as representatives for their associations. They should therefore
primarily follow the instructions given by the associations, and not their own
hearts and minds.554 However, none of the associations under study had
given any special instructions, but rather trusted that the delegates would
represent them with the best intentions. It was further decided that non-
delegates could participate in committee meetings and vote there. An invited
guest, the director of the Aleksander secondary school, Hugo Treffner, was
also given the right to vote on every issue at the Congress. It was an expres-
sion of the stated need for “men with knowledge” and resulted in the princi-
ples for participation at the Congress being a mixture of representation and
profession.555

The conference was limited by the authorities to discussing only agricul-
tural development, and it lacked a strict agenda. But it focused on four gen-
eral issues: 1) founding a central association, 2) founding consumption and
production cooperatives, 3) founding dairy cooperatives, and 4) founding an
agricultural school in accordance with the principal permit to open an agri-
cultural school, which had been given by the authorities in 1895.

On the following days the conference followed a fixed pattern. A theme
was introduced by a speech, then followed a discussion, and the election of a
comity to prepare resolutions to be presented at the end of the Congress. The
committees were carefully chosen, and efforts were generally made to find
people with adequate knowledge. As an example, J. Raamot, an agricultural
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instructor and author of many dairy instructions was chosen for the commit-
tees preparing resolutions on the founding of a central organization for agri-
cultural associations and on dairy production. School director Treffner was
on the committee on the founding of an agricultural high school.556

From the organizers’ point of view, the main issue on the first day was the
forming of a central organization. The issue provoked some discussion.557

According to the organizers a central organization would be able to coordi-
nate the needs of the agricultural associations and be their common voice.
Some delegates seem to have feared that Tartu would gain too much power,
while others stated that the associations lacked the resources to support a
central organization.558 The main obstacle seems to have been the proposal to
make the central organization more effective by giving most of the seats in
the board to men from the Tartu area. This centralization of power was not
popular among many of the local associations, viewing this priority to effi-
ciency as being contrary to their understanding of democracy. One underly-
ing reason for the objections may also have been that the agricultural asso-
ciations at the turn of the 20th century seems to have been more network
based then hierarchically organized. Tartu was the model in many cases,
such as organizing exhibitions, but studying the associations’ correspon-
dence the local associations seem to have being communicating more with
each other than with Tartu.

In the discussion on forming a central organization one delegate from
Kodavere, an association subordinated to the Kaiserliche Livländische Ge-
meinnützige Ökonomische Sozietät, claimed that the Sozietät already fulfilled
a uniting function. His argument was met with the generally expressed idea
that the landlords in the Sozietät could neither understand nor remedy the
self-owning farmers’ problems.559 The reaction against the Sozietät reflects
ethnic and class based beliefs at the conference, and indicated the conference
was indeed Estonian and thereby representing other interests and values than
those of the Baltic-German landowners.

Discussions on cooperative development and dairy production were in-
troduced by informational presentations by the agricultural instructors Jaan
Raamot and Koik, on the founding, activities and benefits of small-scale
dairy cooperatives. Their speeches were primarily educational and did not
discuss the obstacles of founding as such. The educative approach was char-
acterized by expressions of scientific knowledge and modernity, such as
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diagrams and statistics, which were known from the agricultural manuals.560

The informational presentations indicated a perceived need to educate the
representatives and spokespeople of the associations and to create a common
understanding of the path of modernization and a feeling of unity in ideas
and goals.

Similarly, the discussion on agricultural secondary schools was intro-
duced by a speech on the importance of agricultural schools for the devel-
opment of agriculture. The speech promoted the same ideas that could be
read in the agricultural journals. Agricultural schools were metaphorically
described in the presentations as channels leading education out to the peo-
ple, like water flowing out over the fields. The question was on which level
it would be most purposeful to facilitate education and where to locate such
a school; questions that did not find an answer. During the presentation and
following discussion, an interesting difference in ideas on education
emerged. Some representatives expressed the need for a democratic student
participating school where the pupils would be provided adequate advice and
enough time to prepare themselves for the future. These representatives put
great faith in the individual’s will to improve his own position in society
with his own ability given the right circumstances. This idea of education
was clearly in line with the understanding that the modernization of the agri-
culture also would improve and free the minds of the farmers and make them
good citizens. Other representatives expressed the need for an authoritarian
school where the pupils were to be firmly taught the right way. The pupils
were described as a flock which the teacher had to lead as a shepherd.561 The
first type of school can be understood as one for enlightenment, while the
second type was intended to educate in a profession. Students who had al-
ready adapted to the message of agricultural improvement were thereby
viewed as capable of taking responsibility for themselves and the future,
while those who were not should be led on the right way with a firm hand.

At the end of the Congress resolutions were voted on. The Congress de-
cided to form a central association, situated in Tartu. The organization
should work according to democratic principles, run by an assembly con-
sisting of representatives from the member associations deciding its aims
and electing a governing board. The board should be made up of nine dele-
gates, (three from Tartu and its surroundings and six from the other coun-
ties). Thereafter resolutions were taken on guidelines for the central organi-
zation in order to promote gardening, consumption and marketing coopera-
tives, and dairy cooperatives, and to employ dairy instructors. It was sug-
gested that the Aleksander school in Põltsamaa should be transformed into
an agricultural high school.562 Finally the Congress also decided to publish
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the minutes of the Congress and to distribute them among the participating
associations. The publishing was intended to cause transparency and unity in
how decisions were to be interpreted, but it is also possible to see the resolu-
tions as a common program, which had to be mediated to the associations.

Since the associations lacked the resources to implement the resolutions,
they should rather be viewed as expressing a common aim and outlining a
possible strategy for the future. The focus was in line with the message of
the journals, namely to transform agriculture from grain to cattle and dairy
production, and thereby make it more rational, specialized and market ori-
ented. The Congress promoted education and the founding of cooperatives.
Summing up the Congress’ content, its aim can be understood as to provide
the necessary infrastructure for a transformation from a grain to cattle based
agriculture. To successfully obtain and conduct education, adaptation to
market conditions and found cooperatives a standardization in aims and
methods was needed, which according to the Congress arrangers, could best
be obtained by founding a central association. This would create a powerful
representation for the farmers’ interests able to communicate with the
authorities and other interests in society. The delegates were, however, not
ready to take the step and to give up money and independence for this pur-
pose. Without neglecting the need for common work and aims, the associa-
tions wanted to maintain pluralism. The main outcome was, instead, the ex-
pression of unity among the agricultural associations. The Congress showed
the progressive farmers as a collective, and displayed it to the urban popula-
tion. Publicly, the Congress was visible not only in Tartu, but it also gener-
ated considerable interest in the Estonian language press throughout the
provinces. Articles and accounts were published, broadcasting the unity of
the Congress well as analyzing the intense discussions among the dele-
gates.563 The Congress led to networking. Social events, such as a riverboat
trip with diner and music, were arranged to facilitate contacts among the
delegates.

Considering the attention the Congress was given, the Congresses can
also be understood as an expression of how an ideal meeting should be per-
formed. According to the printed minutes the congress was held in good
order and focused on presentations and purposefull discussions, in the way
that was promoted by the agriculturals. The organizers had left the agenda
and formal rules to be decided upon by the participants. Thereby they ex-
pressed a democratic intention. But to cal for a meeting without fixed roles
can also be understood from other perspectives. In relation to the local asso-
ciations, Tartu Eesti Põllumeeste Selts must be considered as playing a lead-
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ership role, by virtue of its history and members belonging to the national
elite. Dictating the rules in this position could have alienated some of the
smaller associations and underlined the skepticism showed by some associa-
tions against a central organization. In general the organizers as well as the
delegates probably lacked the experience of large meetings with representa-
tives. Finding common roles and practices can therefore be understood as a
purpose in itself, a purpose that was not expressed in the agenda. The discus-
sions on rules and the practices expressed during the Congress thus show
some interesting characteristics. The intention was clearly to let everyone
present speak and to let many ideas be expressed, as even non-delegates had
the right to speak, and as a priority was given to people with knowledge.
Everyone who had spoken at the Congress had the right to check the minutes
before they were published.564

Congress decisions were made by a majority vote and usually with no one
opposing. According to the agreed rules, the delegates represented their as-
sociations and did not always state their personal views. But from time to
time they could also step out of that role to speak as individuals, and in some
cases also as professionals. The principles of representative democracy were
combined with the right of experts with needed knowledge or experience to
take part in the committee work and to vote. The primacy of expertise is
recognizable also in the local associations, where education and expert ad-
vice were often requested. It can be understood as a compromise between the
principles of representative democracy and the primary aim of bringing new
knowledge and modernizing. The combination of representatives with a right
to speak and vote, with the right to speak extended to everyone present, was
a known model already used in the noble corporate assembly, the Landtag,
and the village assemblies, characterized by the ideal of direct democracy.
Another compromise between democracy and efficacy was visible in the
intended composition of a central organization. Here the local associations,
even if they were ready to join a central organization, refused to grant power
to Tartu representatives by giving the majority of the seats on the board even
if they where acknowledged as more ‘modern.’ In this case the democratic
and regional representative principles proved stronger than the ideal of mod-
ernization, especially as it can be expected that the representatives from
Tartu would partly be agricultural professional experts. The local associa-
tions may have doubted whether Tartu could provide so much knowledge
and benefits that it would be worthwhile relinquishing their own ability to
influence the central organization. Otherwise, the associations did not op-
pose efficacy. Committees did, for instance, form to discuss and prepare
questions even if it was also as a method of holding free discussions without
the censor who could only attend the plenary sessions.
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Summing up, the agricultural conference of 1899 must be understood as
an important basis for creating a social movement based on the agricultural
associations. By bringing the delegates together, they were given a sense of
belonging to a wider context and provided with contacts, at the same time as
the conference exhibited the united farmers in the public. Considerable unity
was achieved and the delegates could go back to the villages with a common
program outlining the infrastructure for a further transformation. Finally, the
Congress also created a model for formulating and expressing common ideas
and for future Congresses.

The Second Estonian agricultural Congress 1905
The second Estonian agricultural Congress was held in Tartu July 7–10,
1905. Like its predecessor, it was arranged by Eesti Põllumeeste Selts (the
Estonian farmers association), with its organization centered on Tartu Eesti
Põllumeeste Selts and the newspaper Postimees. The Congress was held in a
tense political atmosphere, with unrest and manor burnings in Estland and
the Latvian parts of Livland and between the outbreak of the revolt and its
culmination in the late autumn.

According to the newspapers expectations among the delegates were
high.565 Present at the Congress were delegates from forty-six local agricul-
tural associations, two handicraft associations, two beekeeping associations,
seven savings and loan cooperatives, and three consumption cooperatives.566

Every agricultural association present at the Congress had one vote and most
of the associations had sent a single delegate to represent them. Present at
the Congress were also many visitors, among them twenty-six named, and
probably additional invitees. Among the guests were eight journalists from
journals Olewik, Uudised, Uus Aeg, and Põllumees, and the newspapers
Postimees and Teataja. Moreover, eighteen other rural associations, such as
cultural associations and voluntary fire brigades were present, but without
the right to vote.567 The Congress was thereby on one hand firmly rooted in
the rural public sphere, but on the other hand surely having a bias in favor of
the local elites.

Before electing the chairman, one of the first issues on the agenda was to
decide upon the formal rules. Based upon the minutes and printed material
from the conference, it seems as if the arrangers had already prepared guide-
lines for the Congress to be presented before the negotiations began. Besides
the plenary sessions, committee meetings on special issues were to be held,
with speeches, discussions and work on preparing Congress resolutions.568
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The guidelines on committee work were presented in a printed program,
stating that each committee should consist of a chairman, a writer, a person
responsible for publishing the results of the committee work, and ordinary
members. The program also stated that the chairman was answerable to the
Congress, and that the members should include people with relevant knowl-
edge.569 The presens of people with a relevant knowledge had been stresses
also at the Congress 1899 but the status of experts and representatives had
been unclear. The appointment of a person with a special responsibility to
publish the results of the committee shows the efforts put on making the
Congress a manifestation, which visualized and positioned the work of the
agricultural associations in the Estonian society.

In his opening speech, the chairman Jaan Tõnisson, emphasized the im-
portance of agricultural improvement for the welfare of the whole country.
In contrast to the 1899 Congress, the opening speech was much more out-
spoken, in a way that previously would have been judged as political by the
censors. The economic hard times were not only mentioned as an abstrac-
tion, but also referred to in examples which placed part of the blame on the
heavy tax burden and debts. Rhetorically asking who was to help the farmers
to overcome the problems, Tõnisson’s answer was that the farmers could
only help themselves and he put his hope on the farmers’ good moral char-
acter. In so doing he appealed to the farmers sense of responsibility for soci-
ety, but also expressed a strong mistrust for the authorities ability and will-
ingness to support a transformation of the rural society.570

The following plenary sessions were mostly devoted to presentations, but
some time was also spent on discussion. Most sessions and committees seem
to have been held in good order, and the rich archival material from the
committee meetings indicates a creative atmosphere. According to
Postimees, which mostly reproduced presentations and discussions word by
word, the conference proceeded as planned. Some other journals and even
the minutes also suggest that a number of discussions were so lively that the
time schedule could not be held, and that some presentations had to be
dropped.571

Compared with the Congress of 1899 the agricultural Congress of 1905
was much more structured. Already the Congress invitation presented an
agenda with themes, detailed presentations and discussion of the subjects
and the proposed speakers. The plenary sessions dealt with themes such as
education, cooperation, and the socio-economical situation in rural areas.
Particular presentations brought up issues such as the rights of landless la-
borers, the legal aspects of land surveying, the right methods to arrange agri-
cultural exhibitions, the need for a new agricultural journal, land reclamation
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and cattle breading, and women’s handicrafts.572 The focus of the conference
content was on the general conditions of agriculture and on the founding and
managing of cooperatives, while agricultural subjects such as cattle breeding
were only briefly treated. The Congress arrangers no longer saw the need to
create a common understanding on the basic of agricultural modernization as
a problem. They had decided to take a step further compared to the previous
conference. The content elevated the discussion from the improvement of the
individual farm to a common improvement of all by joining forces. The con-
ference thereby continued where the conference 1899 had ended by trying to
create an infrastructure for the development and to put the promoted trans-
formation at work. The focus on cooperatives indirectly created of an alter-
native organization of society that can be understood as a solution to the
everyday problems that were also discussed at the conference. At the previ-
ous Congress the intention of many presentations was to encourage the local
associations in their work by underlining that they were on the right way,
and visualized the message by gathering people. The strong focused on legal
aspects can be understood as corresponding to the liberal idea of the citizen
as it was presented in the political literature of the time. These often stressed
the individual’s need to know his rights and to understand state political and
legal structures, to be able to be a good citizen.573

The conditions of the working population were a burning issue at the
Congress. It was also decided to elect a committee to investigate the condi-
tions of the rural working people. To the committee, cand. Tõnisson, the
editor of Teataja cand. Päts, cand. Rütli, the clergyman Riomar, and farm
owner Grünfeld, were elected. (The two first became presidents in the Esto-
nian republic, and Rütli was one of the Livland delegates to the first Russian
Duma of 1906.) Considering the social position of the candidates the ques-
tion must have been considered as being of the first order of importance. It
is, however, not clear if the question attracted attention because of concern
for the poor living conditions of the landless or in fear for the revolution.

A related political issue leading to lively discussion was the farm laborers
right to strike, an issue brought up by recent strikes as well as by socialist
public claims on the right to strike for urban workers. The issue was dis-
cussed on the first day and came up again when resolutions were to be of-
fered on the final day. The general statement of the Congress was against the
land laborers’ right to strike, even if the Congress in principal supported
freedom of assembly and expression. The main reason given for the decision
was the special nature of agriculture. Landless laborers given the right to
strike could threaten generations of work and endanger the whole national
economy. Behind this declaration there clearly lay the stereotype of the irre-
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sponsible rural laborer, as well as the idea of a just but fixed wage and the
need for order expressed in the agricultural handbooks.

The political journal Uus Aeg reported on a debate between two camps
represented by the Social Democratic newspaper Uudised and Postimees.
The first defended and the second opposed the right to strike. This seems
incorrect. Postimees editorials published during the Congress defended the
right to strike and stated that strikes were impossible to avoid. Strikes were
instead described as a questionable method that could only harm the actors,
especially the poor working population. Instead of strikes the journal sug-
gested founding cooperatives, as the most successful method to solve the
problems of the poor and working people.574 The arguments on the special
character of agriculture, especially in the long-term perspective, and the po-
sition of labourers, are well known from the agricultural instructions. So too
were the ideas on cooperatives as a savior of the poor, which was often
stated in Postimees. However, by not giving a clear answer Postimees
avoided real arguments and avoided talk about rights.

Uus Aeg’s attempt to structure the debate at the Congress clearly mirrors,
the emergence of a new ideas on politics where different sets of ideas and
ideologies were represented by different camps, and not primarily by per-
sons. The journals and newspapers assumed the form of proto-parties. In the
rural public sphere this structuring of the debate in different camps was seen
for the first time. The understanding was clearly reproduced by journals and
newspapers trying to position themselves in the center of political events and
public debates by reporting the debate according to their own agenda. How-
ever, the Congress was not fully ready for this version of partisan politics. In
discussions and resolutions the Congress claimed to represent Estonia’s till-
ing population as a whole and, indirectly, to represent the nation as a whole.

Sakala described the Congress as disorderly, referring to personal and
political disagreements during the conference, and to the bad conference
culture with opponents whistling, pounding their feet, talking loudly and
disturbing presentations.575 According to Sakala and Uus Aeg the high ex-
pectations placed on the Congress were not realized. Both journals referred
to a speaker who stated that, “here are lawyers, clergymen and teachers, but
it is not a farmers Congress.”576 Sakala further claimed that the whole Con-
gress was held to facilitate Postimees interests. Allegedly the townsmen held
back the farmers’ opinions, pushing for votes and resolutions that were un-
favorable to the farmers and ruined their ability to negotiate. Sakala pointed
to the decision not to work for a removal of the farmers’ obligation to take
care of roads in Livland and replace it with the model used in Estland, where
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all landowners including the manors were participating. In so doing, the
urban representatives arguably showed that they did not understand rural
problems, at the same time as they undermined the farmers’ position.577

The opinions expressed by Sakala and Uus Aeg highlighted an urban-
rural political conflict that was not clearly stated in the agricultural journals
or the minutes of the agricultural associations. Agricultural and rural com-
munities were not only seen as the backbone of the society in terms of its
quantitative dominance, but also in terms of moral and cultural superiority. It
is understood that a Congress managed in accordance with rural standards
would have been orderly and would have been more legitimate. Disorder
was here used as a distinction between two different understandings and
interests and culture at the Congress. ‘Order’ was linked to the tilling
farmer’s sense of responsibility, illustrated by ‘the farmers’ focusing on
rights and improvements in the agriculture, and thereby their responsibility
in society. ‘Disorder’ was linked to ‘city life’ and radicalism, illustrated by
the way ‘the politicians’ or ‘intellectuals’ only considered agriculture as a
means to achieve their other aims. In general it was the same distinction
between centre and periphery as during the 1899 conference. Underlying the
urban-rural conflict was also a centre peripheral dimension. It was based on
the understanding of Tartu as the centre both of the agricultural movement
and the national movement. It stressed the difference between Tartu as the
centre and Viljandi, where Sakala was published, as the periphery. The dif-
ference was increased by Tartu’s position as a university town, in relation to
Viljandi a regional agricultural centre, and expressed itself in a different
understanding of the expertise and leaders’ position in the agricultural
movement. This disagreement can be understood as the one between the
leaders and the active farmers, which to some extent was visible in the com-
promise at the 1899 Congress over whether a central agricultural organiza-
tion should be situated in Tartu and whether its board should have a majority
from Tartu or not. The absence of the Tallinn based non-socialist radicals at
the Congress is striking. Representatives for the group around the newspaper
Teataja were present at the Congress, and had a developed program for
agrarian issues, but the others did probably not perceive them as a unitary
actor. It also suggests that Tallinn had not yet reached the position of being a
political and intellectual center, especially not for rural society; a fact that
sometimes was referred to in the discussions as that Tallinn was the com-
mercial centre and Tartu the intellectual.

