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THE HISTORY OF A DOCUMENT:
A BROAD PLAN FOR A SMALL NATION: ‘THIRTYY’

Rein Taagepera, University of California, Irvine, and Tartu University

Twenty years ago I completed the most pretentious piece in my lifetime: a
long-range plan of action for an entire nation.! The nation was Estonia, but it
could easily have been Latvia, Slovenia, or any other small nation with its own
modemnized language. I knew how preposterous it was to spell out such a plan.
I was afraid of being laughed out of town by my fellow exile Estonians, but
fortunately for me, humor never has been part of their arsenal, and anger is much
easier to take than laughter.

The Story

It started in 1970, with a question raised at the Estonian Forest University,
a summer institute in Canada: what should be the Estonians’ plan of action
during the next few years? I argued that any such plan would inevitably be
shortsighted, if not embedded in a wider plan encompassing several decades.
That evening, Professor Olev Triss called together a brainstorming group, and
I was given the task to draft such a plan.

The task was daunting. I settled on 30 years, 1970-2000, as the time span of
one generation. For what I knew in 1970, the USSR and the Communist party
could survive or vanish during these 30 years; hence a very general terminology
had to be used. Estonia could achieve autonomy within a relaxed USSR or even
become independent, and the wording had to accommodate this range of
possibilities. Whatever the external circumstances, Estonia had to make the most
of them, and the starting point was a gradual widening of Estonia’s effective
autonomy.

But what about the final goal of these 30 years? I kept in mind my wife
Mare Taagepera’s observation several years earlier: "They talk about
independence as an end goal. But what shall we do with it, once we achieve it?"
Yes, some end goals transcending independence had to be spelled out. But
conversely, if independence was only a means for something else, could parts of
this something else be achieved even in the absence of independence? This is
when the plan went beyond the Baltic framework and acquired grand features of
interest to Slovenes and Basques as well.
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262 Rein Taagepera

The draft plan was presented at the Forest University the following summer,
under the title "Thirty!" ending with an exclamation mark. There was discussion,
and a dozen comments came later by letter. I thought a team effort would follow,
but everyone distanced oneself. Only a short overview could be published in the
exile press, and the Estonian central organization in Canada flatly condemned the
plan.? A final text, as far as one person could carry the ball, was completed by
summer 1972. Five years later, Lembit Kriisa offered to publish it in his
periodical in Sweden; I crossed out a few words but made no other changes.?

At all these stages, reception was lukewarm to hostile and notably
schizophrenic: the same person could simultaneously view the plan as too
demanding in autonomy for Estonia ("Moscow would never agree to it") and too
modest ("Only full independence is acceptable”). One preferred to keep one’s
dreams and reality strictly segregated so that they would not disturb each other.
“Thirty!" was an attempt to make a connection between dreams and reality, and
it did not satisfy either level. After 1978, the plan seemed forgotten. Reactions
from Estonia itself were limited to two mildly sympathetic letters.

However, during Estonia’s "Singing Revolution” my plan suddenly emerged
into glaring limelight for one single month—October 1988. First a semi-legal
youth publication mentioned Taagepera’s "famous 30-year plan for Estonia’s
future." Then, as if referring to something well known among Estonian
intellectuals, an official daily listed what they presented as "RT’s famous eight
commandments”:

1. Increase in territorial administration.

2. Estonianization of Party membership—to 60%, from the present 51% or
less.

3. A greater external activity of the Communist Party of Estonia (at meetings
within the USSR and abroad).

4. Increase in Party autonomy.

5. More trade and other treaties, with a further goal of becoming a separate
member of Comecon, Warsaw Pact and the UN.

6. A more extensive integration of immigrants into Estonian cultural life.
7. Less forcing of alcohol on other people.

8. Removal of nuclear weapons from Estonia.

This program for achieving greater autonomy within the Soviet
framework offers many similarities with the Popular Front trends that
formed in Estonia some ten years later.’

