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This article examines the use of Russian in state communication in officially monolingual 

Estonia. Drawing on interviews with high-level public employees in four central state 

institutions and an analysis of these institutions’ websites, the article shows that while 

Russian is not specifically mentioned in the laws, it is de facto widely present in the virtual 

and physical public sector of Estonia. Russian is an important linguistic resource for 

employees in positions that involve contact with the public in the capital Tallinn, and state 

institutions also invest in Russian by translating their websites. The study reveals a covert 

policy of accommodating Russian speakers despite the erasure of Russian in Estonia’s overt 

language policy. Furthermore, it highlights how investigating covert policies discloses a 

growing commodification of Russian in the public sector in terms of valuing linguistic skills 

in the language. 
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Introduction 

 

Social, cultural and economic integration of the Russian-speaking population has been one of 

the most important challenges of language planning and national policy in Estonia since the 

restoration of independence in 1991 (Lauristin and Heidmets 2002; Kivirähk 2014). Today, 

more than two decades later, linguistic and ideological tensions between Estonian and 

Russian speakers continue to exist. This situation is intensified by official legislation 

codifying Estonia as a monolingual state. When investigating language policy and ideology, 

however, it is not sufficient to draw conclusions based only on declared policy statements, 

which can be seen as manifestations of ‘wishes of groups in authority’ (Shohamy 2006, 3). 

Alongside official regulations, the specific implementations of policy in practice, and real-life 

language use are also central considerations for understanding linguistic ideologies and 
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practices in a society (Spolsky 2004). In other words, it is important to look at both the 

‘macro’ and ‘micro’ domains of language policy, which stand in a complex dialectical 

relationship (Nekvapil 2006). Schiffman (1995, 13) sees language policy as dichotomized into 

overt (explicit, formalized) and covert (implicit, informal) aspects. Following Schiffman’s 

position, this article aims to show that in Estonian state institutions, a much more ‘Russian-

friendly’ covert policy exists in parallel to the overt monolingual ideology. This allows for 

extensive state communication in Russian, despite the official policy. The need to foster this 

type of communication in the service oriented sectors, and in the public sector in particular, 

increases the value of Russian, contributing to its commodification in the society and making 

it an attractive asset on the job market. 

Commodification of language has become an important theme in sociolinguistics (see 

Heller 2010 for an overview), as our ideas about language are increasingly being recast in 

economic terms. In the new global economy where markets expand well beyond the 

boundaries of nation-states, communication skills and exchange of information are crucial for 

well-functioning social and commercial relations. Language and communication skills, or 

‘wordforce’ (Duchêne and Heller 2012), are hence regarded as an important asset in various 

workplaces in this increasingly service-based and technologically advanced economy. Some 

of the areas for investigating the role of language in economy have until today been the 

tourism sector, call centers, language teaching and marketing (Heller 2010). In this article, I 

examine linguistic commodification in a different setting, namely in public sector workplaces, 

looking at four state institutions: Tax and Customs Board, Police and Border Guard Board, 

Social Insurance Board and Unemployment Insurance Fund. It is important to emphasize that 

I follow a broader understanding of ‘language commodification’, namely the process of 

assigning economic value to language, and changing the relative positioning of a language in 

the local, in this case national, political economy of language (Gal 1989). The 

commodification of Russian is reflected in a valuing of Russian as ‘a resource’ (Ruíz 1984) in 

the public sector of Estonia. My data show how Estonian state institutions, rather than strictly 

following overt language laws, to a large degree base their covert language policy on the 

pragmatic value of the various languages in communication with the public. Since 

communication is central for service provision in state institutions, they are faced with the 

need to employ people with at least bilingual language skills (Estonian and Russian) who 

would be able to interact also with the part of the population that has an insufficient 

knowledge of Estonian. As a result, the communication sector of Estonian state institutions 

becomes an arena for language commodification in connection to the increased employment 
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chances associated with the knowledge of Russian. Together with the importance of Russian 

in the Estonian tourism industry and for economic relations across the post-Soviet space, the 

valorization of Russian in public sector workplaces adds to an enhanced value of the Russian 

language on the linguistic market (Bourdieu 1991) in Estonia. 