Politically the agricultural Congress of 1905 was aimed at advancing the
1899 Congress’ program from theory to practice. However, the freewheeling
atmosphere of the revolution allowed the Congress to identify social prob-
lems and to discuss issues much more openly then had previously been pos-
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sible. This is not to say that the conference organizers and delegates were not
aware that the situation could change rapidly. Many things were deeply dis-
cussed in the committees. In this way, the conference also followed the
model set out in 1899. Moreover, it seems clear that the organizers, led by
Jaan Tõnisson and Postimees, intended to use the conference to create a po-
litical grouping, based on the agricultural associations and the idea of re-
sponsibility and order, to support the nationalist Tartu based intelligentia.
Underlying this was also a process of a rural class formation, where the con-
ference had a vital position in uniting the interests of the farmers and to dis-
play the farmers as a united group to the public at large. Class formation
was, however, still in its infancy and the revolutionary turmoil caused a di-
versity of ideas and possibilities to come out in the open in a short period of
time, disabling the formation of unity. The organizers had also not under-
stood the radicalism of some associations, like in Räpina, whose program
was close to that of the social democratic newspaper Uudised.

The All-Estonian Congress 1905
The All–Estonian Congress was held in Tartu November 27 – 28, 1905. The
initiative was taken by Eesti Põllumeeste Selts, the cultural association Va-
namuine, and the sports association Taara, and was called through newspa-
per advertisements and invitations sent to different associations. It has been
suggested that a group close to Postimees, took the initiative for the Con-
gress during the tense situation after the October shootings in Tallinn, i n
order to prevent the Social Democrats from taking the initiative with a na-
tion-wide political assembly as they had done in the Latvian areas. By set-
ting the agenda the initiators hoped to be able to hold back socialist ideas.578

The Congress was called in a short time, in a period of open revolt and at
a juncture when political parties were still emerging. Four delegates from
every town, two each from the working and propertied classes, two delegates
from every rural township, one landed and one landless, and finally one rep-
resentative from every Estonian association were requested as representa-
tives.579 The method of selecting and inviting associations is unclear. The
initiators turned to every known cultural and agricultural association, organi-
zations which they considered as vital for building Estonian society and
which could be expected to share the basic ideas and values of the initiators.
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As the Congress had governmental approval it is reasonable to expect that
most participating associations were legally approved and registered. How-
ever, the uncertain situation during the revolutionary years as well as the
October manifesto’s introduction of associational freedom allowed some un-
registered associations to appear, especially trade unions and radical political
organizations. The Russian Social Democratic Party was present, repre-
sented by an Estonian, but it is unclear if pure Russian, German, Swedish or
Jewish organizations were present or if Estonian associations from inside
Russia were invited.

The composition highlights some basic understandings of political strati-
fication and representation in Estonia. By calling representatives from every
township and town, one property owner and one landless, a geographic and
social representation was ensured even if the number of representatives was
not proportional to the size of the population in different areas. The balance
was clearly in favor of the rural population, especially the sparsely populated
areas. This reflected the understanding of the rural as the foundation of soci-
ety, which had been stressed in Postimees as well as at earlier conferences.580

It also ensured that the initiative was taken from the radicals. The method of
choosing delegates gave radicals less influence compared to what was ex-
pected to be the more moderate rural representatives. This was probably also
the hope of the authorities when giving permission for the Congress.581 The
method of selecting candidates to the Congress immediately met with criti-
cism from the radicals, who claimed it to be undemocratic.

On the one hand, awareness of the class aspect can be seen as a product of
the revolutionary climate and a way of adapting the conference structure to
the understanding of the Social Democrats and radicals, thereby ensuring the
conference’s All – Estonian legitimacy. On the other hand it should be noted
that the categorization of classes was not based on a Marxist understanding
but a rural based concept stressing the divide between the landed and the
landless. Rooted in the basic structure of the rural townships in the Baltic
Provinces, the idea was clearly represented in Postimees’ view that Estonian
society was too undifferentiated to be divided into classes.582

Giving associations the right to send delegates to the Congress, the ar-
rangers probably intended to open up for a plurality of ideas from groups
who, according to the organizers, stood for responsibility for the local com-
munity and society. The association represented emerging civil society,
which the nationally-minded considered a vital force in the development of
the economy and culture. The categories of representatives also mirrored a
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corporative ideal and an organic understanding of society where the dele-
gates represented different interests.

No specific instructions were given on how the delegates should be
elected in the villages. Some delegates were elected at common association
meetings, but as showed previously, all associations were not active during
the revolution. It is therefore reasonable to expect that different methods
were used in different villages. In Salla village delegates sent to the “Volta”
Congress in Tallinn, that same year, were elected by public ballots, and the
representative was not even from the village but chosen for being an elo-
quent person. Similar arguments were also used in Koeru and Torma.583

On arrival the delegates had to show a proxy from their institution or as-
sociation in order to be accredited. This proxy was the only assurance that
the delegates had been rightfully elected on the local level. The actual num-
ber of delegates and their background is hard to estimate. It is apparent that
the delegates from the rural township and towns were in majority. Among
the delegates from the associations many probably came from the rural agri-
cultural and cultural associations. This might give a slight numerical advan-
tage to associations from Livland. Urban associations were represented by
different types of occupational unions, student organizations, clubs and cul-
tural associations. Among them were also journals and newspapers, political
groups, proto-parties and derivatives of Russian political parties.

On the day before the Congress opened delegates began to arrive to Tartu.
The author Tuglas, representing the Russian Social Democratic Party, de-
scribes how delegates from the northern towns arrived with the night train
and marched around in the town singing ‘the Marseillaise’, giving the Con-
gress a radical atmosphere, comparable to the recent demonstrations and
protests in Tallinn.584 A women participant, has also noted in her description
of the Congress, how the activities of women participants underlined the
new composition of the group.

Before the conference started two initial meetings were held in Tartu on
November 26.585 In the Bürgermusse hall, more than one thousand people
gathered under the leadership of Jaan Tõnisson to found a political party,
Eesti Rahwameelne Eduerakond (ERE -The Estonian Progressive Peoples
Party). Tõnisson declared the party’s intention to become a party for all Es-
tonians, above class and regional differences. Presenting organic world-
views he argued that the idea of class differences was based on a narrow-
minded focus on economic interests. Instead, he argued that the interests of
workers and factory owners, landlords and farm workers were basically the
same, the well being of all. His rhetoric was well known from Postimees.
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The founding of the party was understood as a way of pursuing moderniza-
tion, and he emphasized the importance of modernity, employing arguments
from the natural sciences.586 After the, meeting Tõnisson was elected as the
party’s chairman, December 10, with H. Koppel and O Rütli as his deputies.
The party activities were to be directed by a board of twenty-five persons.
Seventeen intellectuals dominated the board.587

The newly emerged Estonian Social Democratic Party decided to boycott
the Congress at a meeting October 19 –20, by a vote of seventy to two.588 But
it seems as many leftists who initially decided to boycott what was consid-
ered as a bourgeois initiative, later decided to take part in the Congress and
try to use it for their own purposes.589 A group gathered in the Tartu Univer-
sity Aula, a place known for radical meetings during the revolutionary years,
under the leadership of the Social Democrat front figure Peeter Speek and
the editorial board of the Social Democrat newspaper Uudised. Their discus-
sions were focused on the legitimacy of the ‘All–Estonian’. They debated if
it would be useful for the Social Democrats to take part in the Congress.
Despite hesitations it was decided to participate.590 The two initial meetings
created two different camps, each with its own view of the Congress’s pur-
pose and legitimacy.

Opening the meeting on November 27 Tõnisson was constantly inter-
rupted by strong protests. According to one delegate it was caused by the
provocative approach in his speech. His speech was not reproduced, but it
was claimed to have described how irresponsible people had arrived by train
in the night to agitate “against us” (meie vastu) referring to the Congress.591

The general opinion seems to be that Tõnisson was unprepared and that he
had miscalculated the strength of the radicals. As an attempt at organizing an
orderly conference and expressing national unity, his speech was certainly
not well thought through. However, from the perspective of the agricultural
Congresses of 1899 and 1905 his intention can also be understood as trying
to achieve the united rural front that he had not been able to achieve at the
previous Congresses. Appealing to an urban/rural division he might have
hoped to unite the rural representatives, now, against the urban radicals, and
thereby split the radicals. Compared with the previous Congresses, the rural
representatives must, however, have been more disunited now since many of
them belonged to the landless who had not been present at the Agricultural
Congresses.
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Other observers refer to a general disorder with different groups trying to
seize control over the rostrum. The tumult continued when the Congress had
to vote for a chairman. The vote took over six hours with the result that Jaan
Teemant, a representative from Tallinn associated with the Teataja group
received 437 of the 801 votes, while the organizer Tõnisson only received
101. The Congress had calmed down voting for deputy chairman in the eve-
ning, but some representatives accused the organizers of letting in unaccred-
ited delegates. The Congress further could not agree on the number of dep-
uty chairmen or the method of selecting them, as both sides expected the
other to manipulate the outcome. Finally Tõnisson’s fraction did not accept
the vote on the deputy and demanded a recount, which was not accepted.592

Therewith, the Congress split into two wings on the first day. The major-
ity, about 500 delegates, was made up of radicals and Social Democrats, who
moved their Congress to the Tartu University Aula. The Aula Congress was
lead by one of Teataja’s Marxist editors, Hans Pöögelmann. He introduced
the Aula Congress with a speech giving the Social Democratic views on the
agrarian question. The speech can be understood as way of countering
Tõnissons attempt to split the urban and rural radicals, by expressing unity
between the urban and rural labourers.593 The minority, gathered around Jaan
Tõnisson and the more moderate Congress initiators, consisted of about 300
delegates and they stayed in the Bürgermusse.594 Estimates of the number of
delegates at each venue differ, but it is clear that the Aula Congress was the
largest. Many delegates also seem to have visited both Congresses in order
to obtain as many impressions as possible to bring back to thus that they
represented.

On the second day the Aula radicals immediately declared that their
meeting was no longer an All – Estonian Congress, but simply a meeting
intended to agree on proposals to be presented to the people.595 The moder-
ates, however, continued this Congress under the lead of Tõnisson, claiming
to be an All – Estonian Congress.596 In Postimees, and Sakala, sessions of the
Bürgermusse Congress were recorded word by word and presented as or-
dered debates.597 Simultaneously, Postimees reported that the Aula resolu-
tions meant “forced role, arbitrariness reign of terror crazy revolt unbeliev-
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able disorder and bloody revolt” (vägivalda, omavoli, hirmuvalitsust hullu
möllu, kuulmata segadust ja verist mässu.)598

The split reflected different understandings in the Estonian society. Sa-
kala and Uus Aeg, which had criticized the Tartu elite at previous confer-
ences for taking the initiative from the farmers, now accused the radicals of
doing the same thing. From their perspective the revolution was a movement
of the people and the conference was a chance for the common people to
raise their voices. The journals described how farmers and parish delegates
set off to the conference from remote areas with a packed lunch and a mes-
sage from the village. Arriving in town the workers and townspeople tried to
hinder them, and at the conference shouting and tumult destroyed their abil-
ity to unify the people. This picture is the opposite of that given by Tuglas.599

In the perspective of Sakala and Uus Aeg the rightful delegates and messen-
gers to the Congress were the self-owning farmers or others who corre-
sponded with the ideal understanding of the farmer as moral, independent
and responsible. The farmers’ right to represent the nation and their sense of
responsibility was underlined by their long journey from all parts of the
country. The clash between the rural moral order and urban radicalism, ac-
cording to some delegates, also came to characterize two different concep-
tions of politics, reformist and revolutionary. According to a representative
at the meeting the difference between town and country illustrated the differ-
ence between Estland, which was more urban and Livland, which was pre-
dominantly rural and self-owning.600

The representatives gathered in the Aula were far from homogenous. The
spectrum reached from Estonian and Russian Social Democrats to various
radical non-Marxist groupings such as the Teataja. The Congress chairman
Teemant and his allies in particular tried to dampen the most radical de-
mands.601 Moreover most of the representatives were not affiliated with any
political groupings, but delegates calling for a radical change or repelled by
the ideas of the Bürgermusse group. Far-reaching compromises are visible,
in the case of autonomy and means for change, between the centralist Rus-
sian Social Democrats and the federalist Estonian Social Democrats. This
was a question that previously hindered creating a united social democratic
party.

The resolutions made by the Aula Congress confronted the central and lo-
cal Tsarist authorities. All possible governmental institutions, economic,
administrative, legal and military, should be boycotted. No tax should be
paid and money taken out from government. Credit institutions should be
changed into gold. Great emphasis was put on breaking down the military
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capacity of the state, by preventing conscripts from going into the service,
stopping trains from transporting soldiers, and hindering farmers from sell-
ing food or fodder to the army. This resistance should continue until an em-
pire-wide constituent assembly was elected. The aim of the assembly should
be the founding of a democratic republic, through universal male and female
suffrage. In the meantime temporary urban and rural revolutionary local
government should be elected according to the same principles. These insti-
tutions should have complete autonomy with regard to education, police and
juridical matters. New law courts, with elected judges, should be established.
Education in schools should be given in Estonian. Remodeling the economy,
the Aula resolutions put great emphasis on agriculture. The hard conditions
of the smallholders, tenants and landless demanded that land, as a productive
asset, should be owned by the society. All church, noble and state land
should be expropriated without compensation and serf-like obligations
should be abolished. How far the expropriation was intended to go was not
clear, but all laws hindering the farmer from using “his own” (oma) land
were to be abolished. This indicated some sense of respect for private farm
property and a distance from the Russian customary mir way of owning of
land. Simultaneously, tenant contracts were to be made for at least 12 years
and tenants were to be compensated for repairs and improvements. For the
workers the Congress demanded unlimited freedom to strike and organize
trade unions. Finally, the Aula Congress decided to support an eventual na-
tionwide strike, and to demand that all political prisoners should be re-
leased.602

Basically the Aula resolution had many similarities with the demand
made by the agricultural associations in 1902. Teataja had also reminded
their readers of the demands made in 1902.603 Strong efforts were put on
making the local and governmental level independent from the State and the
influence of the Baltic German nobility. However, the Aula resolutions indi-
rectly demanded the establishment of a new political structure, something
which the agricultural associations in 1902 probably had not been able or
willing to do, and the implementation of other political values. Strong em-
pasis were also put into land reform, based on the belief that access to land
would improve the social situation on the country side. This idea cannot be
considered as based on the socialist ideologies of the different camps at the
Congress, but rather practical politics. To win the support of the landless it
was necessary for the radicals to adapt to established demands and under-
standings on how the social situation on the countryside should be resolved.
A radical land distribution of state and municipal land had also been the
demand during the farm laborers Congress held in Viljandi later in Novem-
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ber 1905. That Congress was broken up by the police, making their state-
ments only vaguely known. But besides land distribution demands were
made on reforming the rural townships by means of boycotts, making its
message close to the Aula resolution.604 This is also a reasonable explanation
for the unclear approach to landowning in the Aula resolutions. The focus on
rural issues becomes even sharper when the Aula resolutions are compared
with the political program of the Estonian Social Democratic Party published
in Uudised before the Congress. The focus of the program is on basic indi-
vidual and political rights as well as the rights of the urban laborers in rela-
tion to their employers. Rural issues, however similarly described as in the
Aula resolution, were only given minor attention.605

It is most probable that the Aula resolutions were influenced by the radi-
cal Latvian Congress held in Riga a week before. By addressing the landless
the Aula Congress created an alliance against Tõnisson and undermined his
program of national unity. However, focusing on rural issues in the resolu-
tion, the Aula Congress accepted and adopted the understanding that the
rural was the backbone of society and that remodeling rural society could
solve many of society’s problems.

The resolution of the moderate “Bürgermusse” faction primarily de-
manded the immediate fulfillment of the promises in the October Manifesto.
These included the convening of a national constituent assembly, elected by
universal male and female suffrage, and creation of a constitutional monar-
chy. A new constitution should guarantee basic civil rights, including free-
dom of speech, press and assembly. The Congress demanded complete na-
tional and cultural self-determination for all people in Russia. The provinces
of Estland and northern Livland should be united into one province. Ac-
cording to the principles of the October Manifesto a provisional government
should be established in the new province. Further a new form of local self
government should be introduced on three levels (township, district and
province). These bodies should be elected by universal suffrage and have
responsibility for justice, police, education and health. In principle only for-
eign policy, defense, currency, railroads, post and telegraph would continue
within the authority of the central government. Estonian should be intro-
duced as the language of instruction in all elementary schools. In order to
liberalize the economy all noble privileges and all remaining obligations of
‘serfdom’ (orjus) such as maintenance of roads should be abolished, state
and church lands should be sold to the landless, and to protect the urban and
rural workers a state insurance system should be introduced.606
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The two opposing Congresses showed both major divisions in Estonian
political thought at the height of revolution but also considerable consensus
on some central social, economical, national issues. There seems to have
been almost a consensus on the need for constitutional reform and on local
autonomy for Estonia. Even though the Bürgermusse resolution was more
outspoken, using the term ‘autonomy’ (autonoomia), both camps strived for
as much decentralized power for the provinces as possible. Both camps also,
in principle, called for democratic political bodies elected by universal suf-
frage, Bürgermusse in the frame of a constitutional monarchy and the Aula
in a republic.