The list presented was compiled from various parts of "30!", suggesting a
long chain of recopying and condensing. The full text of "30!" was published in
Estonia immediately after these comments reached print, and a full Russian
translation followed within a few months. And then the plan was out of sight
again. The only ones who seemed to remember it several years thereafter were
some leaders of the imperialist Intermovement who at times misquoted my plan
to prove the dark Westem inspiration behind the Popular Front.®
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The brief boom can be explained in terms of resonance, a phenomenon well
known in physics. The most salient parts of the 30-year plan dealt with gradual
emancipation from foreign grip. For 15 years, this looked like a pipedream.
Then, within a couple of years (1987-1989), the pipedream of autonomy became
reality, and the 30-year plan looked not only prophetic but also promising as a
guideline for further action. But then political action proceeded toward the quest
of full independence, and my 30-year plan with its deferent attitude toward the
"Big Neighbor" looked outdated. It offered some inspiration during the somber
years but could be seen as overcautious and thus actually negative by 1989. In
sum, as time moved on from 1970, the plan eventually entered a resonance
frequency. It was amplified and, in tum, amplified the surrounding vibrations,
and then it was out of resonance again.

As such, the plan could be of some minor interest to historians. But it also
has this other component besides political autonomy. It sets a national goal far
from being reached, namely a visible world role for a nation small in numbers.
This part of the plan remains valid and may regain more prominence when the
present transitional difficulties no longer monopolize attention.” Even if the plan
should lack a practical recipe for achieving national greatness, it at least remains
a gadfly, reminding the nation of what it still lacks and should strive at.

Which nation? While worded in the Estonian context, the spirit of "30!"
applies to all small nations with a distinct modemized language. Given the
geopolitical and historical similarities, it applies particularly to Latvia and
Lithuania. The deferent attitude the 30-year plan takes toward the Big Neighbor
may be timid for 1992 but might look realistic again ten years from now. One
does not escape geography.

Broad Goals to be Achieved
The 30-year plan summarized the broad goals as follows:

1. We exist, and live relatively well.

2. We are a bridge in the downtown of a united Europe.

3. We have our fair share of international science and culture centers.
4. We are active in settling international frictions.

5. We are known as a small nation that helps other small nations.

6. Our heritage is a recognized part of the world’s cultural background.®

With 20 of the 30 years now gone and largely lost, most of these goals for
year 2000 look even more fantastic now than they did in 1970. Unification of
Europe is the only aspect that looks more plausible than it did 20 years ago. But
the Baltic nations will not live relatively well ten years from now, and much of
the rest is tied to it.

Although the timetable is off, these goals nonetheless remain essential, if a
small nation wants to escape provincial mentality. To what extent these goals can
be reached by a given time (or ever) is besides the point. The point is to have
non-provincial goals, to have vision worthy of a nation:
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We want to survive, of course. But not just by crawling into a corner so
that we be left alone. .. The attainment of these higher goals
presupposes that we continue to exist and live economically at a decent
level. But the converse is also true: the goals that focus our aspirations
raise our strength and well-being. ... To be an exploited province of the
world is expensive. Let us be a nation!®

This remains valid. Substitute other longterm semi-impossible goals, if you can
find any better ones, but crawling into a comer will not be a solution. Provincial
sing-song about our being merely a small nation will not save the Estonians—or
Latvians, Lithuanians, Slovenes, Basques. Mental smallness would doom them.

Intermediary Steps

The plan presented the intermediary steps under the headings "The
Means—Political" and "The Means—Cultural." The political part was anchored
in a notion of historical equilibrium position that has tended to keep Estonia
closer to the Big Neighbor, compared to Finland. This equilibrium was seen to
have two components:

1. Estonia is a sovereign nation.
2. Its social order is basically the same as that of the Big Neighbor.

The plan saw Estonia as overly closely bound to the Big Neighbor in 1970,
but persuasion rather than confrontation was the road toward the reestablishment
of equilibrium. Continuation of communism was not taken for granted, but any
change in Estonia and Russia was expected to be interdependent.

When history later unfolded itself, Latvia and Lithuania formally abolished
the special role of the Communist party only days before Moscow did, and
Estonia actually trailed behind Moscow. As for privatization, the Baltic states in
1992 had a hard time keeping ahead of Russia. If Russia objected to
privatization, then the task in the Baltic countries would be overwhelming.

Two broad political means were spelled out in the plan:

1. Abandoning the thought of forging a social order different from that
of the Big Neighbor.

2. With the acquiescence of the Big Neighbor, turning the Estonian
section of the dominant party into a distinct party and implementing the
principle of territorial control in economy.

The more detailed steps included a widening of territorial rule, the
achievement of sovereign status by "the dominant party’s Estonian section,”
Estonia’s membership in Comecon, the Warsaw Pact and the United Nations, and
an active participation in the UN work—all this subject to acquiescence by the
Big Neighbor.