In my analysis I rely mainly on interview data with key actors at the four institutions. 

With these interviews as a point of departure, I will discuss how state employees in Estonia 

perceive the role of Russian in their interactional practices and how this is reflected in 

language use both in the physical and virtual public sector. I will first give a brief account of 

the history and current status of the Russian-speaking population in Estonia. I will continue 

by describing the provisions that exist in the legislation of officially monolingual Estonia for 

the inclusion of different linguistic groups into state communication. I will then move on to 

specific state institutions and look at how these laws are followed and appropriated in practice, 

and more specifically, what value is being attached to the employees’ language skills in the 

linguistically heterogeneous capital Tallinn. This will be followed by a discussion of market 

value attached to different languages in Estonia. Finally, I will examine the way state 

institutions in Estonia are investing into translations of their websites and web platforms into 

Russian alongside with English. Official state communication in the virtual public space is an 

important perspective to consider in the case of the so-called ‘e-Estonia’, where a major part 

of the communication between the state and the public takes place online.  

 

 

Russian in Estonia’s public space: historical background and current situation 

 

Before the Second World War and the Soviet annexation in 1940, Estonia was linguistically 

relatively homogenous. According to the 1934 census, Estonians composed 88.1% of the 

population, followed by Russians (8.2%), Germans (1.5%), Swedes (0.7%), Latvians (0.5%), 

and Jews (0.4%). By 1989, only 61.5% of the population remained Estonian-speaking, while 

35.2% of the country’s population was Russian-speaking (mostly Russians, Belarusians and 

Ukrainians) (Eesti Entsüklopeedia 2012). One of the main reasons for this dramatic change 

alongside deportations, executions and the fleeing to the West that took place during and 

shortly after the war (accounting for a total loss of 25% of the pre-World War Two 

population), was the industrialization campaign of the 1960s and 1970s. This entailed a large 

inflow of mainly Russian-speaking workers from other parts of the USSR, who mostly settled 

in the northeastern part of the country and in Tallinn. The new linguistic composition of 
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Estonia created ‘favorable conditions for territorial and functional language shifts from 

Estonian to Russian’ (Rannut 2008, 425). Russian was the lingua franca of the USSR and the 

language of its unified linguistic market (Bourdieu 1991). It became the language of everyday 

public communication between different language communities and the second official 

language on the territory of Estonia, even completely dominating some areas of the public and 

economic life (for example, railways, banking, mining and the militia) (Rannut 2008). A 

situation of asymmetrical bilingualism arose: knowledge of Estonian was not considered 

necessary for non-Estonians, whereas Estonians were required to know Russian in order to 

participate in the labor market. It was under the conditions of perestroika that a change in 

official policy was offered, confronting the growth of Russian monolingualism and domain 

loss for Estonian. Importantly, this policy was implemented through the 1989 Language Act, 

which was guided by the principle of bilingualism in services and state agencies (Rannut 

2008, 426-427). 

After the fall of the Soviet regime in 1991, ‘the nation building in the successor states 

took a turn from official bilingualism to monolingualism’ (Pavlenko 2013, 266) but differed 

substantially across cases. Importantly, Estonia and Latvia were the only successor states that 

did not offer automatic citizenship to the whole population. Soviet period settlers and their 

descendants had to apply for naturalization, which included passing a language test, as well as 

a test on history and civics (Pavlenko 2008, 287). This was accompanied by a process of 

linguistic derussification, with Russian being deliberately removed from the public space. 

Such erasure (Irvine and Gal 2000) of Russian can be seen as a way of re-defining Estonia’s 

boundaries and demarcating the country away from the Soviet space. In order to restore all 

functions of the titular language, Estonia chose to exercise control-oriented and explicit 

language policies stated out in numerous laws and regulations, and created special agencies in 

order to carry out the regulating functions (Siiner 2006). Established political and economic 

power relations were broken by the shift from socialist economic order to capitalism, which 

among other things brought about new linguistic priorities, positioning English above Russian 

on the linguistic market. The status of Russian was heavily downgraded and the previously 

majority language was removed from official paperwork and communication, as well as from 

state-sponsored media, and public signage (Pavlenko 2008, 282). The Language Act from 

