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 “ONE DAY WE WILL WIN ANYWAY”:  
THE “SINGING REVOLUTION” IN THE SOVIET 

BALTIC REPUBLICS
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comparable to the events in East Central Europe. At the end of this annus 
mirabilis, Tallinn, Riga and Vilnius were still the capitals of Soviet socialist 
republics bound in “eternal friendship” to the other twelve “brother republics” of 
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perfectly clear that it had no intention of treating the non-Russian republics 
according to the principles of Mikhail Gorbachev’s “new thinking.” The new rules 
of Soviet foreign policy had nothing to do with the realm of inter-republican 
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earlier, nothing was the same in the Soviet Baltic republics. The notion of a 
“Singing Revolution,” coined by the Estonian artist Heinz Valk in 1988 to describe 
a peaceful path of political change, had made its way into the hearts of many 
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in the Baltic region, mass demonstrations of hitherto unknown scale had fostered 
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the Hitler-Stalin Pact and World War II, it had never become truly “Sovietized.”1 
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khov, Upushchennyi shans Stalina. Sovetskii Soyuz i bor’ba za Evropu 1939–1941gg. (Doku-
menty, fakty, suzhdeniya) (Moscow: Veche, 2001); Arvydas Anušauskas, ed., The Anti-Soviet 
Resistance in the Baltic States (Vilnius: DuKa, 1999); John Hiden and Patrick Salmon, eds., 
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tland, Litauen (Cologne: Markus, 1991); Georg von Rauch, Geschichte der baltischen Staaten 
(Munich: dtv, 1977). Cf. Olaf Mertelsmann, ed., The Baltic States under Stalinist Rule (Cologne: 
Böhlau, forthcoming).
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The fall of the Berlin Wall gave the three republics reason to pose their question 
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Although a political revolution did not occur in the Baltic republics in 1989, 
one might speak of a mental revolution. This could even be seen on the streets: 
the old national colors of the pre-war independent republics, formerly banned by 
the authorities, had become a nearly everyday sight. The constitutionally 
guaranteed domination of the communist party became contested by various 
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by the Baltic communists themselves to support Gorbachev’s perestroika, first in 
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and Soviet security organs seemed to be retreating, despite the fact that this may 
%�$�� ����� �� ����� ������\� )!���� �!�������� �!"��� Q�������*� 
%�&���� �!� ��&!���
�!�����
�
� !�� ����$�
�
� &�!�� �%�� {!������ ��!��
\� +�� �%�� ���� !&� ^_`_�� ��� %���
become clear that there was no way back to the years of “stagnation” under 
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1989 was a phase of transition, although no one could foresee where it would 
lead.
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what the consequences might be of the Soviet loss of its satellite states in Eastern 
Europe. It was conceivable that in compensation, the grip around the necks of the 
non-Russian Soviet republics might become tightened. The increasingly aggressive 
tone of the Kremlin, criticizing the independence movements in the Baltic 
republics, signaled that the use of violence, at least rhetorically, was still an option 
for guaranteeing obedience. Even worse, Moscow’s hardening position in regard 
to the Baltic question had not yet been challenged by the Western powers, which 
were interested first and foremost in Gorbachev remaining stable at home. The 
political aspirations of the Baltic republics would only harm the general secretary’s 
position vis-à-vis his opponents in the party leadership. With the Baltic question 
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self-determination that the Central European states had achieved.2 Thus, if one is 
to make an adequate appraisal of the situation in the three republics in 1989, the 
fundamental difference between them and the countries of the Warsaw Pact must 
be taken into account. There was no Soviet round table in sight regarding the 
Baltic question, a fact that is only too easily forgotten if one thinks of the later 

2 Kristina Spohr-Readman, “Between Political Rhetoric and ‘Realpolitik’ Calculations. Western 
Diplomacy and the Baltic Independence in the Cold War Endgame,” Cold War History 6, no. 1 
(2006): 1–42; cf. John Hiden, Vahur Made, and David Smith, eds., The Baltic Question during 
the Cold War�~)!��!����!�����Q������`�\
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simply not on the agenda. The fate of the perestroika project and peaceful change 
in Central Europe depended on the integrity of the Soviet state. Especially for 
West Germany, in late 1989 this was considered a real danger: without Gorbachev, 
the “German question” might be left unresolved.3
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states is still fragmentary. As a rule, historians in the three countries still have not 
taken their neighbors’ fate into consideration.4 Memoirs of the leading figures in 
this revolution appeared quite soon (and keep appearing), and a wave of life 
stories continues to enrich the shelves of bookshops in all three countries.5 
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rarely considered all three countries evenly.6 The best overviews are found in 
general publications from the 1990s.7 Since this time, Baltic historians have 
mainly been concerned with describing and assessing the horrors of deportation 
and Sovietization.8 Mentally, the present statehood of these countries is still 
closely connected to the story of regaining independence and thus, this story often 
provides a background for current political conflicts. Many of the (mainly young) 
leading protagonists of the late 1980s are still active politicians in their respective 
states today, and even now there are personal conflicts rooted in those years that 
have not been forgotten.9
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underestimated.”11 In fact, in many respects the Baltic republics were, as 
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Gorbachev wrote in his memoirs, “the weakest link of the union”12 (and not the 
Islamic areas, as has been claimed by Hélène Carrère d’Encausse13), since here, 
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were brought back onto the political agenda. The anniversary reminded capitals 
all over Europe of their own accountability in the fate of these three states, first 
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Why “Singing Revolution”?