Demanding increased political and cultural autonomy, the two sides of the
Bürgermusse and the Congress approached the questions from different
ideological viewpoints. The Bürgermusse resolutions took a national per-
spective focusing on local Baltic conditions. But as the aim was to change
the existing society within the given conditions, such as the October Mani-
festo, the resolutions related to the wider Russian context. (ERE’s adoption
of the Russian Cadet Party as the basis for its own program also indicates an
awareness of general Russian issues.) Accepting the framework of the Tsar-
ist empire and given the ideal of social order and unity, the Bürgermusse
resolutions called for evolutionary reforms. Only when necessary would
boycotts and other means of civil resistance be used to force the authorities
to introduce reforms. The institution of ownership was emphasized and land
could only be expropriated in exchange for a fair compensation. The basis
for these viewpoints can be understood from both an ideological and a
pragmatic political perspective. It is reasonable to expect that the broad Fin-
nish autonomy decided on October 22, 1905 was a model for the Bürger-
musse.607 The Aula resolutions stressed the problems and needs of the entire
Empire. The understanding was that the Baltic provinces only could gain
autonomy if it was also granted to the other peoples in the Empire.608 Politi-
cal and cultural self-determination should be universal throughout the whole
Empire, and the ideas of political transformation were based on the Marxist
understandings of dialectic change and a revolutionary interpretation of
change. The existing social and political order was to be restructured and
society remodeled without regard to traditional power structures.

Finally, the All-Estonian Congress of 1905 should be understood from the
perspective of social movements, striving for a position in the public and
striving to define, not only the message, but the meaning of the revolution.
The Agricultural Congresse of 1899 was primary aimed at formulating a
common program for the land owning farmers and creating unity among the
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farmers. Through the Congress and the media attention that the Congress
received the farmers were also presented as united, progressive and respon-
sible force in society. During the 1905 revolution this idea, however, became
contested by other gropes claiming to represent the people and the right path
for change. In Tallinn workers gathered at protest meetings and in demon-
strations, showing themselves in public in a far more expressive way then
the farmers ever did through agricultural exhibitions or Congresses. The
public funeral with speeches delegations and telegrams to honor the victims
of the October shootings in Tallinn was an expression of national unity,
which symbolic transferred the representation of the people from the farmers
to the workers. The Agricultural Congress and the All-Estonian Congress
1905 can be understood as attempts to regain the symbolic role of repre-
senting the people and representing progress. At an individual level the con-
test for the public space can be seen in the different descriptions of the first
day of the All- Estonian Congress. The masses of people arriving by train,
the banners and singing of the Marseillaise represented something new and
powerful in Tuglas description, and something alien, unordered and threat-
ening in Tõnisson’s opening speech as well as in reports in the nationalist
newspapers. On a public level a similar contest is visible through the differ-
ent perspectives of the journals and newspapers referring to the Congress
and commenting the Congress. In the short term, the organizers must have
considered the All-Estonian Congress as a failure as it split and failed to
express national unity. The fact that the Congress did split, even though that
the organizers only had official approval for one meeting, was also held
against the organizers when they presented the resolutions of both Con-
gresses in St. Petersburg. However in the long run the Congress must be
understood as a relative success, as both sets of resolutions gave primacy to
rural issues and conditions and reflected the organizers’ ideas on the impor-
tance of landowning and an organization of the society based on local units.
The founding of new agricultural associations after 1905 can thus be under-
stood as an institutionalization of the model for representation and coopera-
tion promoted by Tartu Eesti Põllumeeste Selts; by founding an association
the villagers became a visual entity to be reckoned with. After all the All-
Estonian Congress was also a token of potential unity as both the Aula and
the Bürgermusse Congresses were able to hold together and come up with
resolutions. After the Congresses the resolutions were presented in the vil-
lages by the representatives sent to the Congresses and by representatives for
the different political camps at the Congresses.609 The two sets of resolutions
thus caused a continuous contest between the resolutions giving them a dif-
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ferent position in public than, as an example, the resolution of the simultane-
ous Congress for rural representatives in Latvia.610

The Political Spectra after 1905
For the Estonians the events of 1905 set the tone for the remaining years of
the Tsarist era. The only political grouping to fully survive the forced rees-
tablishment of Tsarist power in Estonia was Eesti Rahwameelne Eduera-
kond. This party was the only national Estonian party accepted by the
authorities. The Social Democrats’ open organization of mass meetings and
strikes in Tallinn made them a target for the Tsarist repression when the
revolt failed. Uudised and Teataja were closed and many of the movement’s
leaders were imprisoned or forced in to exile, while others joined under-
ground activities with the Russian Social Democrats in Estonia.611 Although
the trade unions, the Russian Social Democrats and the Social Revolution-
aries continued underground work in Tallinn and Narva, they largely disap-
peared from the public scene, especially in the rural areas. At the same time
the Russian underground movement was divided between Mensheviks and
Bolsheviks, and it was only in 1912 that the Russian Social Democrats man-
aged to publish a newspaper in Narva.

The Social Democrats had presented their program and unity through
strikes, mass meetings and participation in the All-Estonian Congress during
1905, but did not manage to continue thereafter. Their ideas of agricultural
development and the situation for the landless were probably known by peo-
ple in the countryside.

With the political disappearance of the Social Democrats from the arena,
the most developed radical thought was presented by the Noor Eesti (Young
Estonian) movement. This group must be characterised as an intellectual and
cultural elite grouping, taking a standpoint between the nationalists and the
Social Democrats. The Noor Eesti writers attacked the nationalists for not
following the spirit of the time and for lacking a class perspective. But Noor
Eesti also criticized the Marxists for only focusing on the proletariat, and
neglecting the importance of culture. During the years before World War I
the movement was mostly focused on national issues and in 1914 Noor Eesti
began to publish a monthly, Vaba Sõna (the Free Word) aimed at spreading
culture and class-consciousness among the working population.612

For most of the period up to World War I, Tõnisson and his circle (men
like Villem Reiman, Oskar Kallas and Peeter Põld) constituted the most
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dominant united political group in Estonia. Tõnisson’s understanding of
ideal society continued to be firmly rooted in the countryside, and in agri-
culture based on family farms. Referring to his favourite example, the Dan-
ish small scale cooperative based agriculture, he claimed that the cultural
and economic level in a society was directly proportional to the amount of
arable land that was held by family farms. The agricultural way of life would
make people wealthy and render them healthy and morally strong and right-
eous. From this perspective, manorial agriculture was considered economi-
cally counterproductive and culturally oppressive.613 However, Tõnisson
always defended property rights and never advocated expropriation of mano-
rial or church land without sufficient compensation.614 Thereby, his ideas
harked back to the political and cultural thoughts of the leaders of the na-
tional movement such as Jacob Hurt and C.R. Jakobson, as well as to their
economic and agricultural thought. In line with the ideas of the national
leaders he also continued to stress local perspectives on politics. He claimed
that, although inevitably linked to the Russian Empire, Estonians should not
take part in or let themselves be inspired by Russian politics.

According to Postimees the cultural and historical distinctiveness of the
Estonian people made it immune to the kind of social differentiation and
antagonism suffered by larger nations. To preserve this distinction, the
Postimees promoted every form of cultural and national autonomy, as had
the All - Estonian Congress. The idea of the particularity of the Baltic prov-
inces and the unity of its inhabitants was analogous to the dominating ideas
of the Baltic German minority. It has been claimed that Tõnisson in principle
shared most of the Baltic German ideas on the social order, but simply
wanted to reduce the Baltic German political and economic hegemony.
However, even if Tõnisson shared the Baltic German view, the revolt and
the reestablishment of order had fostered a mutual distrust that was not to be
overcome in the years leading up to World War I. The events of the revolu-
tionary years, and especially the punitive expeditions carried out by the
Tsarist army, were seen as examples of what could happen if Estonia became
more deeply involved in Russian affairs.

In line with the focus on agriculture Tõnisson claimed that towns repre-
sented a negative and destructive environment, lacking the healthy, moral
conditions of the countryside. Like many contemporary agrarian and nation-
alist thinkers in Europe, Tõnisson focused on the negative aspects of urbani-
sation. He understood the effects of the high death rates and low birth rates
in the growing industry towns, from a nationalist point of view, as a threat to
the wellbeing and survival of the whole Estonian people. However, depend-
ent as he was on the support of urban intellectuals and professionals, Tõnis-
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son recognized the importance of towns, but thought that their position, in
the modernization of society, should be subordinated to rural interests.

Tõnisson and the group around him are interesting not only because of
their ability to construct a relatively consistent ideology and to remain an
active voice in society, but also as they managed to put many of their politi-
cal, economical and social ideas to work. Tonisson and his followers were
active in promoting and founding agricultural and economic cooperatives,
temperance societies, the Estonian Literary Society and the Vanamunite
theatre.
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11. Building Agrarianism

After the turn of the 20th century the idea of the agricultural cooperative
found a new response in the rural public. In the agricultural journals coop-
eratives were no longer discussed as a feature of foreign agriculture, as it had
been during the 19th century but as a necessity for Estonia if it was not to lag
behind the western world. In agricultural associations the benefits and pro-
cedures of founding were intensively discussed, cooperatives were promoted
at agricultural exhibitions and courses held by agricultural instructors.

This chapter addresses the founding of agricultural cooperatives in Esto-
nia in the first decade of the 20th century. I will investigate the ideas behind
the agrarian cooperatives as well as how they were established, asking: why
and how they were founded? What position the cooperative had in the local
community? What position did the cooperatives take in the rural public
sphere and what were the conditions of inclusion and exclusion in the coop-
erative unity? The chapter has three parts focusing on the cooperative vision,
the founding of village cooperatives in the villages and the problems facing
the early cooperatives.

The primary sources are the agricultural journals Põllutööleht and Ühiste-
gewusleht, and commemorative books and accounts from agrarian coopera-
tives. These sources give a normative picture, not always corresponding to
reality, but still providing vital information and displaying many of the
agrarian thoughts at hand. As far as possible the printed material will also be
complemented with archival material from various cooperatives. However,
due to the change in legislation and authority for inspection after World War
I only few archives remain. Those remaining are naturally focused on eco-
nomic issues and relatively uninformative on other issues.

Promoting the Cooperative
The idea of cooperatives had been discussed in the Baltic provinces since the
1860s. Schultze-Delitsch style credit cooperatives were founded by progres-
sive Baltic German land-lords in Tallinn, Tartu and Pärnu already in 1866.
Cooperative style organizations were also used by Baltic Germans for agri-
cultural experiment stations, to facilitate horse and cattle breeding, and from
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1888 to export dairy products to Denmark, Germany and Britain.615 To the
Estonian farmers the idea was presented in C. R. Jakobson’s agricultural
handbooks from 1866, as a method of improving agricultural economy and
making farmers independent of the landlords. Among the first generation of
agricultural associations the cooperatives also had forerunners in the initia-
tives to jointly buy goods in order to keep prices down and guarantee qual-
ity, taken by the agricultural associations in Tartu and Viljandi during the
late 1870s.616 Some of these initiatives, later expanded to became the foun-
dations of cooperatives.617 To jointly purchase improved seeds and chemical
fertilizers also became an annual activity among most of the second genera-
tion of agricultural associations after the turn of the century. Earlier studies
of agricultural associations and cooperatives have not considered these ef-
forts to be considerably successful, but have sometimes viewed this lack of
success as a cause for the growth of cooperatives.618 Up to 1905 the coopera-
tive form of owning and management had, however, no support in the Rus-
sian Empire’s legislation, and this hindered most attempts to put the ideas in
practice. Existing cooperatives were instead registered as joint ownership,
and could therefore be active, but without fulfilling many of the cooperative
principles.

Following the Jakobsonian line Postimees became one of the first pro-
moters of the cooperative idea in the 1890s. At first the promotion was
mostly visionary, focusing on the cooperative principles, but in time it gave
concrete advice on founding and examples of working cooperatives. The
increasing interest is illustrated by seven articles or notices on cooperation
that were published in 1896, and forty-one in 1901.619 Cooperation was also
stated as one of the ten most important issues for the nation in the program
adopted by Postimees in 1902.620 The number of articles on cooperatives also
rose in agricultural journals where ühistegewus (cooperation) was introduced
as a new category in the table of contents. In 1910 Põllutööleht also began to
publish a supplement on cooperation, Ühistegewusleht, (The journal of co-
operation). The supplement became an independent journal in the following
year.

Estonian scholar Mart Rootslane claims that there were three kinds of ar-
guments promoting cooperatives in Estonian press in the period from 1890s
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to World War I: economic, national and theoretical.621 His categories seem
highly relevant, even though the arguments often overlapped. Broadening
the approach the arguments appeard differently in different media. Nation-
ally oriented arguments primary appeared in Postimees and other nationalist
newspapers and journal. The prime benefits according to these arguments
were the means that cooperatives provided for economic development and
independence versus the Baltic Germans and the Russian state. The agricul-
tural journals concentrated, focusing on economic and theoretical arguments,
and paid an interest for the practical problems of founding cooperatives.

Cooperatives were generally presented as a universal solution for the
problems of the whole society. The poor working conditions of urban dwell-
ers and workers as well as the problems for craftsmen to established in towns
were mentioned besides the conditions in the agriculture. In general the co-
operatively oriented instructions published in the early 20th century gave
more comprehensive picture of rural conditions and problems than the agri-
cultural instructions published in the end of the 19th century. Practical prob-
lems related to modernization or the consequences of modernization were
identified and matched with solutions, at the same time as concern could be
paid to the negative effect of modernizations, such as an increasing individu-
alization.622

The Cooperative Vision
In a supplement to Postimees, published in 1899, the idea of cooperatives
was presented through the perspective of the changing nature of human co-
operation. Using examples from contemporary Ireland the problem was pre-
sented from the evolutionistic and historical perspective known from the
agricultural handbooks. The meaning of the words ‘cooperation’ and ‘coop-
erative’ were understood as the same but with the later concept being a
higher form. Cooperation was presented as a basic force in human history,
and founding cooperatives was the natural outcome of human cooperation
and was an unavoidable step in creating a modern society. Between the lines,
it was stated that the true spirit of cooperation had been lost with the loss of
power to the Baltic Germans who had corrupted cooperation into serfdom.
With the abolishment of serfdom and the emergence of a new freedom a new
type of cooperation was needed, aimed at creating a “just working nation”
(õigusline tööstuse riik).623 The evolutionist approach pointed at a stage
where cooperatives were a higher form of development, mentally, economi-
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cally and technologically, and where development of technology made sense
only when it supported humanity.624

By educating and uniting the farmers, the associations had, according to
the promoters of cooperatives, pointed out the direction for future progress.
Since the associations did not demand anything from their members more
than a fee they were seldom capable of putting things into work.625 Accord-
ing some articles in agricultural journals agricultural associations, often lec-
tured on land reclamation and stated the need of carrying out projects jointly,
but there were few examples of jointly managed land reclamation.

Other texts referred to cooperation and mutual aid from a natural scien-
tific or social scientific perspective.626 These ideas were obviously based on
contemporary Russian evolutionists, questioning Darwin’s individualistic
approach and stressing the role of cooperation in evolution. Examples of
cooperation among animals and tribal peoples were used to underline the
natural fundament of cooperatives. The understanding of development was
also most certainly inspired by Russian anarchist and cooperative theoreti-
cian Piotr Kropotkin.627

The cooperative idea was strongly connected to a popular vision of social
and economic justice. Cooperation was presented as the opportunity for the
less well off, for the small people and the small nations to obtain justice and
wealth.628 According to editorials in Põllutööleht, a technical and economic
development was a necessary precondition for creating wealth in society.
But the disproportional control and access to assets and information in the
existing economic system had caused an unequal distribution and only
brought benefits to a minority of the population. Moreover the focus was
only put on pure economic aspects while human and natural values were
neglected. An aim of the cooperative movement was therefore to create a
just distribution of profits in accordance to the work and assets put in pro-
duction. The critique of the modern in Põllutöölehts cooperative program
was clearly based in an agrarianist understanding of society, and was op-
posed to unrestricted market economy. In accordance with the historic
analogies the critique could also be understood as aimed against the position
of the traditional elites, indeed the group which had introduced liberal econ-
omy in to the Baltic agriculture. Cooperative instructor Jaan Hünerson un-
derlined the cooperative principles for creating equality. By comparing co-
operatives, where all had the same share, with joint stock companies, where
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the members right to vote stood in proportion to the share of the stock, he
showed the more democratic character of the cooperative and stressed its
importance for helping the poor.629 He thereby underlined the importance of
the economic practice for creating a democratic culture that tied the eco-
nomic and political aspects of citizenship together.

According to the journals work in cooperatives should, however, not be
limited to the poor or the village level. In general, every-one was needed and
had a natural position in the cooperative movement. The idea of using the
cooperative for revenge on local tradesmen, middleman or landlords was
condemned. In rhetoric, cooperatives were instead open for everyone willing
to work for its ideas and the former enemies should be convinced to join.
The skills of traders were, for example, often mentioned as useful for the
cooperative movement who needed to sell their products.

Utopian visions of a future cooperative society were also presented in the
journals. Production, distribution and sales in industry and agriculture would
be fully organized in accordance to cooperative principles. Goods were
traded between production and consumption cooperatives. For transportation
and export railroads and steamers would be owned and managed by trans-
portation cooperatives in order to eliminate unnecessary costs. Painted in
bright colors, these visions ignored the inherent conflicts between producer
and consumer interests even in a fully cooperative society. Building the new
society needed time and the bricks should be added with care. Revolutionary
means would destroy the positive aspects of the society. Instead the current
economic system should be and slowly adapted to the needs of the agrarian
society so that its mechanisms worked for a development on the terms of the
agrarian society.630

In a wider context the democratic and egalitarian base of the cooperatives
would create solidarity among its members and induce people to work
jointly towards a common goal. Hopes were tied to a growing movement
that would create a new world.631 In utopian statements from the international
Cooperative Union published in Ühistegewusleht envisioned a global nation
based on solidarity. Its aim would be justice and the fulfillment of the peo-
ple’s common interests. It would guarantee peace and independence among
peoples and support the individual’s mental development and sense of dig-
nity.632 The visionary utopian statements called for an international coopera-
tive solidarity and thereby, to some extent, spoke against the nationalist ap-
proaches presented in some agricultural advice.
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The vision of international cooperation and solidarity within the coopera-
tive movement was, however, badly affected by the tense international
situation prior to the outbreak of World War I. As with the case of the con-
temporary labour movement the hopes that solidarity based in common ideas
and interests would overshadow the forces of nationalism were dashed. On a
more basic level the outbreak of the war also questioned the evolutionary
idea that humans had become more mature, or at least showed that they had
not reached maturity yet. Appeals from British and German central coopera-
tive organizations were published in Ühistegewusleht stating that they still
worked for the wellbeing of all peoples and their fundamental ideas.633

The Living Utopia
In the lack of good domestic Estonian examples, the agricultural journals put
forward examples of Danish, Finnish and German cooperatives and the early
Latvian saving and loan cooperatives.634 By looking at these countries it was
expected that the Estonian farmers better would understand their own possi-
bilities.635

The foreign examples illustrated different aspects of the cooperative work
and ideals. Finnish examples pictured cooperative work in a similar envi-
ronment and under known conditions and illustrated that the cooperative
idea was not foreign and possible. The imagined similarity between the
countries as well as the understanding of the Finns as a brother people en-
abled Finnish examples to underline nationalist arguments. It was stated that
cooperatives had not only helped to pull Finish agriculture out of poverty but
also strengthened the political and cultural independence of the nation.
Joining a cooperative in Finland therefore was an act of honoring the na-
tion.636

Danish examples were the prime models, illustrating the cooperative suc-
cess of a small people and of small-scale farming. From an Estonian per-
spective the Danish development also illustrated the rapid transformation
from relative serfdom to modernity. Danish examples of production coop-
eratives and especially the dairy business were models for how a cooperative
movement should be organized.637 The Estonians also strived to build the
cooperative movement from below, as the Danes, starting with the local
cooperatives and later continue by constructing regional and national net-
works and umbrella organizations. This made the Estonian development
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much closer to the Danish than the Finnish, where a central organization
Pellervo was founded early and directed much of the local cooperative ex-
pansion.638 The Danish example was also natural regarding the influence of
Danish agricultural instructors on Baltic and Russian agriculture at the turn
of the 20th century, especially on the cooperative production and export of
butter from West Siberia.639 German cooperatives, finally, expressed moder-
nity in every aspect. Farms and dairy masters were educated in schools man-
aged by the cooperative movement and the dairies used the latest techniques.
The picture of Germany and Swiss agriculture is best mediated by Jaan
Hünersson’s travel articles in Põllutööleht. His impressions were flavored by
his admiration of the technically advanced German agriculture and the well
organized cooperative movement. Among other things he noticed how tele-
phones were used to communicate between the cooperative dairies and the
salesmen in towns. People he met were always professional and friendly,
illustrating not only the technical, but also the mental progress caused by the
cooperatives. Amongst the things most often stressed was cleanliness of
dairies, farms and cooperative schools. Surprising was that men took care of
cows. His letters gave a detailed picture of life on German farms and coop-
eratives. He skillfully used examples, such as that the farmer’s son riding
around on a bicycle in the middle of the day, to illustrate wealth and pro-
gress. Finally Germany also mirrored a smoothly working cooperative
movement. The large number of participants in the German movement and
the amount of goods produced by the cooperatives, often given by, under-
lined the growth rate and strength of the movement it could also be used to
show the possible political influence of a well organized farmers move-
ment.640 Being a member of a cooperative was described as natural for farm-
ers, an understanding meant to convince farmers who were afraid of losing
their money by joining a cooperative.