1995 delegalized Russian as an official means of communication and established professional 

linguistic requirements of Estonian. Having access to ‘social space that functions in one’s 

mother tongue is a valuable asset that gives speakers a certain “guaranteed” social capital 

compared to those to whom the national language is not their native language’ (Siiner and 
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Vihalemm 2011, 116), and the Russian-speaking population had suddenly lost this 

‘guaranteed’ position. Some Russian speakers in Estonia experienced the shift to an officially 

Estonian-only society as discrimination, as they had become accustomed to positioning the 

territory as part of the Soviet Union where they had full rights to use Russian in all areas of 

public life (Skerrett 2011). 

Today, 98% of Estonia’s total population of 1.3 million have either Estonian or 

Russian as their first language. L1 Russian speakers constitute 29.6% of the population. 6.95% 

of them are citizens of the Russian Federation while further 6.5% are stateless (Statistics 

Estonia 2012, based on the census from 2011). These are mostly older people who have no 

knowledge of Estonian and therefore are unable to pass the language test needed for acquiring 

Estonian citizenship. It is important to keep in mind that the Russian speakers do not form a 

single category with a uniform value system and display various levels of integration (Ehala 

and Zabrodskaja 2014). According to a study by Marju Lauristin (2011), the Russian-

speaking population of Estonia can roughly be split into two parts: a successfully integrated 

group, and a group which is less successfully integrated or not integrated at all. Lauristin 

makes a further division among the Russian speakers that are not well integrated into the 

Estonian society: (1) ‘Little integrated’ (29% of the Russian speakers), consisting mainly of 

blue-collar workers, retirees and the unemployed, who have poor Estonian language skills, are 

mostly stateless and represent all age groups; and (2) ‘Unintegrated passive’ (22% of the 

Russian speakers), which is a group composed of mainly older people, most of whom have a 

Russian citizenship and a weak civic identity, and who cannot speak Estonian. 

More than 60% of L1 Russian speakers live in and around the capital Tallinn, and 

almost 30% reside in the county of Ida-Virumaa in the northeastern part of Estonia (Rannut 

2008, 429). Tallinn could be considered a bilingual city in the sense that both Estonian and 

Russian are first languages of sizeable parts of the population, as 53.2% of the inhabitants 

speak Estonian and 43.3% Russian as their first language (Tallinn City Government 2014). 

The Russian-speaking population in Estonia is not officially recognized as a minority and is 

therefore not protected by the European Framework Convention for the Protection of National 

Minorities or the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages. The vast majority of 

public arenas in Estonia, such as administration, public signage, the government, the media 

and parts of the educational system, continue stressing strong monolingual norms, which 

keeps creating confrontation between Estonian and Russian speakers. For example, there is an 

ongoing heated debate on whether Russian-speaking schools should have the right to continue 

using Russian as the language of instruction in Estonia. Estonia has received criticism from 
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both Russia defending the rights of Russian speakers in the Baltic States, as well as from 

Western European organizations. As Ozolins (2003) outlines, a number of these Western 

organizations have defined the situation as discrimination of a linguistic minority and have 

accused the country of undemocratic language policies. More specifically, such policies have 

been criticized as assimilationist, especially after 2004 when Estonia became a member of the 

European Union, where norms supporting multiculturalism and the preservation of minority 

languages and cultural identities prevail (Brubaker 2011).  

The official language policy in Estonia privileges the titular language and makes little 

reference to Russian, which is deemed to be foreign language. Estonia’s Language Act from 

2011 has a monolingual focus, and this extends also to the language of public administration. 

The prescribed monolingualism in official communication between the state and the people is 

clearly stated in the Language Act: ‘The language of public administration in state agencies 

and local government authorities is Estonian’ (2011: §10(1); official translation). According 

to §12, if an application is submitted to a state agency in a foreign language, the agency shall 

respond to it in Estonian and has the right to require a translation into Estonian from the 

person who submits it. However, it is also stated that a foreign language may be used both in 

oral and written communication with officials or employees of state agencies by mutual 

agreement of the parties.  