In 1989, the Baltic republics’ vision of their “return to Europe” seemed to lie 
in the far future; this dream obviously contradicted Gorbachev’s vision of a 
“Common European Home.” While Gorbachev saw the Baltic republics under 
the Soviet roof, from the viewpoint of the republics themselves, “Europe” was 
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superficial. The German weekly Die Zeit wrote in 2002 on the occasion of the 
Eurovision Song Contest, held that year in the Estonian capital Tallinn: “The year 
1991 came, the revolution; hundreds of thousands sang their folk songs, loudly 
and again and again, until the communists left.”16 It wasn’t that easy, though. The 
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“communists” did not leave simply because of the masses singing patriotic songs, 
as the idea of the “singing” revolution seems to suggest. Singing is a canonized 
part of national culture in the Baltic states, with an especially long tradition in 
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and 1873, respectively. This tradition was continued even under Soviet power. 
Singing thus became an important element of popular resistance against the new 
Soviet regime, although in part this “resistance” was camouflaged by the ideology 
of singing being “national in form” (and supposedly “socialist in content”). And 
yet, the old and new patriotic songs that, from the 1960s, were gradually 
reintegrated into the song festivals’ programs carried another vision of national 
reality. In the Soviet Baltic republics, a “national form” was (still) unthinkable 
without it having “national content,” despite the Soviet education in schools, party 
sub-organizations and the media. Thus one might argue that an unconscious 
“Singing Revolution” had already started in 1960, when at the end of the Estonian 
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Estonian composer Gustav Ernesaks had written a new melody to these lines for 
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1955, despite the fact that its composer, Ernesaks, had been awarded the Stalin 
Prize. In 1960 “Mu isamaa” was still banned, the idea of “fatherland” being 
substituted on the program with Isaak Dunaevskii’s classic Soviet patriotic hymn 
“Pesnya o Rodine” (Song of the Motherland). However, despite the official 
programming, the choirs started to sing “Mu isamaa” at the end of the festival 
and Ernesaks came to the conductor’s podium.17���!���%�
��!������������!�"���
��
his song was always part of the program of the song festivals, and thus the narrow 
ethnic concept of Koidula’s “fatherland” superseded Dunaevskii’s broader idea 
of a Soviet “motherland.” In this way, “Mu isamaa” became a national alternative 
to the Soviet Estonian anthem, which incidentally was also composed by Ernesaks 
~"��%���<���*��!%����
��������\

The Baltic national past was difficult to assess for the Soviet authorities. While 
the independent republics and authoritarian regimes between the wars were 
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Baltic German landlords and Russian authorities prior to 1917 fit the schemes of 
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the Soviet version of history was easily compatible to the national narratives in 
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������|������������Laulev revolutsioon. Eesti rockpõlvkona ime 
(Tallinn: Varrak, 2008), 8.

17 Cf. Toivo Ojaveski et al., eds., 130 aastat Eesti laulupidusid�~������������������{ý%����������
148–49.
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Germans.18�����%�
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awakening in the second half of the nineteenth century could be presented in the 
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Baltic German upper class. One had only to add the discursive element of the 
Russians’ “brotherly help” to these small peoples and the idyllic picture of 
traditional Soviet “friendship of the peoples” was reaffirmed. Historians in the 
three republics often used this approach for researching their individual nation’s 
past. Since every Soviet republic was charged with describing its own territory’s 
past, according of course to ideological demands, it was even possible to redefine 
basic elements of the pre-Soviet national identity. During perestroika and in the 
early years of regained independence, historians continued to build on these 
national traditions.19 

Thus, the cultural form of protest that was articulated during the perestroika 
years had its own decisively national tradition, but it was recreated and 
legitimatized anew in 1988. In the dialectic rhetoric of these years, singing 
patriotic songs meant supporting Gorbachev and the reformers’ agenda in the 
Kremlin (naturally, with the minimal goal of gaining more autonomy from the 
center always in mind). In 1988, Estonia became the avant-garde of this particular 
type of Baltic support for perestroika, and thus it was here that the notion of 
“Singing Revolution” was created. Of course, at the beginning this metaphor used 
�%���!"��&���
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“revolution,” however, was socialist only in rhetoric; in form and content it was 
�<�������*�����!���\�

A series of summer music festivals in Estonia helped create this powerful 
metaphor. In May 1988, the still-banned Estonian national colors were widely 
displayed at a music festival and the first national heritage days held in the 
university town of Tartu. Already in 1987, the rock musician Alo Mattiisen had 
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song that subsequently became very popular during the “Phosphorite War,” as 
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on poems written in the nineteenth century, among others “Eestlane olen ja 
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in Tallinn in June that became the first significant event in this Estonian summer 
of music. These nights were initially a spontaneous continuation of the traditional 
Old Town Days, which were held in early June 1988. After the official program 
was over, people went to the song festival arena a few kilometers outside the 

18 �!�$!�(\�������q�%�����Q��!&��%���������������������
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riography: The 1930s vs. the 1970s,” Journal of Baltic Studies 30, no. 4 (1999): 338–51, 348.
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History and Identity. Approaches to the Writing of National History in the North-East Baltic Re-
gion. Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries�~|��
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245–55.
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center to continue playing music during the “white nights.” On 11 June, the final 
evening of the Old Town Days, more than 100,000 people took part in the night 
festival. Estonian flags were raised and Mattiisen’s “Patriotic Songs” were sung 
repeatedly. These mass meetings continued during the following nights and 
marked on 14 June the anniversary of the mass deportations of Baltic people in 
�����^_�^��"%����%���!$������Q�������!$�������!<������*�^��������!����&�!��
�
�!����� ^������ &�!�� )��$��� ���� ^`����� &�!�� )��%�����\20 A few days later, 
inspired by these singing nights, Heinz Valk wrote an article for the cultural 
weekly Sirp ja vasar�~���	�������%��������������%��%��������q)����$���$!���
�!!�]�
(Singing revolution).21 The movement now had a name, and it was a revolution, 
although Valk made it clear that its mission was above all to remain peaceful. 
During these nights of singing, a feeling of national unity was encountered by 
the masses, and after them, there was hardly any way to return to the Soviet past. 
Valk wrote that being part of these festivals “was worth suffering humiliation and 
self-denial for decades.” He described the singing masses moving to the rhythms, 
waving dozens and dozens of national flags: “People were laughing and smiling, 
unanimous, with no malice, no hate, only one word in their hearts: Estonia!”22 
The national “Singing Revolution” was born.

