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Birth of a State: Formation of Estonian
Citizenship (1918-1922)

HELEN ROHTMETS

University of Tartu

Kui Eesti Vabariik 1918. aasta 24. veebruaril vilja kuulutati jii noove riigi kodanikkond
esimese hooga madratlemata. Selleks ei olnud libtsalt aega, enne algas Saksa okupatsioon.
Uus voimalus oma riigi asjade otsustamiseks saabus alles 1918. aasta novembrikuus, mil
viimased Saksa vieitksused Eestist labkusid. Maanoukogu vottis maidruse Eesti Vabariigi
kodakondsuse kohta vastu 26. novembril. See oli kaks pieva enne Vabadussoja pubkemist.
Veel piev hiljem, 29. novembril, kuulutati vilja iildmobilisatsioon. Kodanikkonna
mddratlemisega oli tuli takus — vabariik vajas kodanikke, kes asuksid tiitma oma
kodanikukobust riigi kaitsel.

Kiiesolev artikkel vaatleb Eesti Vabariigi kodakondsuspoliitikat iseseisvuse esimesel neljal
aastal, andes dilevaate nii esimestest kodakondsusalastest regulatsioonidest kui nende
rakendamisest. Artikkel ilmub ETF granti nr. 5484 toel.

The fall of the Russian Empire in the revolutions, favored by the state’s economic break-
down in World War I, paved the way to Estonia’s independence. The Soviet Power en-
forced in the Russian Baltic Provinces at the end of 1917 did not last for long. The status
and belonging of these provinces was an issue in the peace negotiations held between
Soviet Russia and Germany in Brest-Litovsk. In February 1918, after the negotiations
were broken off, the German offensive towards Estonia and Latvia forced the Bolsheviks
out. Taking advantage of the short military interregnum, Estonia was declared a demo-
cratic republic within its historical and ethnic borders on 24 February 1918. The next day
Tallinn, the capital city, was invaded by German troops. Although the establishment of
the state institutions had to be postponed until the end of the German Occupation, a new
state, the Republic of Estonia, had entered the historical arena.

According to a well-known definition of the state introduced by the Austrian lawyer
GeorgJellinek at the beginning of 20th century, states consist of three essential elements:
territory, people and the power (sovereignty)'. However, the people in this sense do not
consist of all the inhabitants in the state’s territory, but of those who are members of the
state and entitled to all the formal rights and obligations that this membership entails.
These persons are the citizens, regarded as the basic among the three above-mentioned
elements®. By using their political rights, e.g. voting in elections, citizens ‘give face’ to the
state. At the same time the state is forming and shaping itself when setting the parameters
of citizenship. This produces a special relationship which is not shared with everybody
and makes the decision on citizenship the central point of state politics.
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This chapter is a case study investigating Estonian citizenship policy during the first years
of her independence. In particular, it tries to find out what the main factors were influenc-
ing the decisions made on Estonian citizenship at the very beginning.

Hitherto no comprehensive survey of Estonian citizenship policy between the two World
Wars has been published and only a few of its aspects have been treated. The option of
Estonian citizenship in Soviet Russia has been touched upon in some respects by Hill
Kulu and Eero Medijainen, and the problems related to the war prisoners discussed in
the works of Karsten Briiggemann and Vahur Made (see Selected Bibliography). Based
mostly on the materials of the Estonian State Archives®, this chapter attempts to launch a
study on Estonian citizenship policy in the period of its formation, integrating its differ-
ent aspects (Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1
Map of Estonia with her neighbours.

THE FIRST Law oN EsTONIAN CITIZENSHIP

Regulating citizenship issues was one of the most important tasks for Estonian policy mak-
ers after the German troops left the country in the early winter of 1918. The first Estonian
citizenship law, ‘Resolution Concerning the Citizenship of the Democratic Republic of Es-
tonia, was adopted by the Estonian National Council on 26 November 1918* It was two
days before the outbreak of the war with Soviet Russia and three days before the general
mobilisation of the Estonian Army was publicly announced. There was an urgent need for
citizens to start fulfilling their citizen’s duties: protecting the state against the enemy.

The text of the Resolution was quite liberal. All people, regardless of their ethnicity and
faith, who fulfilled the following conditions were proclaimed Estonian citizens:
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1) were permanently residing on the territory of the Republic of Estonia on the day the Resolu-
tion came into force;

2) had been subjects of the Russian State prior to 24 February 1918,

3) originated from the territory of Estonia or were entered in the parish registers held in the
territory of Estonia.