In connection with the position of L1 Russian speakers in present-day Estonia and as a 

contrast to the monolingually focused Language Act, it is important to mention the Strategy 

of Integration and Social Cohesion in Estonia 2020 (Lõimuv Eesti 2020), which has as its 

main objective ‘to create a socially cohesive Estonian society in which people with different 

linguistic and cultural backgrounds actively participate in the social life and share democratic 

values’ (Ministry of Culture 2014, 2). The development plan for this strategy accentuated the 

need to create a shared information space for all residents, and to support and translate various 

Russian language media channels (as well as those in English for the new immigrants who do 

not speak Russian) in order to communicate everyday practical information. Among such 

channels are the web portals that focus on legislation, everyday life, health, security and 

matters of the civil society, which sections below will deal with. 

 

 

Data and method 
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In the following, I will mostly be drawing on interview data collected at four state institutions 

during fieldwork in Tallinn in June and August 2014, namely the Tax and Customs Board, 

Police and Border Guard Board, Social Insurance Board and Unemployment Insurance Fund. 

These institutions were explicitly chosen for the reason that they are central for the meeting 

between the authorities and the public, since most of the grown-up population at some point 

in their life need to be in contact with them. It is also important to keep in mind that as 

representatives of the state, these institutions implement the official language laws initiated by 

the state. The article analyses the perspective of powerful agents whose decisions have a 

direct impact on language policy in Estonian state institutions, as they create and manage the 

communication strategies of these institutions.  

Altogether five in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with seven people: 

a joint interview with two employees at the Tax and Customs Board, two separate interviews 

at the Police and Border Guard Board, one interview at the Social Insurance Board and a joint 

interview with two respondents working at the Unemployment Insurance Fund. The following 

topics formed the basis for the interviews: (1) the use of different languages in oral 

communication (by employees in the service centers and call centers); (2) translation of 

written texts in the service centers (signage, brochures, etc.) and on their website; (3) the 

importance of online communication with the public. All the interviews were conducted in 

Estonian, and the excerpts used in this article were translated by the present author. The 

interviewees were specifically chosen because of their potential for a powerful influence on 

the language policy at their institution, as they were directly responsible for communication 

strategies at the service centers and/or online. Central to this study is the respondents’ 

negotiation between, on the one hand, the interpretation and appropriation at the institutional 

level of the macro-level state language policy texts, and on the other, the explicit need for 

Russian both at the service centers in Tallinn and in online state communication. The 

interviews give an insight into the institutional discourses (Sarangi and Roberts 1999) at 

Estonian state institutions by illustrating how language policy makers at these institutions 

explain the reasons behind the use of specific languages in their communication strategies. 

In addition to the interview data, this article is based on an analysis of the state 

institutions’ websites. Hine (2000) differentiates between two types of online contexts: the 

Web as an interactive space (the dialogic Web), and the Web as a repository of texts (the 

monologic Web). The websites of Estonian state institutions belong mostly to the latter type, 

which according to Kelly-Holmes (2015, 132), allows for the examination of ‘top-down 

language policies and the extent to which offline national official and de jure policies are 



DRAFT – Please do not cite 
 

 8 

respected in cyberspace’. In the analysis of the websites I employed the method of ‘virtual 

linguistic ethnography’ (Kelly-Holmes 2015). I first identified the available language options 

and then used quantitative and qualitative approaches to investigate the amount, relevance and 

currency of the information offered in various languages. When investigating a website it is 

important for the researcher to be flexible and to follow intertextual and hypertextual links, as 

this makes it possible to capture linguistic trajectories from and to the website (ibid.). In order 

to set limits to the otherwise very large number of sub-pages to be investigated, this was done 

on two levels of the websites’ architecture: (1) the front page; (2) the subpages which were 

referred to through hyperlinks in the front page menu.  