Political perestroika in the Soviet Baltic republics
 

In mid-June 1988 in Estonia, Soviet power gave in to the political demands 
being increasingly articulated in the media and supported by the singing masses. 
This was of utmost importance for the Baltic independence movement as a whole. 
Still in December 1987, the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the 
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leaderships because they had not prevented “nationalist manifestations” like the 
demonstrations in all three capitals held on 23 August, the anniversary of the 
Hitler-Stalin Pact.23 But a mere half year later, Estonia had become the avant-
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Estonian Communist Party (ECP), the Russian-born Estonian Karl Vaino, was 
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development under Soviet rule had been removed from the Central Committee 
of the ECP in 1980 and sent to Central America as a Soviet ambassador.24

20 Andres Kasekamp, A History of the Baltic States (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2010), 130–31; An-
drejs Plakans, A Concise History of the Baltic States ~X������Q���X������Q��(��$��
��*�{��

��
2012), 347–48. 

21 |�����#��	��q)����$���$!���
�!!��]�Sirp ja Vasar, 17 June 1988, 3.
22 Ibid.
23 Graf, Kalevipoja kojutulek, 240–41.
24 Ibid., 325–33.
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However, singing patriotic songs was only one factor that led to this decision. 
More decisive was the initiative in April of a group of Estonian communists to 
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idea of forming such a front quickly spread to the neighboring republics. One of 
the initiators was Edgar Savisaar, who together with Siim Kallas, Tiit Made, and 
Mikk Titma, already in September 1987, had published a program for the economic 
autonomy of the Estonian Soviet Socialist Republic.25 This still-informal 
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on 17 June 1988 in order to remind the Estonian delegates to the nineteenth party 
conference in Moscow of their responsibility for their republic’s fate.26 Obviously, 
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they wanted to appease the critics in their own ranks who supported the Popular 
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Soviet officially legalized the traditional national colors and the old anthem of 
the state, although it did not replace the Soviet Estonian symbols. The Estonian 
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human rights group had already been founded in 1986. But in October 1988, 
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first secretary and the reform-Communist Anatoliis Gorbunovs became chairman 
of the Supreme Soviet.28 Among the new leadership’s first decisions was the re-
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{!������ ��!��� ~Latvijas Tautas Fronte) held its founding congress on 8 and 9 
October.29� ��� �%�
� �������� ����!��� ��� 
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25 In Estonian, this program was called Isemajandav Eesti, abbreviated as IME, which forms the 
Estonian word for “wonder.” It was published in the daily Edasi on 26 September 1987.
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organized a military action to crush the meeting on 17 June. Reportedly, Gorbachev did not want 
to risk a possible bloodbath in Tallinn, not the least because of his reputation in the West. Valk, 
Pääsemine, 298–99.

27 Seppo Zetterberg, Eesti ajalugu�~����������µ���µ�$�����_����`�}�����$�#�%�������\��Eesti ajalugu 
VI. Vabadussõjast taasiseseisvumiseni (Tartu: Ilmamaa, 2005), 379–81.
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support Gorbachev were receiving assistance from the “center,” i.e. Moscow, and 
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� �%������\30 In all three republics, the “bourgeois” 
national holidays again became official.
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“Soviets” of the “Singing Revolution,” because they established a sort of “double 
power” as had been done in Russia in 1917. This time, however, the “Soviets” 
effectively paved the way for a multiparty system. It is difficult to say whether, 
from the outset, the initiative to establish independent societal organizations 
outside the party was meant to destroy the one-party system. At least according 
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for Gorbachev’s reforms and not necessarily at becoming an alternative to the 
Communist Party.31���������*�����*�������
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members. In the long run, however, the close cooperation between parts of the 
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by Gorbachev, paved the way for the split of the parties into reformist and 
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encouraged more radical groups to emerge. These included nationalist opposition 
groups, which contested the legitimacy of all Soviet institutions and rejected any 
compromises with the communists, and orthodox communist opposition, which 
above all articulated the concerns of the non-indigenous population of 
predominantly Russian origin.
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�32 in Estonia, nationalists and dissidents 
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Rahvusliku Sõltumatuse Partei, ERSP). This party later organized so-called 
Citizen Committees and in 1990 became the strongest group in the alternative 
parliament, the Estonian Congress. This body was designed to be the democratic 
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bearer of continued Estonian statehood, with voting rights only being given to 
those registered for the Committees who could prove that they or their forebears 
had been citizens of the Estonian Republic in 1940 (including non-Estonians and 
�<���
�\33�?%���!������������*�^_`_��%���
�!���������!�!��!&&������*�����������%��
flag of the Estonian Soviet Socialist Republic (ESSR) with a ceremony carried 
out on Tallinn’s castle tower “Tall Hermann,” the national opposition did not take 
part, arguing that it was a humiliation of the Estonians’ urge to freedom to show 
these colors on occupied territory; the opposition, therefore, had its own event on 
the Town Hall square.34 However, this was a conflict of political tactics; by 
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Baltic republics, mostly Russian speakers, became increasingly concerned. In 
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�����&�!���~���)��%�������Edinstvo), which supposedly were under the control of 
the Kremlin through the local trade unionist organizations. Any policy of fostering 
autonomous rights on a republican basis challenged the status of these non-
indigenous populations, which had often been sent to the region as the working-
force for centrally governed enterprises. Their migration to the Soviet Baltic 
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up only 64 percent and 53 percent, respectively, of their republics’ populations, 
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pressure groups undeniably introduced an ethnic aspect into the struggle, an 
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voice of the traditional Soviet “friendship of peoples,” they blamed the national 
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integrated reform-minded people not only from the ethnic majorities and the 
communist parties, but initially also from the local Russian-speaking communities.35