Breeding a new Society
Although cooperatives were widely discussed in newspapers and agricultural
journals, the journals mostly focused on particularities and on day to day
problems and thereby failed to present a full program of agricultural trans-
formations based on cooperatives. The first comprehensive program of agri-
cultural transformation published since C. R. Jakobson was presented by
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Aleksander Eisenschmidt in Kodumaa põllutöö põhjalikumaks muutmise
küsimus, (On the question of a fundamental change of the domestic agricul-
ture) in 1912. The text can be understood as a program for Põllutööleht and
Ühistegewusleht and was structured in accordance with Eisenschmidt’s re-
search on farm based agrarian development.641 The ongoing debate on the
transformation of the agriculture was not yet sufficient to create a funda-
mental change of the agriculture. He formulated a common aim for the farm-
ers, and the nation. By synthesizing the ideas and strategies presented in the
agricultural journals and adding the results of his own studies, Eisenschmidt
intended to present a rational coherent program for change.642

In his view the fundamental change was primarily of economic charac-
ter.643 Eisenschmidt’s program strived higher than the mere transformation
or introduction of specific methods, branches or breeds. Agriculture had to
be seen upon as a whole. His ideas on cattle breeding and milk production
were original, but in his presentation the different parts were tied together in
a new way. Land reclamation was for example not an issue on its own but a
way to produce more fodder and thereby make the animal husbandry more
productive. In the same way gardening and beekeeping were not only seen as
possible subsidiary, but as a way to expand the farm production when the
family was large.644

To obtain this a land reform and creation of small farms was urgently
needed. But those questions had according to Eisenschmidt been given too
much attention in Estonian debate. Small farms could, according to him,
only create wealth if they were intensely cultivated. Intensification was the
key to the transformation. The amount of land under cultivation was secon-
dary to the amount of capital and knowledge invested in the cultivation.645 In
line with his own studies he shared a growing realization that Eastern Euro-
pean farmers have on average more land than for instance French farmers,
but that their output was smaller. Thus he was not rejecting the claims from
1902 and 1905 that even small portions of land should be sold, as long as the
land was used in an effective way.

In line with Eisenschmidt’s holistic perspective, the development of the
existing farms was dependent on and should go hand in hand with the devel-
opment of new farms. This kind of argument marked, on the one hand Eisen-
schmidts holistic perspective, and on the other, his ambition to unite the dif-
ferent interests in agriculture and create consensus as a fundament for a
common work and program.

                                
641 Eisenschmidt, (1909).
642 Eisenschmidt, Aleksander, Kodumaa põllutöö põhjalikumaks muutmise küsimus (Tartu
1912) p. 1.
643 Eisenschmidt, (1912) p. 9.
644 Eisenschmidt, (1912) p. 38.
645 Eisenschmidt, (1912) p. 10.



198

An important tool to create a harmonious society was ühistegewus (coop-
eration). The cooperatives would take over where the capacity of the indi-
vidual no longer sufficed. They would organize the farmers and make sure
that the right breeds and seeds for their production and received the right
price. The cooperatives would, in the perspective of Eisenschmidt, assist and
control institution. The capital necessary for improvement would be made
available through banking cooperatives where the farmers could borrow
capital and deposit their profits. Economic cooperatives would make the
farmers aware that they were only strong by uniting on a local as well as
national level and they would thereby ameliorate the negative effects of the
individualism that he saw among the Estonian farmers. Unity was the re-
sponsibility of every rahwaliige (member of the people) who should keep his
savings in an Estonian cooperative or credit institution and thereby contrib-
ute to the progress of the people.646 The idea of economic rationality, as it
was understood by the agricultural instructions in the 1890s, was comple-
mented by a national rhetoric implying that the national perspective was
rational. Although, discussing general principles Eisenschmidt’s discussions
always focused on improving the Estonian conditions. His program formu-
lates a clear agrarianist standpoint, and he considers agriculture to be the
backbone of the society and economy. Society should be based on family
farms, and he pronounces the ideals of making decisions through rational
discussion. He stressed the responsibility of every member for the progress
of the whole community.647

Savings and Loan Cooperatives
The need of money was acute for many farmers as few credit institutions
aimed at or willing to lend money to the farmers. Many farmers also lacked
the possibilities to fulfill bank requirements for giving loans, as their land
was rented or in debt and could therefore not be used as security.

The basic aim of the saving and loan cooperatives was to gather small
savings and create capital, which would make it possible to borrow for peo-
ple who would not be able to get credit from other credit institutions. In ac-
cordance with the national minded arguments it was also a way to avoid
borrowing from German owned credit institutions.

To set an example, Tartu Eesti Põllumeeste Selts founded the first Esto-
nian credit cooperation, Tartu Eesti Laenu- ja Hoiu-Ühisus (Tartu Estonian
Sawing and Loan Cooperative), based on cooperative principles in 1902.
The initiative was initially met with suspicion and the members were few but
the cooperative soon grew.648 Soon the number of saving and loan coopera-
tive increased. In 1905 there was ten saving and loan cooperatives, together
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having 1746 members. In 1910 there were thirty-seven saving and loan co-
operatives and six mutual loan cooperatives with together 1 5531 members
and in 1914 there number had increased to eighty-fore saving and loan coop-
eratives and sixteen mutual loan cooperatives, with together 47 356 mem-
bers.

According to Ühistegewusleht rural credit cooperatives were to be based
on same area as the rural townships. The idea was brought from Germany
where Raiffeisen cooperatives used the parish borders for their activities.649

By doing so cooperatives avoided competition with each other which could
threaten the cooperative idea of harmony. But it was a principle that was
kept at the expense of members’ possibility to choose. The recommendations
stipulated that people were only allowed to be members of the cooperative in
their own village and never be members of more than one cooperative. Limit
the cooperation to work in a single community would ensure that loans were
not given to people who would or could not pay back. Local knowledge was
also important for knowing the purpose of the loans. Money for buying land
or building houses was considered to be an issue for the agricultural banks.
The idea of a purposeful loan was a central notion for a credit cooperative.
Recommendations for under which circumstances loans were to be given
were also given in the journals. These were based on the idea of the ideal
hard working farmer, where moral standards and high spirit counted as much
as security assets. Thereby a man who strived in the right direction and was
working hard, but due to difficulties was in an economic hardship could be
granted a loan, while a lazy or alcoholic man with more resources would be
denied.650 Money was primarily to be lent to farm improvements, such as
land reclamation or purchase of equipment. The question of who should
have the possibility to get a loan and the question of for what loans were to
be given, mirrored the general idea of masculinity and citizenship presented
in the agricultural instructions. Loans were to be given to land-owning men,
who were actively working to improve agriculture, and who in general terms
kept good order. Being member of the credit cooperative also, meant that the
farmer was an active member of the society and strived to build society to-
gether with others. Indirectly the recommendations considered the saver and
borrower to be a man or a family farm. Female participation was indirectly
limited through the informal characteristics of a borrover as responsible for
the farm, but also by women’s limited access to land or assets as security.

Recommendations to saving and loan cooperatives did not directly con-
sider ethnicity. But the aim of building an Estonian economic force had eth-
nic implications and clearly excluded cooperation with the local nobility and
                                
649 Eesti krediidiühistud I (Tartu 1940) p. 95; “Väikelaenuasutuste tegewuste piirkonna asjus”,
Ühistegewusleht 1912:6.
650 “Kodumaa laenuasutused ja põllutöö ühistegewus”, Ühistegewusleht 1912:5; “Weerewad
wõlad”, Ühistegewusleht 1911:11-12; Tartu Eesti Laenu-ja Hoiu-Ühisus: Ringkiri laenuolude
korraldamise asjus (Tartu 1907).
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as far as possible with the Russian state. But theoretic considerations and
practical advise also stated that cooperatives should be open to everyone
willing to work for its ideas, and considered the cooperatives as a uniting
force in society, over ethnic boundaries.

In Helme the idea of a saving and loan cooperative was discussed in the
agricultural association already in 1903, and decided on later in the year.651

The cooperative was founded in spring 1904 and held its first meeting in
Helme schoolhouse in the beginning of May 1904. Elected to the coopera-
tive board were men from the agricultural association, J. Henrikson, J.
Lammas, Conrad Pirka, H. Prütsman. From the beginning sixty-two men
from Helme district, were members. But the cooperative expected to grow as
it printed its statutes in 1000 copies. Entering the cooperative each member
paid one ruble as fee and deposited at least five rubles as basic capital. The
minutes from the cooperative focused on appointing members to different
positions and accepting new members. The amount that every member was
allowed to borrow was approximately measured in accordance to the pro-
portion of capital they had deposited. The minutes have left no traces of dis-
cussions on the member’s character or other types of standpoints.652 During
the first year fifty-four members paid their fees and deposited an average of
forty-one rubles. Among them twenty-two also borrowed an average sum of
161 rubles. As the savings were not sufficient to cover the loans, money was
taken from fees and the basic capital. The number of members rose to 91 in
1905, 140 in 1906, and 174 in 1907 of whom approximately two thirds were
borrowing from the cooperative. Activities grew steadily after the revolu-
tionary years and expanded after 1908. From that time the vast majority of
the members were both saving and loan from the cooperative and the size of
both saving and loans increased. But it was not until 1910 that savings ex-
ceeded loans. In that year the cooperative had 349 members, depositing on
average 390 rubles, lent on average 375 rubles to 307 members.653 The
maximum lending limit rose from 300 rubles in 1904 to 600 in 1914.654

During the years up to World War I the two more cooperative credit institu-
tions were founded in Helme. Helme Ühispank (Helme Cooperative bank
which soon merged with Helme Laenu ja Hoiu Ühisus and Helme Majandus
Ühisus (Helme Financial Cooperative) founded 1910.655 Despite the coop-
erative ideal of an active membership the cooperative had problems with
attendance at meetings. Most of the work was left to the board, and even the
board had to cancel a meeting in 1904, as only the chairman was present. An
explanation to the low attendance might be the formal and auditory character
of the meetings; another is the cooperatives were closely tied to the agricul-
                                
651 EAA, f. 3711 n. 1, s. 1, 1903.
652 ERA, f. 3172 n. 1, s. 1, 1904 no. 1-4.
653 Helme Laenu ja Hoiu Ühisuse 1913 aasta aruanne (Tõrwa 1913).
654 ERA, f. 3172 n. 1, s. 1, 1904 no. 4, 1914 no. 138.
655 ERA, f. 100, (unsorted); ERA, f. 148, (unsorted).
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tural association where many issues concerning the saving and loan coop-
erative were discussed. According to the minutes of Helme Põllumeeste Selts
it even seems as if the cooperative board was elected at the association
meetings and then only formally confirmed at the cooperative meeting.656 In
a similar way in Ambla the cooperation between Ambla Põllumeeste Selts
and the saving and loan cooperative, the local consumption cooperative and
dairy cooperative were particularly close, and the association and coopera-
tives even published joint audits.657

The smooth founding of Helme Laenu-ja Hoiu Ühisus cannot be seen as a
model. In Wäike-Maarja Põllumeeste Selts the founding of a saving and loan
cooperative was discussed already in 1900 as a method to solve the need to
borrow money. Statutes were written in accordance with a model approved
by the Ministry of Finance, but with a few added paragraphs. The associa-
tion, however continued to discuss the issue until 1905 when the statutes
were sent for approval. Due to the extra paragraphs the final statutes were
not approved until 1909, and the cooperative was allowed to be active in a
radius of thirty verst from the village. Each member was required to contrib-
ute at least 100 rubles to the capital.658 During the time a consumption coop-
erative had also managed to open in the township.659

Thus the recommendation on how much to lend and to what purpose,
must also be seen as based on realistic assumptions on what rural credit co-
operatives men could provide. Savings, based on the farmer’s surpluses,
could not be able to fully finance purchase of medium size farms which
could cost 5 000 – 8 000 rubles. Cost of founding cooperative dairies, was
about the same. The credit cooperatives only provided money for improve-
ments to those who were already established as farmers, but did not provide
an alternative way for landless who strived to buy their own farm. Thus the
recommendations in the agricultural journals and the cooperative practice to
some extent worked against the cooperative ideal as a salvation for the
landless poor.

The Village Dairy
The first dairy cooperative was founded in Ilmvere 1908, to be followed
rapid expansion in a relatively short time. According to Anu Mai Kõll, the
number of dairy cooperatives rose from one to fourteen between 1908 and
1910, to ninety-seven in 1912 and 145 in 1914.660 The exact figures are,

                                
656 EAA, f. 3711 n. 1, s. 1, 1912 29/4.
657 1912. aasta ühine aruanne 3 ühistut ja 1 selts: Lehtse Laenu- ja Hoiu-Ühisus “Toetaja”,
Ambla Põllumeeste Selts, Ambla Kaubatarwitajate Ühisus, Tapa Ühispiimatalitus (Tallinn
1912).
658 Leppik, (1989) p. 39f.
659 Wäike-Maarja kaubatarwitajate ühisuse Põhjuskiri (Tartu 190?).
660 Kõll, (1994) p. 34.
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however, hard to estimate, even for contemporary observers, as statutes and
purposes could differ.661 Many associations had, problems with getting per-
mission, and were therefore founded on the bases of other laws or just reg-
istered as joint ownership at a notary instead of being properly registered as
cooperatives.662 This opened for a grey zone of cooperative-like economic
activities.663 Approval of statutes was denied, when it came to attempts to
unite or create umbrella organizations. In accordance with the Russification
agenda, cooperatives could also be denied approval or have their statutes
changed for having words such as Eesti (Estonian) in the cooperative name
or for having Estonian as the only language of management.664

The dairy was to become the major form of production cooperative in the
Estonian countryside. The expansion in the 20th century was clearly linked to
the change from grain to cattle breeding and the need for the farmers to gain
access to new markets. Thus it fulfilled the aims of going from theory to
practice, which had been promoted at the Agricultural Congresses in 1899
and 1905 and in the agricultural journals after the turn of the century. By
joining in a cooperative the members hoped to able to purchase better
equipment than single farms would have been able to. The larger scale also
made it possible for many dairies to hire a dairy master and thereby get ac-
cess to better knowledge and be able to make products with better quality.
Moreover, the hope was that a cooperative would be a more successful actor
on the market than single farmers.

In Helme, the founding of a dairy cooperative was discussed in the agri-
cultural association and then slowly put into work after 1906. According to
the dairy cooperative’s own history and the minutes of Helme Põllumeeste
Selts the decision to found a cooperative came after a presentation by August
Emblik, a known agricultural instructor and cooperative promoter.665 Emblik
suggested statutes and presented a plan for building a new dairy. The asso-
ciation thoroughly discussed the plans.666 Money for equipment and basic
capital was raised from the members and Helme Leanu- ja Hoiu Ühisus.
During the first years the dairy was housed in a storehouse at a member’s
farm. But since the cooperative intended to produce butter for the St. Peters-
burg market, there was a need to expand production. The cooperative’s first
major project was therefore to build a new dairy. Emblik made plans for the
new house. He also supervised its construction. The required 8000 rubels

                                
661 ”Kitsikus ühispiimatalituse tegemises ja abinöud selle kõrwaldamiseks”, Ühistegewusleht
1915:2.
662Rootslane (1999) p. 60; ”Auru-Rehapeksu-masinate omanikude ja rehapeksu ühisuste
asutajatele”, Ühistehewusleht 1909:17, p. 134.
663 Rootslane (1999) p. 64f.
664Karjahärm (1998) p. 162f; “Eesti ühisusi ei salita Peeterpuri Kubernemangus”,
Ühistegewusleht 1921:1-2.
665 EAA, f. 3711 n. 1, s. 1, 11/3 1911.
666 EAA, f. 3711 n. 1, s. 1, 24/6, 24/7, 11/9, 1911
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came from the members and the local saving and loan cooperative.667 The
cooperative proved to be successful and already in the first year of its work
the dairy made a profit of 200 rubles.668

In Räpina district three commercial dairies were active in the beginning of
the 20th century. One dairy in Toolse was managed by a farmer and a farm
master, one dairy, in Naha which also made cheese, was managed by a
farmer, and one in Raigla, had a Danish dairy master.