 

 

Russian as a linguistic resource at state service centers and on the Estonian job market 

 

For institutions of the Estonian nation-state, Russian can be seen as a challenge. On the one 

hand, they are expected to follow the official regulations heavily prioritizing the titular 

language. On the other hand, these institutions have as their goal to provide social services to 

the whole population, which includes providing services and disseminating information in 

such a way that will reach the whole target group, irrespective of the individuals’ linguistic 

background. A similar dilemma connected to the use of Russian was reported in all the 

interviews. According to my informants, employees at the service centers of state institutions 

in Tallinn are typically able to communicate with the clients in both Estonian and Russian. In 

fact, for positions requiring contact with the public, they claim that Russian language 

proficiency is a salient consideration in recruitment processes to the service jobs. Knowledge 

of English is considered important as well, but to a smaller degree. All the four institutions in 

question are mainly dealing with residents of Estonia and are therefore much more in contact 

with people with Estonian or Russian linguistic background, rather than with those who 

would prefer to communicate with the authorities in English. Such language requirements 

reflect the real-life situation whereby a part of the population is not able to communicate with 

the authorities in Estonian, consequently leading to a mismatch between overt and covert 

language policy. What this means for the Estonian-speaking potential job candidates in 

Tallinn is that it is profitable for them to invest in Russian skills, as this can become a major 

asset in getting a job which requires contact with the general public. Based on the interviews, 

it is possible to conclude that an applicant for such a job is expected to have acquired Russian 
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skills beforehand. This is how my informant in the Social Insurance Board explained the 

institution’s wish for their employees to be able to communicate in Russian: 

 

We see indeed that in all our activities, Russian constitutes quite a big part and people must 

have a possibility to contact us in Russian in order to understand what kind of compensation 

they are entitled to. They have paid social security taxes, they have the right to receive 

compensation, and consequently they have the right to receive information …. This can also 

be seen from our website, that we should have Russian to the same extent as Estonian. 

 

The Unemployment Insurance Fund offers additional internal training with a specially 

designed Russian textbook for those employees who still lack the knowledge of some official 

terminology in Russian (no such training exists for English). This is a practice that has 

gradually developed based on the institution’s experience with the clientele: from the 33,000 

registered unemployed in Estonia in the spring of 2014, 32.6% had no or highly limited 

Estonian skills. The situation is the same for 35% of the unemployed in Tallinn (interview 

data). This makes it crucial to offer both verbal help and translation of information into 

Russian: 

 

Our goal is to help people get a job, and the best way to help people get a job is when they 

know and receive all the information in their mother tongue. This is considerably more 

convenient than doing it in another language or hiring an interpreter between us. We are not 

pursuing language politics here, we proceed from our goal and it’s efficient to provide people 

with information in their mother tongue. 

 

Similar practices seem to be typical for all the state institutions under investigation. 

Official regulations such as the Language Act are not being directly violated (see an 

explanation of §12 of the Language Act above), but such regulations are certainly not the only 

factor informing communication strategies. As pointed out by Blommaert et al. (2009), it is 

important to consider the polycentric environment where language policy is created and 

negotiated. The various actors who have direct influence on the language policy of the 

institutions described above need to negotiate and balance different policy priorities against 

each other, and to make decisions based both on the overt language policies and on actual 

linguistic demands and practices in everyday life. Similar to the previous quote, an informant 
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at the Police and Border Guard Board said the following as part of the discussion about the 

need to hire people who know Russian:  

 

In our everyday work we are all based on what is easier. Well, we don’t think about whether 

this is regulated by the law, rather we think that we as an institution need it and this is 

important for us.  

 

According to the second informant at the same institution, the language requirements for both 

those working with the telephone information service and at the service centers include 

knowledge of three languages: Estonian, Russian and English. In her experience, this type of 

a trilingual profile is considered typical in Tallinn for the employees who are in direct contact 

with the public. The situation at the Tax and Customs Board is somewhat different, as they 

have experienced difficulties in finding employees for their service centre in Tallinn who can 

communicate with visitors in all three languages. Accommodating Russian at their service 

centres and the call centre is not a problem for this institution, as many of their employees 

belong to the older generation. The younger staff usually only command English as a foreign 

language and are not able to communicate with the Russian-speaking clientele. 

It is important to emphasize that the data are not meant to illustrate the language 

requirements of Estonian state institutions in general, but only in that part of their activity 

which requires direct contact with the public. As was pointed out during the interview at the 

Unemployment Insurance Fund in connection to requirements for Russian in order to be hired 

in a state institution:  

 

I wouldn’t say that Russian is necessary in state institutions, rather in service departments. In 

state institutions French and English are used more than Russian. Russian is a big bonus, and 

in this area, in Tallinn, it is very difficult for people who can’t make themselves understood in 

Russian, to work. 