Thus, as always occurs during revolutions, radical fractions came to the surface 
that challenged pragmatic reformists. But during the aforementioned “summer of 
music” in Estonia, people became self-assured enough to think the hitherto 
unthinkable. The festival “Eestimaa laul” (Estonian Song) on 11 September 1988 
was attended by an estimated 250,000 to 300,000 people in the presence of 
�!�����
������*� �������#µ���
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the Estonian Heritage Society founded in late 1987, openly demanded the re-
establishment of Estonian independence for the first time. This was a bold step 

33 �$��{µ���
������\��Eesti Rahvusliku Sõltumatuse Partei. ERSP aeg. Kogumik (Tallinn: MTÜ Ma-
Q������!��������`�}��$��{µ���
������\��Eesti Kongress. Siis ja praegu (Tallinn: Eesti Vabariigi 
Riigikantselei, 2000).

34 Mati Graf, Impeeriumi lõpp ja Eesti taasiseseisvumine 1988–1991 (Tallinn: Argo, 2012), 62–63.
35 The ethnic question is another aspect of the Singing Revolution that has not been subject of 

serious research. Cf. Grigorjan and Rosenfeld, Iseseisvuse anatoomia.
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such as Edgar Savisaar, since no one could foresee the reaction of the Kremlin. 
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of the crowd: “One day we will win anyway,” which instantly became the credo 
of the Estonian “Singing Revolution.”36 Even for the most hardnosed politicians 
among the crowd, it became clear that in time, autonomy would be not enough. 
At the end of the festival, the 80-year-old Ernesaks conducted the majestic choir 
singing his “Mu isamaa.” This time, there was no recollection of a “Soviet 
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was held in Tallinn, the people demonstrated national unity with a torchlight 
procession through the Old Town, accompanied by patriotic songs. And again, 
the government gave in, with the Supreme Soviet declaring the republic’s 

!$����Q��*�!��^��=!$������^_``\37 After this decision, which effectively placed 
republican law above union law, the nascent political change in the Soviet Baltic 
republics met fierce resistance in Moscow. It was the first time in Soviet history 
that a SSR had demanded its right of sovereignty, as granted by article 72 in the 
Soviet constitution.38

Political stalemate in 1989

In late 1988, the Kremlin had to face the fact that “support for perestroika” in 
the Baltic republics did not necessarily mean unconditional loyalty to the union, 
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led to fruitless juridical debates with Moscow in the months to come, while 
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confrontation with radical groups like the ERSP was responsible for this stalemate 
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communist leadership in Vilnius, with Algirdas Brazauskas at the top, was not 
yet ready to pass a draft declaration of sovereignty. )��%������&�����*��!!	�!���%��
�!�������� �!$������ !�� ^�� �������*� ^_`_�� �%�� ����$��
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independence in 1918, when *��Ò��
 declared full independence as its goal. This 
was followed by an official declaration of sovereignty in May.39�)��$���&!��!"���

36 Valk, Pääsemine, 304–8.
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no. 3 (1991): 251–58; Gorbachev, Zhizn’ i reformy, 512.
38 Brettin, Das Scheitern, 241–55; Graf, Kalevipoja kojutulek, 355–403.
39 Zigmantas Kiaupa, The History of Lithuania (Vilnius: baltos lankos, 2004) 320; Misiunas and 

Taagepera, The Baltic States, 317, 321.
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only in late July. By then, this step did not stir up any trouble in Moscow. This 
was thanks to the Estonian leadership in the person of Arnold Rüütel, the chairman 
of the Supreme Soviet of the Estonian SSR, having withstood challenging verbal 
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two days after the declaration of sovereignty was approved in Tallinn. In March 
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May, all three had passed laws declaring their indigenous languages as state 
languages.40����)��%������� �%�
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party congress held in late December 1989 voted overwhelmingly for independence, 
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independent statehood and abolished the Soviet Constitution.41 
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This approach, however, remained unsuccessful.42 By then, multiparty elections in 
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 gained 
around 100 seats out of 141, but on its list there were candidates from other newly 
founded parties such as the Social Democrats or Christian Democrats represented 
as well. The reform communists were represented by 40 deputies, 17 of them from 
the *��Ò��
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This was the body that declared independence on 11 March.43�����
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where elections were held on 18 March, the pro-independence results were somewhat 
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Estonia, the Rahvarinne got 40 seats out of 105, supporters of Moscow almost 30, 
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than 30 seats.44����)��$�����&�������>!&&�������!�
�Tautas Fronte got more than 130 
seats out of 201.45 A period of transition to the restoration of independence was 
established in Tallinn on 30 March and in Riga on 4 May.
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tried to come to terms with the constitutional requirements for a Soviet republic to 
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impossible.”46 The resulting impasse could not hide the fact that, ultimately, the real 
power remained in Moscow’s hand. In January 1991, first Vilnius and later Riga 
witnessed violent attempts to restore the old order. In Vilnius, after Prime Minister 
Kazimiera Prunskiene had decided to raise food prices substantially, the government 
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Republic, on 10 January Gorbachev demanded the restoration of the Soviet 
constitution from the Supreme Council and refused to guarantee to refrain from using 
violence. On 11 January the Soviet army and internal troops of the Ministry of the 
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building and the railway station. Two days later, when in the early morning the 
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facilities, the Vilnius TV tower, fourteen people died and over a hundred were 
injured. The following days, a parallel scenario developed in Riga, although Boris 
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relations. As had been done in Vilnius, barricades were erected in Riga to protect 
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stormed the Ministry of Interior in Riga, killing five people and injuring nine.47 