As in Helme, the agricultural associations in Räpina became the main
arena for promoting and discussing idea of a cooperative dairy and for re-
cruiting its first members. The cooperative statutes were written by associa-
tion members (clergyman Alexander Raudsep, teacher Hindrik Heering and
a farmer) and were adopted on June 10, 1910 by the agricultural association.
The cooperative was to be active in Räpina district with nine villages and
about 130 farms able to provide the dairy with 3500 liters milk a day. How-
ever, some large farmers in the association opposed the idea from the begin-
ning, claiming it would be most beneficial to sell through the commercial
traders. After getting its approval in 1912 the cooperative began its work
with thirty-three member farms with 144 cows. The first members were re-
cruited from the larger farm owners. At the formal founding of the meeting
in March 1912 Emblik the agrarian instructor, representing Estonia, a newly
founded central union for cooperatives, spoke on the importance of dairy
production and presented plans for a new steam powered dairy. The first
dairy was housed in a storehouse at one of the member’s farms, and a new
house was built in 1920. However, the cooperative grew fast and employed a
dairy master and brought steam powered machines for Tartu Eesti Majandus
Ühisusest in 1914, an occasion that Emblik did not miss taking part in.669

This pattern is essentially repeated in the founding of the cooperatives in
Koeru, Elva and Abja-Paluoja in 1912. Both cooperatives were founded by
members of the local agricultural associations under the supervision of the
instructors Emblik and Raamot Kalmul. In Elva the instructor even became
member of the cooperative for a while to guide and make sure that things
were correctly managed.670 The cooperative in Abja-Paluoja had thirty-eight
members from the beginning and the cooperatives in Koeru and Tartu about
the same, but the numbers soon rose. In Tartu the number of members rose
from 53 to 83 between 19012 and 1913.671 The cooperatives built new dairies
financed by loans from the members and cooperative credit institutions.672

                                
667 Helme Piimaühisus 25-a. 1911-1936 (Tallinn, 1936) p. 6ff.
668 Helme Piimatalituse Ühisuse aastaaruanne 1912 aasta kohta (Tõrwa 1913).
669 Viljandi Teataja 1912:48 18/2 Olevik 27/8 1913; Olevik 8/3 1914; RKM vol. 124,
(Piimatööstuslik tegewus Räpina piirkonnas).
670 25. aastat Elva Piimaühisuse tehevus (Elva 1936) p. 4.
671 ERA, f. 2070 n. 2, s. 2, 21.
672 25. Abja-Paluoja piimaühisus 1912-1937 (Abja 1937), p. 6ff.
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Koeru’s investments were slightly higher than the other cooperatives and
they were also able to hire a dairy master early.673

In founding cooperatives the agricultural instructors had a catalytic role.
By merging the cooperative ideas and principles to the circumstances in the
villages the instructors were able to give concrete advice on how and where
to begin. Their role as outsiders, but with a known reputation from the agri-
cultural journals and founding of other associations, was probably helpful for
bringing different village interests together or overcome local conflicts. The
instructors further seem to have been present in the villages over a long time,
overlooking different aspects of the founding. Concrete advice was, given on
how dairies should be built and facilitated, and on how to write statutes,
manufacture milk and handle the cashbooks.674 Over the years many instruc-
tors were also called back to the dairies to give lectures and courses on how
to improve cattle breeding and manufacturing, or held courses for mem-
bers.675 However, the journals often complained that advice was not followed
or that associations were not willing to pay for services of the instructors.676

The agricultural instructors paid considerable attention to provide the new
cooperatives with purposeful statutes. A special concern was shown the
question of functionality, as statutes were to be detailed enough to lead the
activities in the right direction, but not so detailed that they hindered flexi-
bility. In lack of officially approved statutes for dairy cooperatives, the stat-
utes of the cooperative in Ambla seem to have been used as a model by many
cooperatives. The statutes were later criticized for being too broad.677 Other
model statutes, from Estonia as well as abroad, were also presented to give
founders ideas.678 Põllutööleht and Ühistegewusleht were highly critical on
associations that claimed to be cooperatives but did not work in accordance
with cooperative statutes.679 The critique was partly practical and partly
ideological. Associations, which were only based on contracts registered at
the notary, did not have the flexibility, that real cooperatives had. As an ex-
ample the contract had to be remade every time a member left or joined the
cooperative.680 But the journals also had doubts if these cooperative-like
associations could foster the right cooperative spirit.681

                                
673 Koeru Piimaühing 1912-1937 (Koeru 1937) p. 7ff.
674 ”Ühisuste rewideerimine”, Ühistegewusleht 1910:6; Kitsikus ühispiimatalituse tegemises
ja abinõud selle korraldamiseks”, Ühistegewusleht 1915:2.
675 ”Neljakuulise põllutöö kursuse”, Ühistegewusleht 1911:7.
676 ”Ühistegewus Kadrinas”, Põllutööleht 1909:2.
677 ”Piimatalituse ühisuse põhjuskirja puudused”, Ühistegewusleht 1911:3.
678 Kontrolli-ühisuse põhjuskiri”, Ühistegewusleht, 1911:4; ”Soomemaalt” [Kurkijoe],
Põllumees, 1900:2-3; ”’Pellervo’ põhjuskiri”, Postimees 1899:272.
679 ”Meie ühistegewuse parasiidid”, Ühistegewusleht 1914:1.
680 ”Auru-rehapeksu omanikude ja rehapeksu ühistuse asutajatele”, Põllutööleht 1909:17.
681 Ühistegewusleht 1914:7-8; ”Ühistegewus Eesti Põllumidamises”, Põllutööleht 1909:37.
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The Changing Face of Dairy Production
Traditional dairy production was often done in the farm kitchen so that the
constant attendance that butter making needed could be combined with other
responsibilities. The production was thereby seen as belonging to the female
sphere. The agricultural advice published after the turn of the 20th century,
however, described dairy production as an occupation of the whole farm
family. To raise the production of milk more land was to be used for pastur-
age and the crops had to be changed from grain to beets and fodder. Thereby
the initial responsibility for the transformation was put on the male farmer,
as the work in the male sphere was to be changed first.682

Figure 10. Horse- or handpowered separator – a machine for men.

Books on cattle breeding underlined this and milk production paid great
attention to raising the quality of the cattle by improving the local breeds and
by importing foreign breeds and improved feeding. The journals published
pictures of different breeds comparing how much milk they gave a year. The

                                
682 Põllutööleht 1907:10; Põllutööleht 1907:28; Põllutööleht 1909:3; Põllutööleht 1909:5;
Põllutööleht 1909:6; Põllutööleht 1909:7; Põllutööleht 1909:8.
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importance of feeding the cows the right way was stated to improve the
quantity and quality of the milk. Striking in the material was the focus on
technicalities, mostly dealing with the animals and more seldom with pro-
duction. It created a strict gender coded division of labour where men were
breeding and feeding the cows and women were milking and making the
butter.683 As dairy production rose, new and more sophisticated techniques
were promoted. Larger quantities of milk were treated and the butter that
was to be exported required higher standards of hygiene during manufactur-
ing. Instruction books and journals began to show a greater interest for the
manufacturing process and introduction of scientific methods in butter pro-
duction. Characteristic for the scientific approach was, exactness and refer-
ences to academic studies and techniques.684 Otto Reichenbach’s widely
spread book on milk production was as an example introduced by the words:
“[t]he most important constituent in milk is the butter fat, normally weighing
0,100 to 0,940 with an average of about 0,930” (Piima kallim jagu, nimelt
wõi rasw, kaalub harilikult 0,100 kuni 0,940, läbisegi umbes 0,930).685 It
illustrates the fascination for exactness but also that the exactness not always
had a meaning. The text did not address the skilled farmmaid but the edu-
cated farmer in a position to learn in a scientific manner. The tone in the
instructions often gave the impression that butter making just had been rein-
vented. A difference was made between ‘old’ and ‘new’ butter, where the
later was divided into categories indicating production method and quality.686

Production of ‘new’ butter was clearly linked to the understanding of the
modern agriculture. It was dependent on the separator, invented by Dr. de
Laval, Lang and Schmidt, and milk bacteria discovered at universities by
Storch in Copenhagen and Eigman in Kiel.687 An article presenting the Dan-
ish cooperative dairies clearly stated that, “real milk was manufactured by
educated dairy masters”.688 According to the dairy instructor Raamot, the
household manufacturing of milk should be done by women, but butter that
was to be sold be manufactured by men. In other articles young men were
encouraged to get proper education in cattle breeding and milk manufactur-
ing, and if possible go abroad on study trips.689 In the same way as in earlier
agricultural instructions, the idea of going abroad and bringing back knowl-

                                
683Põllutööleht 1907:41, p. 332; Hünersson; Östman, Ann-Catrin, ”Den betydelsefulla och
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Kirsti (ed), Föreställningar om kön: Ett genusperspektiv på jordbrukets modernisering
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685 Reichenbach, (1907) p. 3.
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edge to the farm was a feature of the education of a young man. Finnish
schools, were promoted as they were known and easily attended. But pref-
erably students should go to Germany, where the cooperative education in
Darmstadt was considered to be the best, while the education given in Mos-
cow was less preferable.690 Even if pictures on Estonian dairy education also
showed women, it is clear that the new dairy masters were predominantly
men.691 The pattern is also known from the prime model country, Denmark,
where educated men first replaced the experienced women and even the
educated women with the arguments that women lacked the physical
strength and were unable to lead and negotiate with men outside the frame-
work of the family.692

Figure 11. Participants in a course in agriculture and cattle breeding arranged by
Enge agricultural association November 17-29, 1908.

The woman’s customary ways of working were thereby put in opposition to
new techniques and methods. To underline men’s new position in dairy
business the journals described common mistakes and imperfections in
milking, which injured the cows, caused infections, decreased milk produc-
tion.693 The intention was certainly not that men should take over the
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women’s position, but that they should be able to oversee every step of pro-
duction and keep the milk clean during every step.694 It was an intention in
line with the ideal of the masculine farmer, able to conduct and control every
task at the farm, as it was presented in the general agricultural instruction
books.

The need to recruit more female members to the cooperatives was, how-
ever, expressed on some occasions, especially in consumption cooperatives
as women bought most of the daily goods. The importance of women for
raising the children in the right cooperative spirit was also underlined with
examples from Sweden and England.695

In conclusion, the advice on the improvement of dairy production fol-
lowed general gender polarized lines of defining and discussing male and
female work as divided in two separate spheres. It underlined this division
by giving concert advice on the transformation of mainly female into male
tasks by shifting focus from milking to breeding and to introduce male coded
techniques. Thereby an important potential for women’s participation in
building society was eliminated and their position remained primary suppor-
tive.

The Problems of Practice
Many farmers were overly enthusiastic about founding cooperatives. Proba-
bly believing in the prosperous future promised by the agricultural instruc-
tors and the advertisements made by producers and sellers of equipment they
made decisions which were not always well thought through and had unre-
alistic expectations. Overinvestment in over dimensioned or too complicated
equipment was common. When production began, the cooperators soon re-
alized that they did not have the right knowledge to manage the equipment
or enough members to supply enough milk for full production. Many coop-
eratives therefore found themselves in a situation where they could not fulfill
the economic aims underlying their economic calculations and were some-
times unable to pay their debts.696 Some cooperatives, like Antsla and Vana
Antsla were too close to each other to find enough members. This caused
local competition, which forced both dairies to close down within a year.
Other cooperatives did not have products that matched the market demand or
in so remote areas that access to the market was problematic.697
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During the expansion period relatively few had sufficient theoretical or
practical knowledge to manage a dairy or a cooperative.698 To produce butter
on the farm for the local market was not the same thing as producing it for
export. Demands on hygiene, uniformity and quality were much higher.
However, hygiene was not kept and production was not managed in accor-
dance with the advice given in agricultural journals and instruction books.
These conditions, could risk the whole production and the reputation for
Estonian butter. The knowledge and understanding of the necessity of book-
keeping was often insufficient, which caused problems for the cooperative’s
economy and long term planning. Incomes and expenses were sometimes not
noted in the records. The knowledge of quantities bought, produced and sold
was kept among the management as a result of the lack of control.699 Some
claimed to have produced more then was actually sold, to make the business
look better.700 High expectations also caused managers to make the coopera-
tives to look successful by paying very high prices for the members milk.
This kind of problem seems to have been general for cooperatives in the
early years of the 20th century, and was also visible among village coopera-
tives in Galicia and West Siberia.701

Ühistegewusleht expressed concern for the undemocratic climate in some
of the cooperatives. In many cooperatives the members did not feel respon-
sible, they delivered milk and hoped for god revenue, but did not attend
meetings or control the management.702 Unsuitable people were put in charge
and managers could take advantage of the members’ lack of interest. Many
consumption cooperatives made the mistake of hiring staff instead of letting
the members manage the business. Compared with Finland, Ühistegewusleht
remarked, the salaries given to dairy employees in Estonia were too high.
Such circumstances caused a misuse of the cooperatives recourses, and
opened up for managers to take bribes for marketing their products to certain
tradesmen. In the journals such relations and events were condemned and the
guilty managers accused for being parasites on the cooperative body.703

Compared with lazy farmers pictured as the opposite to the hard working
improving farmer in the agricultural instructions in the 1890s, the coopera-
tive parasite threatened the whole society and the cooperative model, and the
cooperative movement had thereby identified its prime enemy.

 This obviously caused the cooperative principles to be neglected and
opened up for mismanagement and use of illegal methods, especially in con-
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sumption cooperatives where less was demanded from the members.704 Con-
cern was therefore shown over increasing attendance at meetings. Press
items described meetings that had to be cancelled, because not enough
members present. Being a member was according to the journals an activity,
which called for both rights and obligations. Not being present could harm
not only the individual member, but also the whole cooperative as the power
devolved to a little group or the management.705 Meetings were also accused
of being badly organized, and long time spent on discussing small items and
they’re by shading the most important questions. To solve the problem jour-
nals published articles and checklists on how to behave on meetings.706 Jour-
nals also complained that meetings were too long and that they did not focus
on the right issues. As a contrast the meetings of Danish cooperatives wer
described, where everything was efficient and focused and where even
meetings with up to thousand participants could be managed in less than a
day.707 Other suggestions aimed at solving the problem with unfaithful mem-
bers. Members should be tied to the associations for a long time period, and
to encourage them to be more active.708 It was also suggested that consump-
tion cooperatives should do as in Germany, and charge higher fees and loans
for entrance, in order to make the members more loyal.709 Sometimes the
question was discussed if consumption cooperatives should be open to others
than members. The question did, however, not find a solution and the prag-
matic line, stating rationality in large volumes and the benefit for all, stood
against those who stressed the benefits for participants only.

According to the journals it was necessary to keep high standards in both
the theoretical aims and practical work if the cooperative model should be
successful. The discussions of problems with establishing cooperatives and
the problems with mismanagement were intended as educative examples of
cooperative management. They told newly established cooperatives that they
were not the only ones having initial problems, and showed them ways to
manage their problems. Other cooperative could also learn how to foresee
and avoided problems, which had occurred in other cooperatives. At the
same time the stories from different cooperatives also remodeled the picture
of the ideal farmer. By stressing the characteristics of a good cooperative
member, and put the up against the characteristics of farmers mismanaging
their positions in cooperatives. In this way the also made the cooperative
movement to close ranks against what was considered as their enemies.

                                
704 ”Meie ühistegewuse parasiidid”, Ühistegewusleht 1914:1; ”Mõni sõna ülieimeestest”,
Ühistegewusleht 1913:8; ”Pillistwere mehed jälle lahingut löömas”, Ühistegewusleht 1914:4.
705 ”Võnnu põllumeeste seltsi majanduse ühisus”, Ühistegewusleht 1911:3.
706 “Ühispiimatalituste juhatuskirjade kavad” Ühistegewusleht 1914:1.
707 ”Daani suurostu-ühisus”, Ühistegewusleht 1910:8.
708 “Ühispiimatalituste juhatuskirjade kavad” Ühistegewusleht 1914:1.
709 “Lisa-vastutus tarwitajate-ühisustes Ühistegewusleht 1911:6.
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Linking the Local Initiatives
The first attempt to form a central Estonian organisation for credit coopera-
tives was made in 1906. The initiative was taken at a nationwide consulta-
tion with representatives from different credit cooperatives. The hope was
that a central organisation would make it possible for the cooperatives to
lend to members in a more effective way, be able to give more extensive
loans. This would create greater safety for the members lending money to
the cooperatives. Statutes were formulated and sent to the authorities for
approval. The statutes were, however, rejected. The authorities explained
their decision with a lack of a standard model for central organisations.710

The denial was, however, expected and the initiators had prepared for an
alternative network for distribution money between the cooperatives.
Esimene Tartu Laenu ja Hoiu Ühisus was given the position as the central
coordinator. All associated cooperatives were expected to deposit their sur-
plus at Esimene Tartu Laenu ja Hoiu Ühisus so that cooperatives could bor-
row from there. The network was initially joined by 30 saving and loan co-
operatives. Later in 1910 and 1912 the cooperatives made further attempts to
form a central union, but without success.711

It was then decided to formalise the already existing network. At the
credited cooperative congress in Tartu (Ühistegewuspäew) in 1913, with 32
credit cooperatives present, a mutual agreement was made for Ajutine Raha
Liikumise Keskkoraldus. Responsible for the network was still Tartu Laenu
ja Hoiu Ühis. The 43 members agreed to be annually audited by Ühiste-
gewuse Nõuandmise Büroo and to send copies of their account books to the
central organisation every month.712

The lack of a central organisation was also an obstacle for the consump-
tion cooperatives. By uniting they hoped to be able to buy larger stocks of
goods and thus keep prices low. A united organisation would also be able to
gather more knowledge and approach new markets and buy better quality.
The attempts met the same problem as the credit cooperatives. An applica-
tion was sent to the authorities after a national meeting for consumption co-
operatives in 1910. The statutes were rejected. Letting Tartu Eesti majandus
ühisus form a sub organization with the aim to coordinate greater purchases
therefore solved the lack of coordination among the consumption coopera-
tives. Networks were also organized for joint purchasing of goods. So did as
an example the consumption cooperatives in Viljandi, Vändra, Vöhma,
Paide and Rapla, situated along the same railway line. They formed a net-
work for jointly purchasing in St. Petersburg and Tallinn.

                                
710 Tõnisson, Jaan, Ühistegewuse üldkursus I (Tallinn 1936) p. 85.
711 Tõnisson, (1936) p. 85; 314.
712 ”Eesti ühistegewuspäew Tartus 13. jaanuaril 1913”, Ühistegewusleht 1913:10.



212

Specialized cooperatives were founded, to control the quality of products
and breeds.713 Estonia a central association for agricultural production coop-
eratives was founded In February 1912, with 33 member cooperatives, on
the initiative of Aleksander Eisenshmidt. Estonia aimed to encourage the
founding of cooperatives, give advice and inspect the quality of the dairy
production, assist the cooperatives with exports, marketing and purchases.714

One of the prime reasons for forming a central association was to better co-
ordinate export. It, however, seems as if the association had unreasonably
high expectations. Some members wanted to export directly to Britain,
where the prices were highest, instead of the closer and less demanding Rus-
sian market, but they soon realized that the St. Petersburg market was more
realistic. Two persons where therefore employed in St. Petersburg. Butter for
508 000 rubels was sold in St. Petersburg through Estonia in 1914. To be
able to retail goods for the cooperatives the association needed more finan-
cial resourses than the member fees. The central cooperative primarly bor-
rowed from credit cooperatives and members.715 In promoting exports an
important function of the central association was to inspect and guarantee the
quality of the butter manufactured by the member cooperatives. Estonia
hired controllers, something that local associations also did, and in some
cases separate control associations existed for short periods. The coopera-
tives then took over and formalized the function of encouraging improve-
ment in quality, just as the medal competitions at the agricultural exhibitions
have done had before.