 

This valorization of Russian on the Estonian job market reflects the growing interest among 

the Estonian youth for the Russian language. After Estonia regained independence, interest 

for learning Russian was significantly reduced. Despite the fact that in the past two decades 

the study of Russian as L2 in Estonian schools has been widely replaced by English and other 

‘western’ languages, there is now a notable interest among Estonians to acquire Russian. The 

importance of Russian in some areas of the working life has led to a ‘comeback’ situation, as 
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‘many young Estonians who graduate from secondary school with a rather poor command of 

Russian regret this later on, as they discover that a good command of Russian is an advantage 

in the labor market’ (Siiner and Vihalemm 2011, 136). Russian is indeed an important 

resource in the service sector and tourism industry, and is valued as the language of 

transnational post-Soviet business networks (Pavlenko 2013). In Tallinn, Russian can be 

studied at various language schools and is experiencing an increase in the number of students 

(Veski 2013). According to a blog post published on April 2, 2014 on the website of 

Multilingua, one of the leading language schools in Tallinn, Russian is the second most 

popular language learned in their school after English. Their typical student of Russian is 

aged 26-35 years and takes the Russian course in order to be more competitive on the job 

market. A study based on the Estonian Labor Force Survey by Toomet (2011, quoted in Must 

2013) showed that people who know Russian, receive an approximately 10% higher salary, 

and this corresponds to a 15-30% higher salary for those who speak English. Estonians, who 

work in the service industry, are still often required to know Russian (Skerrett 2011). For 

example, Swedbank, a leading bank in Estonia, has rejected applications for a position that 

requires communication with clients, which they received from Estonians who otherwise have 

perfect qualifications but lack Russian skills (Mellik 2010). When it comes to Estonians’ own 

perception of languages that are important to know for personal development and career, the 

highest market value is reportedly attached to English (75%), followed by Russian (47%) and 

German (10%) (Eurobarometer 2012). As for the L1 Russian speakers, it has been noted that 

for many of them, and especially in heterogeneous contexts like Tallinn, knowledge of the 

titular language – Estonian – is largely valued in instrumental terms, since it is associated 

with the possibility of progress and self-realization (Soler 2013). The Baltic Human 

Development Survey 2011 (quoted in Vihalemm et al. 2011) showed that knowledge of 

Estonian as second language is significantly tied to the perceived quality of life and social and 

economic positioning. 

 

 

Russian in Estonia´s virtual public space 

 

In many areas of the world, older modes of communication and information transmission are 

gradually being replaced by what cyberspace and its associated technologies can offer. 

Therefore, when studying language use in state communication in a technologically 

progressive country, it becomes necessary not to focus exclusively on the physical public 
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space but also to shift our gaze towards the virtual public space. Estonia’s advances in the 

field of digital technology have been very ambitious and remarkably successful. The country 

is often referred to as ‘e-Estonia’, and has received significant attention as being among the 

most technologically advanced countries in the world (see Jansen 2012 for a discussion of 

redesigning the image of post-Soviet Estonia). According to the Digital Economy and Society 

Index 2015 (published on the website of the European Commission), Estonia is currently the 

second best in Europe in the supply and use of digital public services. As stated on the 

website e-estonia.com, nearly 90% of Estonia’s population hold an electronic ID card which 

can be used for digital signatures, electronic voting, declaring taxes online and checking your 

children’s progress in e-school, to name a few.  

Keeping in mind the growing digitization of the Estonian society, and the new 

communication methods between state institutions and the people, I would now like to focus 

on the presence of Russian on state websites, which is a previously little explored domain for 

an analysis of language management. Entering the website of a state institution can be 

considered like entering a ‘virtual service center’. Various actions are possible on these 

websites, which are parallels of the physical service centers. For example, one can search for 

information, interact with the authorities, deliver the tax declaration, register as unemployed, 

apply for a residence permit, report change of address, and so on. When investigating the way 

space and prominence are allocated to specific languages on a website, we are dealing with 

the symbolic construction of the virtual public space. The emplacement of linguistic signs in 

this virtual space can be regarded as a representation of linguistic ideologies that ‘overlay, 

more or less explicitly, all language use with value, be it social, cultural, political, moral, 

economic or otherwise’ (Jaworski and Thurlow 2010, 11). 