As a result, not least thanks to international media coverage, Soviet power in 
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carried out referenda resulting in significant majorities for independence, which 
demonstrated the backing by large portions of the non-native populations as 
well.48�=�$���%���
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nomenklatura of the regime dug their own graves with the ragged coup d’état of 
the State Committee of the State of Emergency. When in reaction, Estonia and 
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sovereignty in 1990) followed suit. The Soviet super power imploded and the 
State Committee eased the rebirth of the Baltic states, which were recognized 
almost immediately on the international arena.49
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Meissner, ed., Die baltischen Nationen, 405; slightly different numbers in Ruutsoo, “Tagasivaat-
ed ‘vabaduse teele’,” 304.     

49 Plakans, A Concise History of the Baltic States, 398–99.
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It should be remembered that Soviet power was still present on Baltic territory 
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Thus, the pathos of the day was revived, with World War II actually ending only 
in August 1994 on the eastern shore of the Baltic Sea.

The meaning of 1989 for the Baltic states
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of the European annus mirabilis, since a calendar of 1989 events is not complete 
without the “Baltic Chain” (also called the “Baltic Way”), a mass demonstration 
that took place just a few days after the famous Pan-European Picnic on the 
Austrian-Hungarian border. On 23 August, the fiftieth anniversary of the Hitler-
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chain connecting the three capitals Tallinn, Riga, and Vilnius, in order to peacefully 
remember the murderous consequences that this pact had held for them. It is 
estimated that between 1.2 and more than 2 million people joined the almost 600 
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peaceful resistance not only caught the attention of the international media, it was 
also an almost singular demonstration of Baltic mutual consensus.50 Thus, the 
political significance of 1989 for the Baltic countries was the fact that from then 
onward, neither Moscow nor the Western powers could completely ignore the 
political urgency of the Baltic question. Whoever wanted to end the Cold War 
had to provide a solution for this problem as well.

The West did not instantly support the goals of the Baltic republics, but 
nonetheless, the reaction of the Central Committee on 26 August 1989 felt 
disproportionately aggressive, revealing the Kremlin’s helplessness in this regard. 
In the eyes of Moscow, the “Baltic Chain” had been nothing more than “nationalist 
hysteria.” The pronouncement of the CC, read in the news program “Vremya,” 

50 Shortly before the 20th anniversary of this event the “Baltic Chain” has been registered in the 
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even claimed: “Matters have gone too far. There is a serious threat to the fate of 
the Baltic peoples. People should know the abyss into which they are being 
pushed by their nationalistic leaders. Should they achieve their goals, the possible 
consequences could be catastrophic to these nations. A question could arise as to 
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at the destruction of the union and they “terrorized” those still loyal to socialism.51 
At this time, Soviet dominance was already history in Central Europe. However, 
the violent events in Vilnius and Riga in January 1991 proved that these words 
were not empty threats.
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shown, the Baltic question became important from this point in time, not least 
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tone. Especially West Germany was far from committing itself to a solution for the 
situation of the three countries, despite its historical responsibility. While claiming 
peaceful self-determination for the Germans, Chancellor Helmut Kohl simultaneously 
rejected this very right for the Baltic peoples, losing thereby a balanced European 
perspective. Germany only recognized the independence of the Baltic countries in 
the late summer of 1991, even later than Gorbachev had. And it is quite symbolic 
that Kohl paid his first visit to the three countries only in 1998, when he went to 
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The mobilizing potential of historical memory

The significant event of the August 1989 “Baltic Chain” became a focal point 
for glasnost in the Soviet Baltic republics. At the same time, it reminded the rest 
of Europe of the forgotten victims of the allied victory in Eastern Europe, a victory 
that had been possible thanks to a dictator no less despicable than the common 
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Hitler-Stalin Pact was never a central European lieu de mémoire.53�=!���%���
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Pact’s consequences and never actually questioned Stalin’s territorial gains.54 The 
feeling of having been abandoned and sacrificed by the Western democracies was 
very vivid in the Baltic republics during the early postwar years, and this was a 
crucial aspect that gave moral fuel to the Baltic opposition movements in the late 
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above all an act of anti-Soviet sentiment. Between the lines, however, these 
common efforts in the Baltic independence movement were also an appeal to 
Western historical responsibility. The three countries were not only claiming their 
secession from the Kremlin, but were simultaneously demanding their moral right 
to “return to Europe” as approved by the West. 

The date 23 August was always a focal point of Baltic dissent, as were the 
traditional independence days of the three interwar republics. While the former 
stood for the Baltic victimhood, the latter represented the continuation of an ideal 
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generally quite modest in form, such as wearing clothes or small arm ribbons of 
the national colors, or simply graffiti being written on the walls.55 On 23 August 
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pact and its protocols, annulment of its consequences and restoration of the 
independent republics.56 In the late 1980s, these anniversaries became popular to 
a much greater degree. With every year, people were less afraid of taking part in 
displaying non-Soviet identities. In less than three years, small local demonstrations 
of a few hundred people had transformed into large-scale political events that 
attracted the attention of a world-wide audience, the culmination being the “Baltic 
Chain.” While on one hand, this demonstrated the decline of the central authority 
in the Soviet Baltic republics, on the other hand, it proved how effective history 
can be for mobilizing the masses.