The majority of the Estonian population met the Resolution’s requirements. Neverthe-
less, there were many people who did not comply with the third criterion — were neither
born nor registered in Estonia. For such people a simplified procedure of acquiring citi-
zenship was foreseen if they had “vital interests” in Estonia. By this any kind of property,
business, company or professional connection with Estonia was taken into consideration.
Besides the proof of the existence of vital interests, an approval by the local municipality
and confirmation that the applicant was able to sustain himself and his family was to be
added to the applications for citizenship under this article.

The right to Estonian citizenship was also reserved for those subjects of the former Rus-
sian State who were temporarily away from Estonia. The length of such temporary ab-
sence was to be decided later by the Provisional Government. But this was never done.
Nobody knew when the Estonians who had left the country during the Tsarist times or as
soldiers or refugees during World War I could return, and giving such people an official
status equal to that of foreigners was not wanted.

All the others could receive Estonian citizenship through naturalisation, and again, the
terms were quite liberal: only permanent residence in Estonia for at least five years was
needed. No language requirements were included not only in the first citizenship law in
Estonia, but also in the relevant acts of the other new states like Latvia, Lithuania and Fin-
land. However, the comment made by the Finnish lawyer R. Erich, that knowledge of the
official language could have definitely favoured the application for Finnish citizenship’,
can be considered characteristic also in the case of Estonia.

The citizenship regulation regarding minors and wives followed very much the interna-
tional practice: minors had the citizenship of their parents; wives acquired the citizen-
ship of their husbands. That principle was common all over Europe in the 1920s and was
adopted by the states founded after the collapse of the Russian Empire®.

Authority to implement the Resolution was given to the Ministry of Internal Affairs
(hereinafter referred to as the Mol A). According to its prescription, the issuance of citi-
zenship certificates to people acquiring citizenship automatically (complying with the
first three requirements) was to be the responsibility of the local governments which had
to forward the documents to the ministry for a decision to be made only if there were
any suspicious circumstances. The issues regarding citizenship of all the others, including
foreigners, people with vital interest in Estonia and the absentees, had to be decided at
ministerial level.

The starting point for the implementation of the law was all but easy. The state needed
citizens but could provide them with very few benefits. The Estonian economy, which
had been orientated to the markets of the Russian Empire, had to be reoriented to comply
with the needs of an independent state. In other words, the economy was to be built up
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from scratch’. The situation was even harder as at the same time the War of Independ-
ence was being fought with Soviet Russia. The inhabitants of the new republic lacked
almost everything; the cost of living rose at an enormous speed. For example, the prices
of common goods like firewood, herring, sugar and salt rose more than 400% during the
period from January 1919 until April 1920°%. The situation was the worst in the cities, the
inhabitants of which often relied on support from relatives engaged in farming in the
countryside.

The situation was further complicated because of the growing number of foreigners com-
ing to Estonia from the other parts of the former Tsarist Empire and the continual influx
of people with unclear background. The issue of Russian refugees had already been raised
in 1919, when Estonia became a destination for people trying to escape the Russian Civil
War, and a shelter for thousands of soldiers and officers (and their family members) of the
Russian North-West army, led by Nikolai Judenitsh’. As the stay of the Russian refugees in
Estonia was guaranteed by special acts and supported by the League of Nations, demand-
ing not only special treatment for them, but also Estonian citizenship, that of the others
had to be examined more closely. At the beginning of 1920 the Minister of Internal Affairs
started to use his right to expel foreigners “according to his judgement and prescriptions’,
which was given him by the Safety Act in force. All the foreigners who had come to Esto-
nia after 1 January 1915 and were entitled to the citizenship in the other new states like
Latvia, Lithuania and Poland were ordered to leave!®. However, as the Minister of Internal
Affairs, Karl Einbund, explained in the press meeting after making this prescription, the
expulsion concerned only these foreigners, who were “not valuable to the state”". But first
of all, it concerned those who had committed criminal offences, had no work or a permis-
sion to stay in Estonia and were actively engaged in an anti-state policy.

In the multicoloured company of foreigners the disposition against the prevailing order
was nothing unusual. The war with Soviet Russia was in progress and nobody knew what
the outcome was going to be. Communist subversive activities, directed from the Soviet
Union, were taking advantage of the difficulties in transforming the economy, the in-
creased unemployment and increasing cost of living. Although those activities resulted
only in 1924 in an armed coup detat attempt, which failed due to the lack of support from
the people and the army, the threat to domestic security was existent throughout the be-
ginning of 1920s.

At the same time, thousands of people, both Estonians and non-Estonians, connected to
Estonia in different ways and wanting to return for various reasons, were waiting on the
other side of the border for their opportunity do so.