It is important to note that according to §31 of the Public Information Act (2012), all 

government, state and municipal institutions in Estonia have an obligation to maintain a 

website. Hence all these institutions are at some point faced with the issue of which languages 

to display online, and what information to display in which language. No official language 

policy in Estonia specially regulates the use of other languages than Estonian in the virtual 

spaces. The rule of thumb for any institution or organization in Estonia is formulated in §16(4) 

of the Language Act: 

 

If the agencies, companies, non-profit associations and foundations and sole proprietors which 

are registered in Estonia have a web page in a foreign language which is directed to the public, 
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it shall include at least a summary in Estonian about its field of activity or the goods and 

services offered. (Official translation) 

 

This corresponds well with the general principle of using Estonian and other languages in all 

areas of life, which, put in the words of Ilmar Tomusk, General Director of Estonia’s 

Language Inspection, is the following: ‘All other languages may be but Estonian must be’ 

(video interview for Estonian Public Broadcasting, March 13, 2013). What this means in the 

case of the Estonian virtual public space, is that numerous other languages may be added to 

the website, as long as there is an Estonian summary of all the information offered. Which 

extra languages to add, is left to the individual organizations. 

The most accessed e-service in Estonia, used by two thirds of all Internet users in the 

country, is the declaration of taxes (Statistics Estonia 2012), and according to the website 

visitestonia.com, 95% of people declare their income taxes online. I therefore now illustrate 

the use of Russian in the Estonian virtual public sector by giving an insight into the online 

communication strategies of the Estonian Tax and Customs Board. In recent years, the 

website of the Estonian Tax and Customs Board has become the main source of information, 

while the e-tax board has become the main service channel. As a result, visits to the service 

centers have decreased from around 400,000 clients in 2009 to 160,000 clients in 2013 

(interview data).  

According to my informant at the Tax and Customs Board, the institution is ‘playing 

on the borderline’ between official regulations and real-life needs. As a state institution, they 

are required by the Language Act to use Estonian in official written communication and are 

not allowed to use Russian as much as they would prefer to. For example, in the e-tax board 

where declarations of income can be made online, the forms on the Russian version of the 

website can only be filled out in Estonian (the same applies to paper forms). Furthermore, an 

important communication strategy for the Tax and Customs Board is sending out ‘mass e-

mails’, in order to disseminate information to a great number of private persons and almost 

eight thousand enterprises. In order to also reach those who have difficulties understanding 

Estonian, Russian and English translations were at one point added below the Estonian text in 

the e-mails. This was followed by several complaints from the Estonian users who accused 

the Tax and Customs Board of ‘hurting national feelings’ and violating the Language Act. 

Such reactions may be explained by the historical reasons that have led to Russian being 

perceived as offensive to the image of the new post-Soviet Estonia. However, when it comes 

to information on the website of the Tax and Customs Board being fully trilingual, no 
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complaints about the Russian and English translation have been received. This could perhaps 

be explained by the fact that an e-mail arriving in one’s Inbox can be perceived as an 

intrusion into one’s personal space, while the action of looking up a website online is initiated 

by the user. In order to read the website in a different language, one needs to choose the 

language, and when one is not looking specifically for this information, the language choice 

could even stay unnoticed.  

The use of Russian and English on state websites reflects the linguistic situation 

among employees at the service centers in Tallinn. What we see in the case of Estonia is that 

most state institutions (all in my study) in the country have a trilingual website in Estonian, 