The first protest meetings that attracted a significant number of people in all 
three capitals occurred on 23 August 1987. Sources speak of more than 5,000 people 
in Riga, in Tallinn of more than 2,000, and in Vilnius 200 to 300.57 Displaying the 
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55 Basic information provided by Misiunas and Taagepera, The Baltic States, 250–71.
56 Misiunas and Taagepera, The Baltic States, 270.
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255. Cf. Misiunas and Taagepera, The Baltic States, 308: Riga: “over 10,000”; Tallinn: “at least 
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national colors was still a legal offence, and a number of people were later arrested. 
Just one year later, during the first summer of the “Singing Revolution,” the 
situation had changed completely: Hundreds of thousands took part in the 
demonstrations on 23 August, and showing the national colors had become legal, 
at least in Estonia. The authorities limited their activities to close observation. By 
1989, millions of people took part in the “Baltic Chain.” The Baltic question had 
become decisively important for the fate of perestroika, since it gave the conservative 
Soviet opposition reason to be concerned about the integrity of the entire country.

In the international arena, it became increasingly hollow to declare the Baltic 
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to concentrate their propaganda on the secret protocols of the Hitler-Stalin Pact 
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they had emphasized the latter, they would never have been able to create the 
international commitment they received, not least because this would have annoyed 
the Kremlin even more. Moscow still held true to the Stalinist legend of the 
spontaneous “socialist revolutions” simultaneously occurring in all three countries 
in the summer of 1940.58� ����!����
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Stalin’s death were still alive in the late 1980s. In these families, the younger 
generation was quite naturally acquainted with the differences between the history 
taught at school and private remembrance.59 However, it was not only Stalinist 
terror that was remembered in the late 1980s and increasingly discussed in local 
media: The societies in all three countries still had a pre-Soviet memory of the 
independent republics, although this was unavoidably idealized. Almost half a 
������*� !&� �!$���� ���!��������!�� %��� �!�� ����� ����� �!� �<������ �%�
�� ���!���
\�
Although the region became increasingly adapted to Soviet realities, at least on 
�%��
��&������&����!��������!��"�
��!��!�Q����
�������%��(����&�!���%�������^_��
��
remembering the 23 August was a question of historical justice.

In the Soviet Baltic republics, history thus became the most important source 
of legitimacy of anti-Soviet protest. It is quite noteworthy that these anti-Soviet 
convictions were very powerful, especially among the younger generation. 
Politburo documents concerning the Baltic republics are full of discussions of 
anti-Soviet youth protests, and even record some cases of violence committed on 

58 )������µ�	
!!��Ilegal Annexation and State Continuity. Case of the Incorporation of the Baltic 
States by the USSR. A Study of the Tension between Normativity and Power in International Law 
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59 Peeter Tulviste, “History Taught at School Versus History Discovered at Home: The Case of 
Estonia,” European Journal of Psychology of Education 9, no. 2 (1994): 121–26.
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ethnic grounds against Slavic “occupants.”60 According to Elena Zubkova, it was 
especially irritating for the regime that the youth were leading the protest in the 
Baltic republics.61 Indeed, it had nothing to do with the Soviet historical narrative 
�%���%�
�!�*�"�
���$��*��!������
�����������%��(��$��
��*�!&������\62 It was history 
that legitimized the belief in an independent future, and it seemed to prove the 
three nation’s roles as victims of dictators. Additionally, history during the years 
of perestroika provided motivation for establishing an active civil society in the 
three republics, a civil society that today is missed by certain veterans of the 
{!��������!��\63 Quite naturally, these successful years of political activity become 
idealized, especially by those whose personal reading of the past did not correspond 
to the hitherto established national narratives of the “fight for independence.” At 
that time, history was used for “popular” vengeance as well: On 25 March 1988, 
the anniversary of mass deportations from the Baltic Soviet republics in March 
1949, the Estonian Heritage Society demanded the names of all those deported 
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this select historical documentation, based on a victim narrative, would unite the 
ethnic community and could be used as a weapon against the foreign power.64

These initiatives for historical glasnost wanted to push the Soviet leadership 
into acknowledging that Stalin had been Hitler’s accomplice in dividing Eastern 
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in August 1987, a group was formed in Estonia with a single goal: The Estonian 
Group for the Publication of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact (Molotov-Ribbentropi 
Pakti Avalikustamise Eesti Grupp). This group (which formed the core of the 
ERSP) organized a meeting in Tallinn’s Hirve Park on 23 August.65 One year later, 
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youth was so eager to participate in anti-Soviet demonstrations.

62 Cf. Anu Raudsepp, Ajaloo õpetamise korraldus Eesti NSV eesti õppekeelega üldhariduskoolides 
1944–1985 (Tartu: Tartu Ülikooli Kirjastus, 2005).
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64 Ruutsoo, “Tagasivaated ‘vabaduse teele’,” 259.
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On 18 May 1989, the Estonian Supreme Soviet was the first administrative body 
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, it demanded the newly elected Congress of Peoples’ Deputies to do the 
same. In Moscow, the Baltic deputies, mostly candidates supported by the Popular 
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and the Baltic Soviet Republics.69 However, this decision had no practical 
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this issue was still not resolved at an official level. And as mentioned above, the 
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sets them apart from the former people’s democracies of Central Europe.70

The Culture of the “Singing Revolution”