To summarize the rural cooperatives were founded as an extension of the
activities of the agricultural association. They were aimed at the new cir-
cumstances caused by the transformation of the agricultural production and
the need of cooperation to obtaine knowledge and capital for technology and
marketing. The ideas of founding cooperatives were discussed and promoted
in the agricultural associations, statutes were modeled and the first members
of the cooperatives were recruited in the associations. The cooperatives can
be understood as putting the aims of the agricultural associations’ into prac-
tice. The work in finance, consumption, and production, built strong net-
works between the agricultural associations and cooperatives in the local
community, supported by personal relations between the members and the
leadership of the cooperatives. By demanding participation and responsibil-
ity from the members, and focusing on economic activities the cooperatives
hand probably a more comprehensive impact on the farmer’s life and the
local community than the agricultural associations have had.

                                
713 ”Kontrolli-ühisuse põhjuskiri”, Ühistegewusleht 1911:4.
714 Põllumajanduslise keskühisuse ”Estonia”asutamise ja 15-aasta tegevuse ülevaade
(Tallinn 1927) p. 5.
715 Põllumajanduslise keskühisuse... (1927) p. 7.
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Active in the process of founding cooperatives were also agricultural in-
structors, in the beginning they were linked to the agricultural journals and
later to central agricultural associations and cooperative central unions.
Through their instruction books, journal artickles and work in the villages,
the instructors created a standard for organization and management of coop-
eratives.

The terms for inclusion in the cooperative unity were based on the same
characteristics, as had been promoted in the agricultural literature since the
end of the 19th century. The ideal was primarily the self-owning farmer.
Characteristics such as an orderly behavior, a will and ability to improve
ones agriculture were stressed. The mechanization and specialization, pro-
moted by the cooperative movement, brought the separation of the agricul-
ture in an active and supporting sphere one step further. Making a lucrative
traditional female task masculine through mechanization, women’s possi-
bilities to attain an economic citizenship was limited. Membership in the
cooperatives required some assets, primarily land, but also some money to
investe. The principles for giving loans, generally gave possibilities to the
landowning farmers but excluded the landless. This underlined the rural
stratification in landed and landless. The cooperatives also stressed the im-
portance of education, knowledge and participation, even more than the ag-
ricultural associations had done. It caused future stratification based on these
criteria. Prime in the cooperative organization where the ones having knowl-
edge, like cooperative managers and agricultural instructors, but also the
grope of members taking an active part in managing the cooperatives. They
were followed by a group of members who kept their savings or delivered
their milk to the cooperative, but did not take active part in the meetings and
management. Final, where the nonmembers, who were considered as not
living up to the standards of real farmers and citizens. In theory the coopera-
tive movement was based on an idea of equality, being open to all ethnic and
social groups. In reality the cooperatives in Estland and northern Livland,
followed the social lines and caused a division between Estonian and Baltic
German cooperatives. Even if national were used time to time to promote
cooperatives, the Estonian cooperatives where not outspokenly nationalistic.

Through the work of the active members the cooperatives provided the
local community with a group of farmers with an increasing knowledge in
how to arrange public meetings, work in boards and handle economy. Even
if the group were probably small their experience of work, success and fail-
ures were important to the building of the future community.  On a general
level the cooperatives intended to organize society according to the model of
the local cooperative based community, with networks stretching through
different sectors of society. Thus, even if the cooperative movement did not
clearly express aims on how to organize society, their practical work indi-
cated the benefit of such a model.
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12. Conclusions

The intention of this last chapter is to summarize the empirical study and to
view the results in a broader historical context. The purpose of this disserta-
tion was to study the emerging rural public sphere in late tsarist Estonia, and
the ideas and practices produced in this sphere. An underlying purpose was
to study the emergence and character of an agrarian ideology in Estonia,
with a special concern paid to ideas about how society should be organized
and the position of its citizens.

Despite the fact that the majority of the population in Estonia lived in the
countryside at the turn of the 20th century and were to make up the majority
of the electorate during the inter war period, the interest for the ideas pro-
duced in the rural areas has been minor in Estonian historical writing.
Agrarian history has been focused on the mode of production and economic
output, and the study of rural ideas and local associations has mostly been
subordinated to the formations of the national movement during the second
part of the 19th century. Political studies have focused on the contest between
national liberals and socialists and on class formation and the formation of
socialism at the turn of the 20th century. The national movement and the
social transformation caused a self-consciousness and social awareness in
the countryside which sets the framework for this study. I would argue that
at the same as the idea of an independent community and state was formed,
an idea about how an independent community or nation would be managed
was also formed. For different groups or classes this idea was formed in
relation to different social circumstances, ideologies and social practices. In
relation to the concept of civil society, according to which associations are
vital for constructing and maintaining a democratic society, my question is
what kind of practices and understandings of democracy were formed in the
publications and associations studied. My intention with this dissertation is
to contribute with a study on how this understanding was formed through the
ideas and practices of rural transformation and associational work among the
independent farmers.

To structure the analyses the study is based on three concepts: modernity,
agrarianism and citizenship. Agrarianism is an ideological response to the
modernization of society, which in different shapes has appeared in most
rural societies in times of rapid modernization and industrialization. Agrari-
anism is based on the ideas of private landowning and family farming and
focused on modernizing and organizing society in agricultural terms. In gen-
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eral agrarianism strives for a socially and politically equal society based on
grass root democracy and participation. Viewed in historical perspective
agrarianist ideas were formed in most East and Central European societies
during the social transformation in the 19th century and had a decisive influ-
ence on the structure of the states and the politics in the inter war period.
Citizenship is a concept used in order to analyze the relationship between the
state and the individual, and between individuals. In its most basic perspec-
tive, citizenship can be understood as consisting of a civil citizenship, con-
cerning the individual rights, a political citizenship, concerning the right to
take part in the political process and a social citizenship, concerning the right
to education and social security. These categories are used in order to inter-
pret the agrarianist understanding of how society should be organized and
what is the position of the individual in society from a participatory and de-
mocratic perspective.

The study focuses on the period 1895 to 1914. This is a period, which was
a critical juncture in Estonian history. Estonian society was faced with a
rapid social transformation including class formation, urbanization and up-
ward social mobility for the Estonians. From the 1860s the rural population
had been given the possibility to buy land. The new farms were often con-
solidated and built outside the traditional villages, splitting up the local
communities. From the 1860s land owners and tenants were also given the
right take part in the management of the rural townships. Simultaneously the
national movement had caused a growing national self-consciousness among
the former serfs. Cultural, choral and educational associations were formed
in the towns as well as in the countryside, while agricultural associations in
provincial towns and coral festivals were held in Tartu and Tallinn, ex-
pressing unity and cultural identity on a national level. Important was also
the emerging of an Estonian language press and literature.

In the 1880s the Tsarist government’s tried to tie the Baltic provinces
closer to the Russian heart land by a set of administrative reforms and the
introduction of Russian as the language of education and administration.
Accompanying this campaign of Russification was a hardening attitude to-
wards the media and associational life. Not having achieved their goals
many of the activists from the 1860s also lost their faith in their cause,
causing the national movement to fade. After Russification lost its grip in the
mid 1890s, political and reformist ideas could once again be more and more
openly expressed in the public. The openness culminated during the revolu-
tion of 1905 allowing ideas to be presented and discussed in the public. The
revolution has therefore been considered as a turning point in Estonian his-
tory, especially when it comes to the political and national awareness of a
larger portion of the population.

The study focuses on a rural public sphere consisting of new publications
and agricultural associations and cooperatives. In its structure the disserta-
tion consists of three interwoven sections. The first section focuses on the
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emergence of Estonian language agricultural instruction books and journals.
In order to interpret their understanding of modernization and underlying
ideals of agriculture and ideas of the organization of the rural society their
approach and content is studied. The main sources for this section are Esto-
nian language agricultural books and booklets and the agricultural journals
Põllumees, Põllutööleht and Ühistegewusleht published from the mid 1890s
to 1914. In the second section the ideas and ideals are studied in practice in
the rural public sphere sphere through the work of local agricultural associa-
tions in Helme, Koeru, Räpina, Ambla and Torma, and local agricultural
cooperatives. The study is generally based on the associations’ minutes and
publications published by the associations and cooperatives. Finally the ide-
als of the agricultural instructions and the practices of the associations are
studied on a national level, as expressed at the Agricultural Congresses of
1899 and 1905 and the All-Estonian Congress of 1905.

My study employs an approach which diverges from previous studies on
Estonian agrarian and political history. By studying the agricultural instruc-
tions as producers of ideas beyond agricultural improvement and the ideas
and practices of a set of local associations, I put a local perspective on the
issue and study material that is not outspokenly political. My intention is
thus to contribute with a locally based study on Estonian agrarianism during
its early years.

Sowing the seeds for agricultural transformation
From the mid 1860s the message of agricultural transformation and mod-
ernization was presented to the emancipated and newly independent Esto-
nian farmers through agricultural instruction books and popular weekly’s.
The message of agricultural improvement encouraged the farmers to trans-
form their agriculture form grain growing to cattle breeding and dairy pro-
duction, and to become familiar with the latest agricultural tools, methods
and knowledge. To attain this transformation the villagers were encouraged
to educate themselves and to jointly make their efforts, gathering together in
agricultural associations and agricultural cooperatives. The transformation
was considered as necessary if the Estonian people were not to lag behind
the other peoples of Europe. In the eyes of the national movement, agricul-
tural development was one of the primary means to create a strong and inde-
pendent Estonian culture equal to other European cultures. Following a line
of intellectual nationalism it defined the nation as a distinct cultural body,
built on symbols and consisting of values on a higher level then custmary
village culture and the ethnic based lines between serfs and lords. The main
promoters of agricultural transformation, like Carl Robert Jakobson and
Voldemar Jansen were also known as leading figures in different branches of
the national movement. It was through their journals and publications that
the message and knowledge of agricultural change was spread to the com-
mon farmers, and on a Baltic German model the first Estonian language
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agricultural associations were initiated in the late 1860s. The first Estonian
agricultural associations should, however, primarily be understood as a fo-
rum for nationalist rhetoric and the formation of an Estonian speaking elite,
than the associations of tilling farmers. But the associations created a model
to follow for the associations founded at the turn of the 20th century, and
received a central position among the associations at the turn of the 20th

century. In the mid 19th century the possibilities and resources for agricul-
tural improvement on a broad scale were limited and the program for agri-
cultural improvement should therefore be viewed as primarily a vision of a
future society, based on the farmers.

However, early instructions established a set of ideas that was to remain;
that emancipation was only to be achieved through economic self-
sufficiency versus the nobility and the Tsarist state and through agricultural
improvement by the means of education and cooperation.

Forming an agrarian ideal
Interwoven with the national movement in the 1860s, the movement for ag-
ricultural improvement declined with national movement in the 1880s. With
the fading of Russification in the mid 1890s the ideas of agricultural trans-
formation gained a new momentum. In the meantime the number of inde-
pendent farmers had steadily risen in Livland and began to increase in Est-
land. The land reform initiated in the 1860s provided the farmers with rela-
tively large consolidated farms outside the traditional villages. However the
reforms did only comprise about a third of the rural population in Estonia,
leaving the rest a rural proletariat. The message of the new instructions,
which was directed towards the new landowners, in general followed the
ideas outlined earlier in the century. They promoted a transformation from
grain growing to cattle breeding and argued for a culture and society built on
the independent farmer. The instructions published at the turn of the 20th

century were generally more purpose oriented and presented a higher stan-
dard of knowledge then the instructions presented in the mid 19th century.
Modernity was presented through the use of details and exactness, and
through the implementation of an idea of rationality. The instructions re-
flected a modern agriculture based on the use of the latest science and tech-
nology, managed in accordance with principles of rationality and market
orientation. Modernity was thus presented along the lines of what can be
considered as a Weberian understanding, emphasizing the role of scientific
and organizational development and rationality in every aspect, on the behalf
of tradition. Underlying this was also an understanding of modernization as a
process of emancipation and liberation from poverty. The national question
was only touched upon in relation to the general emancipatory message con-
nected to the modernization.

According to the agricultural instructions the base for agriculture and so-
ciety was the independent family farm run by a family and able to support a
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family. This idea corresponded to a basic understanding of agrarianism
which associated landowning with responsibility and membership in the
community. In its Estonian version it distinguished the new agriculture from
the manorial, managed by land laborers, with traditional families including
servants to fill the manorial obligations. To promote the new agriculture the
agricultural instructions pictured an ideal farmer. He was versatile and edu-
cated, and managed his farm in accordance with rationality and the latest
knowledge. Carrying out his work he should know and control every aspect
of farm work and act as a model for his family and servants. Work and re-
sponsibility on the farm was presented as strictly divided into male and fe-
male spheres. This distinction did not fully represent the real conditions and
did not follow the lines of rationality. Focusing on male tasks and disre-
garding female tasks limited the agenda of a rational modernization. It im-
posed a strong patriarchal norm, albeit one where the farmer’s position was
not only justified by landowning but his knowledge and skills, and where the
relations between the farmer, his family and servants were characterized by
mutual respect. By taking part in the daily work and being capable in all the
necessary skills the farmer was distinguished form the manor owner, and
presented as the more responsible. In public the farmer, marketing the prod-
ucts, and being present in the assembly of rural township and the agricultural
association, represented the family. While the program of agricultural mod-
ernization and the picture of the ideal farmer in the late 19th century was
focused on the solitary farm and farmer, it slowly shifted during the first
years of the 20th century to stress the development of the local community
and role of the farmer as a responsible member of the local community
serving as the foundation for his position in the community as a citizen.

Agricultural associations
The message of improvement presented in the agricultural instructions was
put to work by a new generation of agricultural associations during the last
years of the 19th century. However, founded in a society that firmly mis-
trusted every expression of public life and independence, the associations
were forced to have their statutes approved by the authorities and to follow
strict regulations working.

A village elite consisting of wealthy farmers, teachers, clergymen and
representatives of the rural township, managed the founding of the studied
associations in Helme, Koeru, Räpina and Ambla. In all these associations
representatives for the local nobility was present, and they were particularly
active in Räpina where the association was subordinated to the Baltic Ger-
man umbrella organization Kaiserliche Livländsiche Gemeinnützige Ökono-
mische Societät.

After founding the association and outlining its aims, the associations
were opened to other members. According to the statutes the agricultural
associations were apolitical and founded for the purpose of promoting agri-
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cultural development, based on the principles of voluntary associations and
open for every one sharing its aims and ideas. In reality the associations
mainly consisted of farmers and professional villagers interested in agricul-
ture matters, and had no members from the landless population. The mem-
bers generally belonged to the same groups, which were capable of taking
part in the management of the rural townships. The association boards con-
sisted of a mixture of farmers, noblemen and professionals from the villages,
such as township secretaries and teachers, with the leading positions re-
served for the nobility. The associations reflected the need for a new form of
rural public sphere able to mange the problems of the landowning, and were
therefore able to create an alliance between different groups of tenants and
landowners. The presence of Baltic Germans in the association boards has
been interpreted as an attempt by the Baltic Germans to control and direct
the activities of the independent farmers in the direction of the nobility’s
interests. This seems most likely, but their participation also required the
nobility to break with some old patterns of lord and servant and instead to
adapt to the farmers’ perceptions. Viewed from the perspective of the farm-
ers the nobility also provided the associations with access to a wider social
network and the manorial agricultural knowledge.

 The founding of the association in Torma was divergent from the others,
as everyone interested was invited and no members of the nobility were pre-
sent at the founding or in the association. The intention in Torma was clearly
to found the association with a national spirit, understanding modernization
as a national project, and to reflect the farmers’ capability rather than that of
the landed.

 The main activity of the studied associations was lectures and discussions
concerning the modernization of agriculture. Lectures generally followed the
path of modernization outlined by the agricultural instructions. However, the
associations were closer to the farmers’ reality and aware of the risks and
lack of capital, and therefore often promoted a more careful line of moderni-
zation. Besides the main focus on a shift from grain growing to cattle
breeding, great interest was shown for the improvement of fields and field-
work and the development of other possibilities for an income, such as gar-
dening and beekeeping. Besides promoting the introduction of foreign
breeds, and the improvement of local breeds was also discussed in the asso-
ciations. In the beginning lectures were often delivered by association mem-
bers, and journals were read publicly. However, after the turn of the 20th

century invited agricultural instructors and publishers held many lectures.
This probably standardized the agenda beyond the influence of the printed
agricultural instructions. Lectures were also held on subjects of general edu-
cation and on issues concerning the local community. Meetings and discus-
sion were held in a spirit of unity and consensus and votes often ended in
almost complete agreement. A measure of respect was accorded to members
of the board and to lecturers, but everyone was allowed to speak and to take
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part in the discussions, although there were occasions when board members
were made use of their social position or position in the association to close
discussions which threatened to bring up issues that could have caused con-
flict or which went against their own views.

 Most agricultural associations arranged annual agricultural exhibitions,
displaying agricultural tools, cattle and agricultural products to the audience
and arranging agricultural competitions. The purpose was to publicize the
associations’ aims and ideas to a broader public and the exhibitions often
turned into large festivities, becoming a public tradition which reached out to
others than those who normally would have been targeted for the message of
improving agriculture. Exhibited items and agricultural competitions both
presented improvements and encouraged the farmers to make further
achievements. At the same time the contests can be understood as a way of
promoting the characteristics of the ideal farmer and maintaining the patriar-
chal norm within the gender coded division of farm work.

As long as the associations remained focused on agricultural improve-
ment they managed to work in a spirit of consensus with few disagreements
over the agenda of modernization. During the last years of the 19th century,
however, the social tension in the Baltic provinces affected the associations.
Faced with conflicts between landowners and the landless, their members
closed ranks and defended what they considered the stability of the local
community and the interests of agriculture. However, certain issues which
directly mirrored the social inequality within the associations caused a deep-
ening split in the associations at the beginning of the 20th century. One of the
issues was the governmental program for land measurement, where the
farmers feared that the nobility would gain too much influence and that
farmland therefore would be taxed more heavily than manor land. Claiming
that the issue was political, and therefore out of the associations’ compe-
tence, the noble members tried to keep the associations from discussing land
measurement or expressing their fears to the authorities. Unable to secure an
agreement to this approach, many nobles left the boards and associations.
The tense relation between the farmers and the nobility come out in the open
the 1905 revolt. Conflicts within the associations over land tenancy and
taxes were underscored by the ethnically based social conflict between the
Estonians and the Baltic German nobility, causing most representatives of
the nobility to leave the associations.