Russian and English. An English version of state websites (not a full translation) is partially 

required due to EU regulations, and is also maintained as a source of information for foreign 

investors and new immigrants. Russian has a more everyday, functional value and is much 

more invested in, with almost all information and online actions available in Russian. While 

shorter translations and updates on the Russian domain can be done in-house, longer texts are 

sent to translation bureaus. This in turn means allocating funds to translation by the state 

institutions in order to maximize their ability to reach the whole population. One might argue 

that such an investment becomes even more vital when the state not only uses a foreign 

language for information distribution but also requires an action from the people, as is the 

case with the tax authorities. Finally, it is important to keep in mind that translation costs can 

be brought down drastically in the virtual space, compared to the price of producing 

brochures, forms and signage for the service centers, or employing workers with specific 

language skills. This makes a well-functioning multilingual website an essential 

communication strategy and important asset for state institutions. It is noteworthy that while 

state websites provide close to full information in Russian, the language is significantly less 

visible in the physical landscapes of the client service centers. Such a tendency can be seen as 

a concretization of Russian’s subaltern status with regard to Estonian on the official level and 

illustrates the role of the written language in physical public spaces as an index of Estonian 

national identity (see for example Shohamy and Gorter 2009). Further research is needed to 

investigate in more detail why there is such a gap in the visibility of Russian in the physical 

and virtual public spaces.  

 

 

Conclusion 
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From the discussed above, we can see that the central state institutions in Estonia have the 

linguistic capacity to communicate with the Russian-speaking population to a large degree in 

Russian, both online and at their service centers. In this way, both the physical and virtual 

public spaces of officially monolingual Estonia are not that monolingual at all, and Russian 

speakers have the possibility to communicate with the Estonian state in their mother tongue. 

Of course, it is important to emphasize that the conclusions in this article about language use 

in the physical public space are based on data from Tallinn, which is more or less bilingual. 

While a similar situation may indeed be a reality in the northeastern part of Estonia with an 

even larger Russian-speaking part of the population (as was also mentioned by some of the 

interviewees), the results do not automatically apply to the rest of the country. 

It is first and foremost in the service and communication oriented part of Estonia’s 

public sector where we witness the commodification of Russian. People who work at the 

service centers are expected to know Russian, which in this context has more value than 

English. In many areas of the social life, and especially in Tallinn, a shift seems to have 

occurred from orienting to Russian as ‘a problem’ towards seeing it as ‘a resource’ (Ruíz 

1984), a consequence of the repositioning of language in the new economy. We are here 

indeed witnessing a shifting political and economic reality where language is understood less 

as an ‘essential element of identity, and more as a technical skill’ (Heller 2012, 29). Moreover, 

it is Estonian speakers who are perpetuating this shift as they are learning Russian at language 

courses. It is important to note that for the state institutions in Estonia, Russian is an add-on, 

being only profitable when it is used in addition to the titular language. It is secondary both 

on state websites and as part of the linguistic resources of the employees at the service centers 

(followed by English in both cases). When it comes to the websites of state institutions in 

Estonia, we see that the institutions do enforce laws that give priority to the Estonian 

language in the virtual space; however, trilingual state websites in Estonian, Russian and 

English seem to be the unwritten norm. This is another example of the way state institutions 

invest in Russian, this time through translation.  

In this article I have sought to illustrate a co-existence of conceptions of language as 

an official ideology and of language as a resource, a skill in regard to Russian in Estonia. 

There are asymmetrical relations of power in Estonia based on language skills, but in the 

service-based economy this seems to go both ways. On the one hand, knowledge of Estonian 

gives Russian speakers the ability to function as legitimate members of the society. On the 

other hand, knowledge of Russian in certain areas of the country, and in my study in Tallinn, 

provides Estonian speakers an access to a broader range of employment possibilities. For 
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Estonians, learning the Russian language gives them the potential of greater employability; it 

is an investment into what can become a profit. It is also an asset to state institutions allowing 

them to reach their goal of communicating with all their target groups, both in the physical 

world and online. The interview data presented in this article show that in Estonia, despite a 

Language Act with a monolingual focus, there is ‘a fair amount of pragmatism in how society 

and the administration function in practice’ (Lagerspetz 2014, 15). Pragmatism is certainly 

not a neutral ideology either, and in the case of Estonian state institutions, it seems to favor 

the notion of a multilingual reality. So, whereas Russian is not specifically mentioned in the 

overt laws, it is de facto widely present in the country’s public sector. In this way, public 

communication strategies in the Estonian state institutions featured in this article are more 

informed by an institutionally perceived need for Russian aiming at serving the Russian-

speaking population, than by the overt language laws and monolingual ideology. 
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