In assessing the “Singing Revolution,” historians and political scientists have 
concentrated on official statements, elections and plebiscites, the conflict with the 
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looking traditionally from the center, refer first and foremost to the decline of the 
central power.71 One of the main topics is the astonishing fact that, in general, the 
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secession. According to him, the factor “culture,” in a wider sense, is decisive for 
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whereby for him, a “societal fitness” of the peoples in the Baltic region was 
created not least by the long tradition of Protestant cultures of reading.72 Heiko 
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low in Estonia in the crucial years 1988–90.73 

In fact, there was indeed a moment of tension. On 15 May 1990, Interfront 
organized a meeting on Toompea Hill in the center of Tallinn to protest the recent 
decisions concerning a “transition period” towards independence (30 March) as 
well as the final abolition of the name “Estonian Soviet Socialist Republic” in favor 
of the traditional “Republic of Estonia” (8 May); this decision was preceded by a 
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independence in March. During the Interfront meeting, some of the demonstrators 
tried to break into government buildings in the castle on Toompea Hill. In reaction 
to the new prime minister Savisaar’s call for help via radio, masses of Estonian 
supporters of the government came to Castle Square, pushing the mostly Russian 
demonstrators into the small area of the castle, with the Estonians outside the 
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situation was saved first by a Russian general and member of the Supreme Council, 
who managed to calm down the masses, and second by the Estonians on Castle 
Square, who slowly opened a narrow path for the demonstrators to leave the site.74 
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1998), 1052–60.

72 Walter C. Clemens, “Culture and Symbols as Tools of Resistance,” Journal of Baltic Studies 
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There is another major factor with regard to the culture of the “Singing 
Revolution,” however, that is open for further research. Although many scholars 
often refer to the “mass movements” that reshaped the political landscapes in 
��
��������!��������%���!$����(��!���"���!��!��	�!"�$��*����%���!����%����!����
"%!��!!	������ ��� �%�
���!$�����
\�?���!��!��	�!"��&!�� ��
��������<����*�"%!�
went out into the streets. Social scientists like Henri Vogt have chosen to collect 
individual stories to give a portrait of the “revolutionary” generation, but even 
the limited number of respondents in his case only reveals how open the situation 
in 1989 was.  According to Vogt, “collective utopias” mobilized individuals to go 
to the streets. His quite general claim about these common goals—one could 
“become more ‘European’ but simultaneously also more ‘national’”—can hardly 
be disputed.75 These public dispositions were so important because for half a 
century the communist dictatorship had been trying to suppress them with the 
single socialist utopia, which propagated quite a different form of collectivity. 
The year 1989 brought the individual note back into social consciousness. In the 
Baltic case, however, the “collective utopia” that mobilized the masses, regardless 
of generational differences, was merely a return to the cultural patterns that had 
been developed during the first half of the twentieth century.76 

Apart from this general approach to these mass movements, I would like to 
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for the “Singing Revolution,” not the least because of the motivation music 
offered. Vogt discusses the memories of those born from 1964 to 1973, whereby 
he consciously concentrates on the generation of those who actively took part in 
the 1989 protests from the early stages onwards. However, if Zubkova is correct 
in stating that already in the 1960s, Moscow was alarmed by the predominance 
of the participation of the younger generation in smaller protest activities 
(especially at universities),77 then perestroika in the Baltic republics was a logical 
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was a youth movement in terms of activity on the streets. As has been stated 
above, the dissent did not only involve people singing traditional songs from the 
late nineteenth-century “national awakening” period. In all three Baltic republics, 
rock music played a decisive role in displaying anti-regime protest. Since the 
1970s, local rock music that was “Western” in form but “national” in content 
motivated especially younger people, who thus were involved in a sort of 
continuous passive anti-regime protest, since the Kremlin always tried to fight 
the most recent waves of “decadent” Western culture. In this sense, the influence 

75 Henri Vogt, Between Utopia and Disillusionment. A Narrative of the Political Transformation in 
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that jazz had had on the informal movements of the 1960s was carried into the 
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(featuring Keith Jarrett) during the “Tallinn-67” jazz festival fostered the image 
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1988 prepared the Estonian capital for their “return to Europe.”79 Punk had been 
the trigger for protest already in 1980, the year Tallinn hosted the sailing 
competitions of the Moscow Olympic games. On 22 September 1980, the 
anniversary of Tallinn’s “liberation” in 1944, a concert of the punk band Propeller, 
organized for the special occasion of a soccer match celebrating the twenty-fifth 
anniversary of Estonian Television, was abruptly interrupted by officials, 
whereupon hundreds of young people marched toward the city center shouting 
anti-Russian slogans calling for the resignation of Brezhnev and the ESSR’s 
minister of education, Elza Grechkina.80 Since punk was an authentic anti-Soviet 
protest, it was punks who were among the first to display openly the old Estonian 
tricolor. Thus it came as no surprise when in 1988 a punk song figured among 
the iconic (and ironic) hits of the “Singing Revolution”: J.M.K.E.’s “Tere 
Perestroika” (Hello Perestroika).81