Thus Estonian farmers and the local Estonian elite managed most of the
associations in the period between 1905 and the outbreak of World War I. In
general it is possible to say that the associations became more like the one in
Torma. Presentations on agricultural improvement were the main issues on
the associations agenda, as far as the agricultural journals indicate and the
minutes allow studying. Increasingly, in relation to the time before 1905, the
number of courses held by agricultural instructors in the associations and the
joint purchase of goods indicated a shift to a more purpose oriented work.
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The membership records of the associations during this period show that the
members were mostly landed Estonians, along with a few landless and some
farmers with Russian names, indicating a broadening of the associations to
new groups of people sharing the same problems, ideas and interest in mod-
ernization. Most significant was the growing number of members in the ag-
ricultural association which were themselves associations and agrarian coop-
eratives, giving the agricultural associations a new and even more central
position in the rural public sphere.

The farmers on the national arena
The social turmoil in the beginning of the 20th century and the revolution
1905 brought the associations out as an emerging entity on the national
scene. The first public expression was the Agricultural Congress of 1899
arranged by Tartu Eesti Põllumeeste Selts and the newspaper Postimees and
visited by twenty-three agricultural associations and a large public, primarily
from Livland. The primary aim of this Congress should be understood as
creating a common agenda for modernization, facilitating and expressing
unity among the agricultural associations and publicizing their unity and
ideas. The agenda was dominated by presentations on agricultural matters,
similar to those delivered in the agricultural associations, and discussions of
agricultural issues. One of the main issues was the promotion of saving and
loan cooperatives and dairy cooperatives, in order to be able to better support
and make use of the modernization of the agriculture. The Congress’ main
resolutions were the intention to found a central organization, representing
the agricultural associations, and the founding of an Estonian secondary
agricultural school. None of the resolutions could be implemented, but they
underline the importance of education, which had already been identified
and expressed by the agricultural associations in the 1860s, and the intention
to unite the farmers and express their interests in the society.

Social and political pressure on the tsarist government increased during
the first years of the 20th century. In order to meet the farmers demand for
participation in the public affairs, some agricultural associations were invited
to represent the farmers in consultations on rural development in 1902. Thus,
the authorities, for the first time, considered the farmers as a group which
had the capacity to negotiate. The interest of the nobility and the authorities
in such consultation was minor, however, thereby prompting the farmers to
encouraged agricultural associations to send their own proposals to the
authorities. By this action the associations indirectly formed a common po-
litical program for the farming community. The main demands were a politi-
cal reform allowing common people to be represented at different levels in
the province; an increased possibility for the landless to by the land from the
church and the manors which had been promised during previous land re-
forms, an abolishment of al noble privileges and the opening of agricultural
schools and the use of Estonian as the prime language in schools.
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During the revolution 1905 the farmers’ interests were accentuated and
presented through the 1905 Agricultural Congress and the 1905 All-Estonian
Congress. The 1905 Agricultural Congress was a broad follows up to the
1899 congress, with more structure and with more associations present.
Noteworthy during the Congress was the tension between some of the local
agricultural associations and an elite consisting of publishers, intellectuals
and agricultural instructors, where the local associations claimed not to be
fully represented by the elite. This tension can be understood from different
perspectives. It highlighted the divergence between the agricultural programs
and agricultural science and the day-to-day problems facing the farmers in
implementing the agricultural transformation. Moreover, it can be under-
stood as a conflict between the older, and often urban-based association,
taking a central position on the national level, and the newer and local asso-
ciations, over who would represent the genuine agricultural society. This
circumstance probably affected what can be understood as a hidden aim of
the Agricultural Congress, namely: to form a united rural front. This front
would be able to compete with the workers and socialists over the symbols
and meaning of the revolution, especially at the All-Estonian Congress later
in the year. This aim initially failed, because of this internal tension, and
because the congress did not include representatives of the landless. Some
associations, like the one in Räpina, also seem to have begun the work of
formulating their own demands inspired by the programs presented by the
radical journals Teataja and Uudised and the demands put forward in 1902.
Given the lack of organized political groupings, the main newspapers in
general came to fulfill their function during the revolution, and the class
based perspective of Teataja and Uudised competed with the idea of national
unity presented in Postimees and Sakala. In its content the congress must be
considered as step forward to a more consistent agrarian program, as the
focus on agricultural cooperatives implied the creation of a new agrarian
structure which promised to solve the general problems of society. During
the All- Estonian Congress the representatives for the agricultural associa-
tions, as well as the rural population as such, seem to have been split be-
tween supporting the radical Aula resolutions made by the socialist camp
and the Bürgemuse resolutions presented by the moderates following the
lines of the arrangers of the Agricultural Congresses. The 1905 congresses
can be understood as part of the process of the formation and positioning of
a rural class, based on the farmers. During the revolution the aims and ideas
of the farmers were for the first time fully confronted the aims and ideas of
other groupings in Estonian society. It made them realize that the intellectual
nationalist perception of a national unity beyond social interests was not a
fully a reality. Instead the farmers found themselves in competition with the
labor movement on the issue of representing and having a solution for the
land less. The failure to create a united rural front during the Revolution
1905 can be understood from the perspective of the formation of an emerg-
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ing rural class. From the turn of the 20th century many Baltic Germans had
left the agricultural associations, due to disagreements over the management
and ideas of the associations. The farmers and their interests were separated
from major land owners and the associations turned away from the role of
primarily representing the ownership of land and responsibility for an area,
to the role of also representing the backbone of the Estonian people. Basing
the Estonian ideal on to the image of a tilling farmer, willing to improve his
agriculture, enabled people belonging to other ethnic groups, but sharing the
same ideas, to be understood as also belonging to the same rural class. When
the second generation of agricultural associations was founded, the landless
were absent from the membership records, and the problems concerning
rural laborers and other landless was one of the social issues over which the
farmers and the nobility could agree. This caused a sharp class based line
between the landed and the landless to be present in the rural society. How-
ever, the proposals made by the agricultural associations in 1902 and by
some associations during the revolution 1905 called for a broadening of
landowning, and thereby for broadening the farmers’ class. The intention
behind such proposals can be understood as corresponding with both na-
tional and agrarianism views of a classless society. But the farmers’ move-
ment towards the landless came too late to be successful, as the landless
seem generally to have been more attracted by the socialist rhetoric identi-
fying them as the rural laborers rather than as farmers. But even if the so-
cialists took the initiative during the All- Estonian Congress and presented
far reaching solutions for the landless by promising them land, they had to
adapted to the farmers’ values and understandings of society as primary
based in the agriculture.

Founding an agrarian movement
After the revolution the transformation from grain to dairy production was
put into practice through a network of cooperatives. In the agricultural jour-
nals, the cooperatives were presented as the savior of the poor and as one of
the main factors in a modern agriculture. From an evolutionary perspective
cooperatives were presented as a development of the agricultural association,
and as having roots in ancient forms of cooperation. By initiating a network
of savings and loan cooperatives the farmers would be able, on the local
level, to collect needed investments for agricultural improvement and for
being able to reap the benefits of the improvements. Through production
cooperatives the members would get access to technology and methods that
otherwise would have been too costly or advanced for the single farmer.
They would also be able to market their products jointly, and thereby reach a
wider market without having to go through the hands of a middleman. In
order to be able to negotiate better prizes and avoid giving profits to mid-
dlemen, goods were to be bought by consumption cooperatives. The vision
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was a society working after cooperative principles, a vision closely tied to an
agrarianist ideal.

In practice the establishment of production cooperatives was also made
possible through mutual loans between the cooperatives. Also, the agricul-
tural associations often became deeply involved in the founding and man-
agement of cooperatives. Agricultural instructors employed by the larger
agricultural associations sometimes supervised the founding of cooperatives.
The cooperative networks thus occasioned a deepening integration in the
local community. The networks between agricultural associations, coopera-
tives and the representatives of the rural townships established the agricul-
tural associations as a central entity in the rural public and provided the
community with its own resourses, independent from Baltic Germans and
the state. In contrast to the voluntary associations – which every one in prin-
ciple was free to enter and leave – the cooperatives demanded a long-term
engagement, often including work, investments and loyalty from its mem-
bers. Thus the ideals of cooperation and consensus, promoted in the agricul-
tural associations, were tested on a far more demanding ground, where the
production and wellbeing of the farm was put at stake. The idea of responsi-
bility for the local community was also promoted as the interests of the sin-
gle farmer were directly tied to that of the other cooperative members.

During the years before Word War I the cooperatives slowly united on a
national basis. From an early stage informal networks were created between
the cooperatives, often based on the networks between the agricultural asso-
ciations. Later these were transformed into formal umbrella organizations.
Thus, the cooperatives managed to fulfill their goal of founding a central
association, uniting the farmers organizations, which had been the goal of
most agricultural associations since the Agricultural Congress 1899. The
central association created a standard for organization in the local communi-
ties and the emergence of a new rural elite primarily consisting of coopera-
tive managers and agricultural instructors. Combining agricultural education,
with practical skills and commitment to agricultural and social development,
the instructors embodied the ideal farmer outlined in the agricultural instruc-
tions. The cooperatives formed a network separated from the Baltic German
cooperatives and trade organizations and separated from the state. In order to
picture a good cooperative member the promoters of cooperatives accentu-
ated the ideals pictured in the agricultural instructions from the 1890s. By
emphasizing the role of the member acting for the best interest of the collec-
tive, individualism and mismanagement were pictured as the main threats to
the welfare of modern society. The technical aspects of development also to
some extent excluded women from the cooperative movement. Dairy coop-
eratives were discussed and organized in accordance with male norms and
women’s traditional knowledge of dairy production was often marginalized.

The cooperative movement was built on and promoted ideals from for-
eign cooperatives, linking Estonian development to western Europe. Similar
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to the Danish and Polish movement, but unlike the Russian, the Estonian
cooperative movement was built up from grass roots, a circumstance that
was vital for its survival. While the Siberian cooperative movement faced
considerable problems already before World War I, the Estonian movement
survived despite its problems. The result was that the rural community was
relatively well organized when the independent Estonian state was founded
after World War I.

Agrarianism
Through the second half of the 19th century, up to World War I the ideas
presented to the Estonian farmers through agricultural journals and instruc-
tion books followed a consistent line. These ideas developed the basic char-
acteristics of an ideology. It presented an understanding of human nature and
the nature of human society. It identified the general problems in the present
society and presented a solution that more or less embraced the whole soci-
ety. In general the ideas presented to the Estonian farmers followed the basic
lines of contemporary East European Agrarianism.

C. R. Jakobson’s agricultural instructions and other writings laid the
foundation for an Estonian Agrarianism in the 1860s. His works presented
an idea of history and culture based on agriculture and the work of the farm-
ers. Through hard work and a firm responsibility for the land, the farmers
had developed such cultures as the ancient Greek and the contemporary Es-
tonian. Jakobson’s approach to history was more evolutionistic then dialec-
tic, even if it followed the idea of different cultural levels tied to the different
modes of production. In his mind the nation was the primary subject and
goal in history, and in line with his ideas of the farmer as the builder of cul-
ture, it was a nation of farmers. By linking the farmer to the nation and the
ideas of culture and history a long-term justification for the the primacy of
rural society was established. Viewing history as an evolutionary process,
manorial agriculture was pictured as repressive and un-modern while farm
based agriculture was pictured as progressive and modern. The understand-
ing of history as based on the farmers also created a perception of history
differed from the Baltic German understanding, without having to contest its
established symbols. The general problems in Estonian society and agricul-
ture identified by Jakobson were the continuing supremacy of the Baltic
German nobility and the lack of education and organization among the farm-
ers. His suggested solutions were political demands for the introduction of
local self government based on the farmers and for the establishment of agri-
cultural schools. The farmers were encouragement to improve their situation
by the uniting in agricultural associations in order to get organized and edu-
cated. His overall program included the founding of agricultural coopera-
tives in order to coordinate agricultural work, increase the power of farmers
in the market, and make the farmers economically independent from the
Baltic Germans.
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Jakobson’s general understanding of history, the problems he identified
and solutions he suggested were constantly repeated in agricultural instruc-
tion books and journals up to World War I. In Estonian agricultural instruc-
tion books, such as the ones written by Markus and Obram, and Ödegaard
(which was itself a book translated from Norwegian), and the agricultural
journals Põllumees, Põllutööleht and Ühistegewusleht, solutions were devel-
oped and tied to modern agricultural knowledge. A basic characteristic of
Estonian Agrarianism, drawn from these writings, is focus on modernization
which is so strong that it almost completely rejects the importance of tradi-
tion, other than its value for demonstrating the importance of the farmer in
history.

The agricultural instructions published from the 1890s developed the idea
of the family as the basic unit in agriculture and society by specifying the
ideal characteristics of a farmer and indicating the position of family mem-
bers and servants in the agriculture. Underlying this description was an un-
derstanding that different members of the family had different tasks and
responsibilities to fulfill in order to sustain the family. Emerging in these
instructions was also the broader perspective that the organization of the
family was a model for organizing society, where the work and responsibil-
ity of every farmer and family was important for sustaining the local society.
In this model the farmer was presented as the ideal member of the commu-
nity –an ideological symbol equal to the socialist worker or liberal entrepre-
neur Finally, in its focus on the family farm and understanding of the family
as the ideal model for society Estonian, agrarianism fully followed the gen-
eral lines of East European agrarianism.

The ideas on agricultural modernization, the need of agricultural educa-
tion and the need of organizing the farmers were put in practice by the Esto-
nian agricultural associations. Embodying the ideas of the primacy of agri-
culture and the local community on the local level, the associations also
worked for and demanded agricultural education on the national level.
Through the Agricultural Congress 1899 of, the Agricultural Consultations
of 1902 and the Agricultural and All-Estonian Congresses of 1905, an
agrarian agenda was presented. Even if everyone did not agree, it consisted
of demands for more opportunity to buy land, for a reform that would in-
crease the participation of farmers in the governance of rural townships, for
more agricultural education and for the promotion of cooperatives.

Finding a solution to the general problems in society and agriculture, and
forming a concrete model for society, Estonian Agrarianism, followed the
general lines of East European Agrarianism and promoted the founding of
cooperatives. The cooperatives were viewed as a development of the agri-
cultural associations into the highest form of organization and as the basis
for a future egalitarian society. In practice the cooperative organizations
became the basis for most of East Europe’s agrarian parties. Putting the ideas
in to practice, they thus became the prime ‘schools’ and promoters of an
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agrarian ideology. From an ideological perspective the idea was best summa-
rized in Estonia in Aleksander Eisenschmidt’s agricultural program. He
promoted a society organized from the grass root level where all forms of
production, consumption and financial activities was managed by coopera-
tives. The cooperatives would serve as the foundation of the agrarian econ-
omy and society as it combined the integration of the farmers’ production
and consumption, with a democratic process and common responsibility for
local society. Keeping the economy inside the cooperative sphere the coop-
eratives would emancipate the farmers and create an alternative society.
Thus the cooperatives were understood as an expression of modernity from
the perspective of technical improvement and rationality as well as emanci-
pating the farmers from oppressive structures and poverty. Compared to the
agricultural program, including cooperatives, presented by Jakobson in the
1860s, Eisenschmidt’s program was far more theoretical and abstract. The
main threat to the farmers was considered to be the mechanism of the mar-
ket, not the Baltic Germans.

A rural citizenship
The program of modernization presented by the agricultural instructions and
associations can through the Marshallian categorization of citizenship be
understood as primarily emphasizing a civil citizenship. The programs were
stressing classic civil rights to free the farmers from the bonds of the estates
and arbitrary rule. Freedom was strived sought at every level and in relation
to every traditional institution in society, except the family. An important
feature was the upgrading of the individual as a legal subject in relation to
the state, institutions and other individuals. The individual’s position as a
legal subject was in the 1860s primarily defined through the freedom ob-
tained by the ownership of land, and was enhanced during the 19th century
through the promotion of knowledge of the law.

The demands for political citizenship made during the revolution 1905
stated that full rights were to be given to every adult member of society,
regardless of sex or property. This inclusive definition of political citizenship
was not mirrored in the agricultural instructions, or the practice of the agri-
cultural associations. On the contrary, the focus on the family in the agri-
cultural instructions and the predominantly male membership in the agricul-
tural associations often reflected the view that participation in the public
sphere as a male responsibility, where the farmer represented the family.
Political rights were thus predominantly given to landowners and people
who in other ways were held a position related to land ownership. Male par-
ticipation in the public sphere can further be understood as structured within
a hierarchy built on ideals of agricultural knowledge and management of
agriculture in accordance with modern principles. In the agricultural instruc-
tions the farmer managing his agriculture in a modern way was often con-
trasted with the traditional farmer. The historical perspective where the
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farmer created history and culture contrasted the responsible and participat-
ing farmer from others. In the practice of the agricultural associations and
agricultural exhibitions the words and deeds of the members or invited
guests with proven knowledge of agriculture and good management of farms
was also held up as a model for others. These principles were accentuated in
the beginning of the 20th century by the agricultural instructors spreading
knowledge of modern techniques and assisting the farmers in putting the
ideas of agricultural transformation and cooperatives into practice.

On a national level, access to agricultural education was the main demand
put forward by the agricultural associations and congresses. The hopes put
on education went beyond the improvement of agriculture and included as-
pects of opening people’s minds and making them responsible citizens.

The agricultural instructions and associations had an ambivalent and not
always outspoken attitude to ethnic minorities. The agricultural instructions
published in the 1860s and the main first generation agricultural associations
defined liberation from Baltic German influence as one of their goals. How-
ever, built on the same understanding of history, the agricultural instructions
published in the 1890s avoided the question, while underlining the impor-
tance of the farmer by focusing on the farm based agriculture. In the second
generation of agricultural associations the members were formally equal, and
for a time the embraced similar ideals of land owning and knowledge. This
attitude must be considered as inclusive and as subordinating ethnic differ-
ences to the general aim of development. After the majority of the Baltic
Germans left the associations in 1905, the attitude towards ethnicity returned
to its former ambivalence. The associations and cooperatives in principle
opened up for new groups, including ethnic Russians, and did not have a
pronounced anti-Baltic German rhetoric but nonetheless they were in general
defined in accordance with ethnic lines.

The idea of landowning and participation in public life also reflected an
understanding of an economic citizenship, linked to the importance of con-
tributing to, and taking responsibility for, the family and local community.
The basic conception was that the work in the fields qualified men for citi-
zenship while work in the home did not qualify women for citizenship.
However, the growing importance of traditional task in the female sphere,
such as gardening and dairy production, opened up the possibility for women
to aspire too citizenship based on characteristics such as their full contribu-
tion to farm work and responsibility. In anniversary books from dairy and
consumption cooperatives, women’s participation is also visible. Still, the
agricultural instructions generally defended masculine primacy by reassign-
ing profitable tasks to the male sphere and adding to them a new dimension
of knowledge and modernity.

Finally, social citizenship was primary understood through the right to
education, and was thus understood as a mean to support civil, political and
economic citizenship. In contrast with contemporary socialists, who under-
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lined the role and duty of the state to provide social security, the agrarian
programs tended to place the responsibility for social security on the family
and on the local community. The political programs of agricultural instruc-
tions did not put forward any articulate nationalist rhetoric or advocate spe-
cific practices for structuring citizenship with ethnic lines, but most of their
aims must be understood as designed to liberate the Estonian farmers from
the influence of the Baltic German lords and their institutions. At the same
time, the imposed program of modernization limited women’s participation
to a supportive role, a position which must be considered as a limitation on
their ability to achieve or exercise full citizenship.

Epilogue
In Estonia, as in the rest of Eastern Europe, the distribution of land became
the most urgent public issue after World War I. Land reform was considered
as the means to solve urgent land hunger and to meet the demands which had
long been stressed by the landless. Moreover, the landless had been prom-
ised compensation in land in order to encourage them to take part in the war
of independence following the break down of tsarist authority and to combat
Bolshevik attempts to influence the landless. The issue was already taken up
in the constitutional assembly whose socialist majority supported the ideas
of a radical land reform. And thus the 1919 land reform became the most
thorough social and economic reform in interwar Estonia.716 At the end of
the Tsarist era some 58 % of rural land still belonged to 1149 large estates,
mostly in the hands of Baltic Germans. Nearly all of this land was expropri-
ated and 55,104 new farms were created. This land reform affected two-
thirds of the rural population, and laid the social and economic foundation
for the new republic. One characteristic of Estonian land reform was the
emphasis on economic sustainability through the formation of farms large
enough to support a family. When compared with land reform in other
countries, the Estonian approach created relatively large farms, with an aver-
age size of about 24 hectares. Internationally, 10-12 hectares of cultivable
land were considered sufficient for a sustainable holding, but this was sel-
dom achieved as the reforms were administered in such a way as to embrace
as large portions of the population as possible.717

In the first years of its existence the Estonian state also illustrated many
examples of an agrarian agenda, similar to the agendas of peasant parties and
peasant regimes like those in Poland, Czechoslovakia and Bulgaria. How-
ever, all such reforms, and especially not the land reform or constitution,
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cannot entirely be ascribed to the influence of the agrarian parties in Estonia.
The Estonian constitution postulated equal citizenship for all inhabitants and
respect for minorities. The parliament was provided with a week legislature
underlining the role of the parliament Referendums imposed by a peoples
initiative put the power in the hands of the electorate. Among the primary
projects of the new state was also the standardization of the curriculum and
increase in the number of primary school as well as a concentration on high
education, in line with the programs presented at the turn of the century.
Education became one of the main symbols both for emancipation and for
the achievements of the independent state.

The focus on self-owning farms caused political support in Estonian to
shift away from the Social Democrats and Labor who had initiated the re-
form, to the benefit of the agrarian parties. The major agrarian party was the
Põllumeeste kogud (The Farmers’ Party). This party was a firm defender of
the principle of the inviolability of private property. The party had actually
been against the idea of a radical land reform where the estates were forced
to sell land. It was established in 1920 and found its major support among
the self-owning class who had acquired their own land prior to independence
and who had gathered in the second generation of agricultural associations
and agrarian cooperatives, but it also found support among the urban middle
classes.718 The party headed ten out of seventeen cabinets during the democ-
ratic period 1921-1933 and participated in four others. In the early 1920s the
Põllumeeste kogud was challenged by the family farm oriented Asunike
koondis (The Settlers’ Party) which claimed that Põllumeeste kogud was
associated with business interests and did not truly represent those who tilled
the soil. Despite their similar interests the parties did not manage to cooper-
ate in the Estonian parliament Riigikogu until they united in an agrarian un-
ion when faced with the economic depression in the 1930’s.719 The political
division among the farmers caused stratification similar to that of Poland,
where the small farmers and newly established farmers formed one party and
the larger and established famers formed another party. Drawing on their
past experience in public life the large farmers strived for participation and
political compromise, while the newly enfranchised small farmers called for
radical reforms and were averse to compromises. Thus, the social and politi-
cal division between the farmers and the landless, which came to the fore at
the turn of the 20th century, continued in the party system during the interwar
period. From the perspective of civil society, the different degree of organi-
zation among the different groups resulted in a difference in political culture.
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During the 1920s and 1930s close bonds were established between the ag-
ricultural cooperatives and the Estonian state. Agricultural products made up
the bulk of Estonian exports during the inter-war period. From 1924 the state
supplied the expanding cooperative network with credits and subsidies for
improvements.720 Incentives for individual peasants to join the cooperatives
included gaining access to capital, modern technology and education, while
the movement itself was gaining access to the support of state institutions.
The mutual dependence between state and cooperative, thus, came to follow
a pattern seen in many East European states during the inter war period.
Through this land reform and this integration, agrarianism received a
hegemonic position in the structure of interwar Estonia almost equal to the
contemporary position of Social Democracy in Scandinavia.721

The economic depression in the 1930s seriously contested the European
democratic systems, particularly in the newly established states in Eastern
Europe, and opened the way for the growing influence of authoritarian ideas.
In Estonia the situation was made worse by a conflict over the constitution,
which was blamed for causing political instability. Most active in this con-
flict was Vabadus sõjalaste liit (The League of War Veterans). The League
had been founded on the issue of land compensation for the veterans, which
once more underlines the position of landowning in Estonian politics. In
time, the League turned in to a semi-fascist political party, receiving strong
popular support in the local elections in 1933. Claiming to save the country
from authoritarianism and economic chaos, Konstantin Päts, the Head of
State (Riigivanem) and leader of the Põllumeeste Kogud, abolished the par-
liament in 1934 and governed the country with the firm backing of the rural
areas and organizations. With this authoritarian regime, Estonian society
entered a period where the relation between public independence and par-
ticipation in politics and rationality were challenged.

During the depression the state saw economic potential in agriculture and
encouraged the development of cooperative organizations. Subsidies were
granted at the same time, while the state demanded the rationalization of
cooperative production in order to make Estonian products more competitive
on the world market. The cooperative production also had a central position
in the economic policies aiming to extract local raw materials and minimiz-
ing imports. The macro economic ideal imposed by the state was close to the
microeconomic ideas imposed on the farmers by the agricultural instructions
at the turn of the century, but the cooperatives lost their independence
through controls and regulations imposed from above. The butter export
monopoly, and the centralization of the cooperative movement, obliged the
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peasants to participate in the cooperatives in order to have access to the mar-
ket. Thus, the cooperative movement became imbedded in the state. The
cooperative organization, which had been built on an idea of participation in
production on a grass roots basis, also became centralized and embedded in
the state. The states motive for this was one of primary catchwords of the
promoters of agricultural improvement: rationalization.

In an international comparison, Estonian agrarianism should be consid-
ered moderate and progressive friendly. It was initially a democratic and
pragmatic form of agrarianism, far from the radicalism of the Russian
Narodnic or the radical Bulgarian path. During the democratic period the
Estonian parties acted as responsible parties in the parliament, ready to ne-
gotiate. But turned, during the authoritarian period, into supporting the re-
gime stressing responsibility and order. This shift cannot fully be explained
by the movement’s origins in the 19th century. But an understanding can be
made easier if the focus on order, knowledge and rationality, promoted but
the agricultural movement at the turn of the century, is considered. In inter-
war Eastern Europe, agrarian parties seldom managed to stay in power or be
successful for longer periods. As Dorreen Warriner has noted, much of their
attractiveness was lost as soon as land reforms were carried out, and the par-
ties seldom had a program which embraced the whole of society or which
was prepared to manage the crises of the 1930s.722 However, stressing the
primacy of rationality–but doing it on the expenses of democracy-Estonia
became one of few examples of successful peasant based development, ca-
pable of managing the economic crises of the 1930s.

In 1930, a group of prominent agrarian politicians, agronomists and edi-
tors published an anniversary book on the work of agricultural associations
in Pärnu County. Looking back at the late 19th century, they stressed the im-
portance of this period in history for the Estonian society they had managed
to build. The role of the farmer as a creator of culture and the role of the
agricultural association and cooperative was lifted forward with subtitles like
“The Farmer – Defender of Dulture” and “the Farmer and his Politics the
Foundation of the Estonian State.” The contributors stated that they were
looking on the future with confidence, but were still identifying problems
with words such as “The Root of Evil – the Lack of Unity Weakens the
Politics of Estonian Farmers,” clearly referring to the agrarian ideals of unity
and cooperation stressed from the mid 19th century, but also mirroring the
diversity in the rural society.723
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Appendix

Table 1 : Estonian Agricultural Associations Founded 1870–1914.

Number
on Map

Name of Agricultural
Association

Year of
Founding

Geographical area of
activity

Notes
Kaiserliche Liv-
ländische Geme-
innützige Ökono-
mische Societät
(KLGÖS)

1 Tartu Eesti Põllumeeste
Selts

1870 Not given, Livland

2 Pärnu Eesti
Põllumeeste Selts

1870 Not given, Livland

3 Viljandi Eesti Põl-
lumeeste Selts

1871 Not given, Livland

4 Võru Põllumeeste Selts 1879 Võru Maakond,
Livland

Subordinated to
KLGÖS

5 Põltsamaa Põllumeeste
Selts

1881 Not given, Livland

6 Tallinna Eesti Põl-
lumeeste Selts

1888 Not given, Estland

7 Halliste Põllumeeste
Selts

1893 Haliste Kihelkond

8 Vändra Põllumeeste
Selts

1895 Vändra kih and
surrounding, Livland

Subordinated to
KLGÖS

9 Sangaste Põllumeeste
Selts

1895 Sangaste kihelkond,
Livland

10 Väike-Maarja Põllume-
este Selts

1896 Väike-Maarja kihel-
kond, Estland

11 Koeru Põllumeeste
Selts

1896 Koeru Kih and
surrounding, Estland

Later, Maarja-
Magdaleena Põl-
lumeeste Selts

12 Helme Põllumeeste
Selts

1895 Helme kihelkond,
Livland

13 Kodavere Põllumeeste
Selts

1896 Kodavere kihelkond,
Livland

Subordinated to
KLGÖS

14 Palamuse Põllumeeste
Selts

1896 Palamuse kihelkond,
Livland

15 Karula Põllumeeste
Selts

1897 Karula kihelkond,
Livland

16 Võnnu Põllumeeste
Selts

1897 Võnnu kihelkond,
Livland

17 (Viru-) Nigula Põllu-
meeste Selts

1898 Viru-Nigula kihel-
kond, Estland
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18 Rapla Põllumeeste Selts 1898 Rapla Kihelkond,
Estland

19 Põlva Põllumeeste Selts 1898 Põlva kihelkond,
Livland

Subordinated to
KLGÖS

20 Räpina Põllumeeste
Selts

1898 Räpina kihelkond,
Livland

Subordinated to
KLGÖS

21 Ulila Põllumeeste Selts
1898

1898 Ulila vald, Livland Standard statutes

22 Põllumeeste Selts
Emujärv 1898

1898 Rannu Rõugu, Puhja
kihelkond, Livland

23 Vaivara Põllumeeste
Selts

1899 Vaivara kihelkond,
Estland

Standard statutes

24 Kuremäe Põllumeeste
Selts

1899 Illuka vald, Saala
vald, Estland

Standard statutes

25 (Viru-) Jaagupi Põl-
lumeeste Selts

1899 Viru-Jaagupi kihelk-
ond, Estland

26 Ambla Põllumeeste
Selts

1899 Ambla and sur-
roundings, Estland

Standard statutes

27 Türi Põllumeeste Selts 1899 Türi and surround-
ings, Estland

Standard statutes

28 Kullamaa Põllumeeste
Selts

1899 Kullamaa kihelkond,
Estland

Standard statutes

29 Kose Põllumeeste Selts 1899 Kose kihelkond,
Estland

Standard statutes

30 Nissi Põllumeeste Selts 1899 Nissi kihelkond,
Estland

Standard statutes

31 Veriora Põllumeeste
Selts

1899 Veriora vald, Kahk-
va vald, Livland

Standard statutes

32 Vabina Põllumeeste
Selts

1899 Vabina vald, later
Urvaste kihelkond,
Livland

Standard statutes

33 Kasaritsa Põllumeeste
Selts

1899 Rõuge kihelkond,
Livland

Later under the name
Rõuge Põllumeeste
Selts

34 Vatseliina Põllumeeste
Selts

1899 Vatseliina kihel-
kond, Livland

Standard statutes

35 Talli Põllumeeste Selts 1899 Saarde, vald, Liv-
land

Standard statutes

36 Tarvastu Põllumeeste
Selts

1899 Tarvastu vald, Liv-
land

Standard statutes

37 Valjala 1899 Koguva vald, Pihtla
vald, Laimjala vald,
Pärsamaa vald,
Livland

Standard statutes

38 Valgjärve Põllumeeste
Selts

1899 Valgjärve vald,
Livland

Standard statutes

39 Kambja Põllumeeste
Selts

1899 Kambja vald, Liv-
land

Standard statutes

40 Ottepää Põllumeeste
Selts

1899 Ottepää kihelkond,
Livland

Standard statutes

41 Rasina Põllumeeste
Selts

1899 Võnnu kihelkond,
Livland

Standard statutes

42 Raadi Põllumeeste Selts 1899 Raadi vald, Livland Standard statutes
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43 Saare Põllumeeste Selts 1899 Saare vald, Livland Standard statutes
44 Vana-Kuuste Põllume-

este Selts
1899 Vana-Kuuste vald,

Livland
Standard statutes

45 Tähtvere Põllumeeste
Selts

1899 Tähtvere vald, later
surroundings, Liv-
land

Standard statutes

46 Torma Põllumeeste
Selts

1899 Torma kihelkond,
Livland

Standard statutes

47 Kuremaa Põllumeeste
Selts

1899 Kuremaa vald.,
Livland

Standard statutes

48 Simuna Põllumeeste
Selts

1900 Simuna kihelkond.,
Estland

49 Sõmerpalu Põllumeeste
Selts

1900 Sõmmerpalu vald
and surroundings,
Livland

Standard statutes

50 Kannepi Põllumeeste
Selts

1900 Kanepi kihelkond,
Livland

Standard statutes

51 Laanemetsa Põllume-
este Selts

1900 Laanemetsa vald,
Livland

Standard statutes

52 Abja Põllumeeste Selts 1900 Halliste kih.elkond,
Livland

Standard statutes

53 Võisiku Põllumeeste
Selts

1900 Võisiku vald, Liv-
land

Standard statutes.
From 1904 Kolga
–Jaani Põllumeeste
Selts

54 Kavilda Põllumeeste
Selts

1900 Kavilda vald, Liv-
land

Standard statutes

55 Kuusalu Põllumeeste
Selts

1901 Kusalu kihelkond,
Livland

Standard statutes

56 Laiuse Põllumeeste
Selts

1902 Laiuse kihelkond,
Livland

Subordinated to
KLGÖS

57 Antsla Põllumeeste
Selts

1902 Vana- and Vastsle-
Antsla vald, Livland

Standard statutes.
Also known as Ur-
vaste Põllumeeste
Selts

58 Saaremaa Eesti Põl-
lumeeste Selts

1902 Saarema maakond,
Livland

Standard statutes

59 Haapsalu Eesti Põl-
lumeeste Selts

1903 Haapsalu and sur-
roundings, Estland

Standard statutes

60 Velise Põllumeeste
Selts

1903 Velise vald, Märja-
maa vald, Vigala
vald, Livland

Standard statutes

61 Valga Põllumeeste
Selts

1903 Valga maakond and
surroundings, Liv-
land

Standard statutes

62 Võru Põllumeeste Selts 1903 Võru maakond,
Livland

63 Puka 1903 Akre vald, Arula
vald, Kuigatsi vald,
Livland

Standard statutes

64 Laiksaare Põllumeeste
Selts

1904 Laiksaare vald and
surroundings, Liv-
land

65 Enge Põllumeeste Selts 1904 Pärnu maakond,
Livland

Standard statutes
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66 Pilistvere Põllumeeste
Selts

1908 Kõu vald and sur-
roundings, Estland

67 Kullamaa Eesti Põllu-
meeste Selts

1908 Kullamaa vald and
surroundings, Liv-
land

68 Taali Eesti Põllumeeste
Selts

1908 Tori vald and sur-
roundings, Livland

69 Keila-Vasalemma Eesti
Põllumeeste Selts

1909 Keila vald, Vasa-
lemma vald, Estland

70 Karja Eesti Põllimeeste
Selts

1909 Karja Kihelkond,
Livland, Saaremaa

Known from 1909.

71 Tahkuranna Põllume-
este Selts

Tahkuranna vald,
Livland

72 Varbla Põllumeeste
Selts

1910 Varbla kihelkond,
Livland

73 Tõstamaa Põllumeesete
Selts

1910 Tõstamaa kihelkond,
Livland

74 Tori Põllumeeste Selts 1910 Tori Livland
75 Paide Põllumeeste Selts 1910 Paide
76 Kohila Põllumeeste

Selts
1910 Kohila vald

77 Harju-Jaani Põllume-
este Selts

1910 Harju-Jaani Kihel-
kond, Estland

78 Vohana Põllumeeste
Selts

1911 Not known

79 Märjamaa Põllumeeste
Selts

1910 Märjamaa, Estland

80 Muhumaa Põllumeeste
Selts

1909 Muhu kihelkond,
Livland

Known from 1909

Sources: Raendi, (1975b) lisa 1, Muhumaa Põllumeeste Seltsi põhjuskirja täiendamine:
Kaubatarvitajate Osakonna eeskirjad [Kinnit. 28. dets. 1909] (Kuresare 1911); Märjamaa
Põllumeeste Seltsi Põhjuskiri [Kinnit. 25. veebr. 1910] (Tallinn 1911); Vohana Põllumeeste
Seltsi Põhjuskiri (Narva 1911); Harju-Jaani Põllumeeste Seltsi Põhjuskiri [Kinnit. 2. mail
1910] (Tallinn 1910); Kohila Põllumeeste Seltsi põhjuskiri [Kinnit. 27. okt. 1909] (Tallinn
1910); Paide Põllumeeste Seltsi Põhjuskiri (Paide 1910); Tori Põllumeeste Seltsi Põhjuskiri
Pärnu maakonnas, Liivi kubermangus [Kinnit. 26. jaan. 1910] (Pärnu 1910); Tõstamaa Pöl-
lumeeste Seltsi Põhjuskiri [Kinnit. 26. apr. 1910] (Pärnu 1910); Varbla Põllumeeste Seltsi
Põhjuskiri [Kinnit. 14. aug. 1910] (Pärnu 1910); Tahkuranna Pöllumeeste Seltsi Põhjuskiri
[Reg. 23. sept. 1909] (Pärnu 1910); Keila-Vasalemma Eesti Põllumeeste Seltsi Põhjuskiri
(Tallinn 1909); Taali Eesti Põllumeeste Seltsi Põhjuskiri [Reg. 19. dets. 1908] (Pärnu 1909);
Pilistvere Põllumeeste Seltsi Põhjuskiri [Kinnit. 1. apr. 1908] (Viljandi 1908).



252