However music was not the only medium for youth protest. The first mass 
demonstrations in all three republics were organized around the issue of 
environmental hazards. This issue had the advantage of being intrinsically 
apolitical, although in the Baltic republics, protest against pollution caused by 
state-run industrial plants also meant fighting against the immigration of more 
workers from the Soviet interior,82 an issue that had already been openly addressed 
in 1979 by the aforementioned “Baltic Appeal.” With a “green” agenda, the new 
possibilities for intense criticism under Gorbachev were tested. Environmental 
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82 See to the following Misiunas and Taagepera, The Baltic States, 304–7.
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construction of a subway in Riga came under the focus of critics as well. In the 
spring of 1987, the so-called Phosphorite War occurred in Estonia, during which 
especially the students in Tartu went onto the streets. Estonian specialists claimed 
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country would render the whole region infertile and possibly endanger the water 
supply of the entire republic. The Estonian environmentalists were also concerned 
about the development of the industrial port Maardu near Tallinn. But the 
phosphorus mining mobilized open protest: Accompanied by Mattiisen’s 
aforementioned rock-hymn “Ei ole üksi ükski maa,” on 1 May 1987 Tartu students 
“substituted green ecological banners for the standard red ones during the 
traditional May parade.”83 While ecology protests reached less industrialized 
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nuclear power plant was held in autumn 1988—the success of the protest 
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Council of Ministers decided to stop phosphate mining projects in Estonia, and 
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achieve something against bureaucratic resistance. Prominent members of the 
ECP, including Rüütel and Savisaar, joined the protests, and the republican 
Council of Ministers, led by Bruno Saul and Indrek Toome, promised not to 
sanction continued planning until all ecological concerns had been addressed. 
This showed that even the ECP leadership supported local concerns over central 
planning.

Still, the psychological aspect in 1987 of the gradual disappearance of fear 
may have been even more important. As one of Vogt’s Estonian respondents 
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you can demonstrate, and nothing happens, no repression follows.”84 This positive 
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were the groups that went out onto the streets again in the summer of 1988. The 
entire culture of protest changed with them. It seemed that there was no longer 
any need for violence, since the state apparatus, at least tactically, had pulled back 
its troops. In September 1980, when protesting students in Tallinn pulled down 
Soviet flags and pushed over streetcars,85 violence seemed the appropriate 
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83 Misiunas and Taagepera, The Baltic States, 306.
84 Vogt, Between Utopia and Disillusionment, 23.
85 Rinne, Laulev revolutsioon, 68.
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and released in 1986, knew about the violent potential of the youth, a potential 
that had been fed by the social stagnation of the Brezhnev era. Podnieks’ film 
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with coverage of the trial of several teenagers who were charged with demolishing 
two train compartments after the concert. Podnieks then empathetically looks at 
the personal life of these young people, presenting ideas of self-realization that 
for the most part were completely foreign to Soviet clichés.

During the “Singing Revolution,” the fact that intellectuals took the concerns 
of the youth seriously was important for the unity of the society. This already had 
a tradition: The issues raised indirectly by the youth riots in 1980 were supported 
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scientists and artists, as well as by representatives of official cultural institutions.86 
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the intelligentsia directed the vibrant protest energy of the youth into social 
activism. One aspect characterized both groups: they were relatively young. The 
reform movement was mainly conducted by representatives of a generation that 
only knew about massive state violence through hearsay or personal family 
history. As Vogt has stated, these people “were unaware of the ‘impossibility’ of 
����$!����!��]��*�"%��%�%����&��
��!��%��X���%��<������������^_�`�������%�
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was possible for them to make one.”87

Conclusion

Much like the other revolutions of 1989, the “Singing Revolution” in the 
Soviet Baltic republics was characterized by an unusual level of youth engagement. 
Due to their commitment to issues of national development in terms of the 
environment and industrial production, due to their collective past and the way 
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movement gained momentum and visibility on the streets. The Kremlin’s hands 
were tied: The new leadership did not want to risk damaging international relations 
by television footage covering violently suppressed demonstrations on the Baltic 
Sea coast. It is often claimed that the chain reaction leading to the dissolution of 
�%��(����
�������������·
	��������������^_`����������������!
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1991. However, as Elena Zubkova has pointed out, anyone who would like to 
know the reasons for the collapse of the world’s first socialist state must take into 
account what happened in the Soviet Baltic republics during the first ten years 

86 Misiunas and Taagepera, The Baltic States, 269; Sirje Kiin, Rein Ruutsoo, and Andres Tarand, 
40 kirja lugu (Tallinn: Olion, 1990).

87 Vogt, Between Utopia and Disillusionment, 24.
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a chance there, even after Moscow decided to turn the “dangerous borderland” 
into a “show case” (vitrina) of Soviet success.89 Thus the region played the role 
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in the words of Valk: “One day we will win anyway.” One might see the Baltic 
republics as a case of particular “imperial overstretch,” if not in military and 
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with respect to cultural needs.
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have insightfully suggested a differentiation for marking the various stages of 
social change during the “Singing Revolution.” According to them, the “revolution” 
reached a “mythological phase” in 1988, and passed into an “ideological stage” 
in 1989.90 The first period brought a historical rebirth and created an optimism 
that had hitherto been considered impossible in the near future. Today we might 
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those summer nights of music, a short period of euphoria all too easily 
mythologized today. The subsequent stage of ideological stalemates was then 
perceived as a time of outer tensions and internal conflicts concerning a single 
goal—independence.91 Thus, while 1989 was in some respects a year of 
disappointment, the summer of 1988 has been encapsulated in collective memory 
as the “Singing Revolution.” During the summer of 1988 a whole society changed, 
although the people in the Soviet Baltic republics had to wait another three years 
for this change to become political reality.

88 Zubkova, Pribaltika i Kreml’, 7, 43; for comparison see Gorbachev, Zhizn’ i reformy, 521.
89 Zubkova, Pribaltika i Kreml’, 125, 337.
90 {������ #�%������� ������ )����
���� ���� �$��� ����!�� q
�$��!������ !&� {!�������� X������� ��� �
-

�!����]� ���������)����
��������{������#�%���������
\��Return to the Western World. Cultural 
and Political Perspectives on the Estonian Post-Communist Transition�~�������������(��$��
��*�
Press, 1997), 197–210.

91 Vogt, Between Utopia and Disillusionment, 28, quotes the Estonian poet Jaan Kaplinski (Posti-
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