DECIDING ON CITIZENSHIP OF THE ABSENTEES

The text of the Resolution was liberal, but at the same time declarative enough to leave
many issues for the implementer to decide. Among others, there was the issue of citizen-
ship of the absentees. They were reserved the right of Estonian citizenship by law, but there
were no rules on how to use that right. In principle all the subjects of the former Russian
Empire who were not granted Estonian citizenship automatically became stateless per-
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sons. However, there was a special law regulating the citizenship issues of the absentees in
preparation in the MoIA in 1920, but it was never adopted. Apparently the draft was put
aside when it was realised that granting Estonian citizenship automatically to everybody
enrolled in the parish registers held in the territory of Estonia would mean giving it simul-
taneously to many foreigners without the possibility of checking their background'. That
kind of course of events was hardly favourable to a state already engaged with expatriation
of foreigners.

As a matter of fact, all the absentees had a possibility to apply for Estonian citizenship
through the Estonian foreign representations and they would have supported these ap-
plications if the person was not suspected of being unfavourable for the state'. However,
the question whether to grant citizenship to those persons or not was for the MolA to
decide. For the state it was an acceptable arrangement: if the applicant did not have any
strong connections with Estonia or had a suspicious political background, citizenship was

denied.

In some cases, however, the processing of the application was suspended for a longer peri-
od before the final decision was made. This was often the case when deciding on granting
Estonian citizenship to Baltic German political emigrants who had fled from Estonia be-
fore or during the war. These applications required special attention as there was a strong
political opposition among the local governments where the information about the ap-
plicants was gathered against granting Estonian citizenship to emigrants who had been

against Estonian independence and fought against the Estonian Army'*.

For the Estonians who resided in the territory of Latvia and Soviet Russia, the chances
of getting Estonian citizenship were clarified with the respective articles in the border
agreements signed in 1920. Both agreements provided the people with Estonian origin
residing in one of those countries with a possibility to opt for Estonian citizenship. In
other words, to choose between citizenship of Estonia and citizenship of the state where
they were residing. In 1921 a special agreement concerning the option was also signed
with the Ukraine, although it concerned a smaller number of people than the other two
agreements.

THE OpPTION OF EsTONIAN CITIZENSHIP IN SOVIET RUSSIA

The option of Estonian citizenship in Soviet Russia was not only the most complicated
one, but concerned the greatest number of people. There were approximately 200.000 Es-
tonians (20% of the Estonian population) living in Soviet Russia in 1918, who had gone
there on different occasions and for different purposes. The Estonians who had settled in
Russian cities had often made a quick career either in science or business. However, the
majority of Estonians were settlers who had emigrated in the 19th and at the beginning
of the 20th century in order to get free land.

A drastic change in the life of Estonian settlers was brought about by the Russian revolu-
tion in 1917 and by the subsequent Civil War with its terror and war-communism policy.
The new situation forced the emigrants to consider returning to Estonia, particularly as
it had become an independent state. It was a widespread notion among the settlers that

Citizenship and Minorities



294 Helen Rohtmets

after the lands were expropriated from the Baltic German landlords, there would finally
be enough land for everybody®. At the end of 1920, the Head of the Control-Option
Commission in Moscow wrote to Tallinn that he would have never believed the great
interest in returning to their homeland among the rural population: “The confiscation of
their property and the unprotected and outlawed situation has driven the people to des-
peration. Whole villages want to return to Estonia at all costs. Some villages plan to start

their journey in spring by horse™?®.

Besides, thousands of Estonians had come to the Russian territory in the course of World
War I, both as refugees and soldiers. The return of those people became an issue right after
independence was proclaimed. The real chance to bring them back came with the conclu-
sion of the Treaty of Tartu in February 1920, ending the war between Estonia and Soviet
Russia and giving simultaneously the first de jure recognition to the Republic of Estonia.
The option had to be carried out within one year, which was later prolonged to two years.
The complicated situation in Soviet Russia and the hopes connected with the homeland
put tens of thousands of people in motion. Estonia had to arrange for the reception of this
human avalanche.

Soon after the treaty was signed, the Minister of Foreign Affairs was ordered by the Gov-
ernment to arrange the return of the Estonians from Soviet Russia'”. In May 1920 a special
Control-Option Commission was established and sent to Moscow. Its departments were
established in Petrograd (former St. Petersburg) and in Omsk (in Siberia) (hereinafter all
called option commissions or commissions). It was agreed with Soviet Russia that all the
people who wanted to opt for Estonian citizenship had to submit a relevant application
to the commission in two copies, sending them by mail or forwarding them through local
province authorities. In Moscow an applicant could also submit the necessary documents
directly to the commission®.

The Soviet Russian authorities were hostile to the option process from the very beginning
and did not hesitate to use force to hinder it. The applications were not properly forward-
ed to the commissions by the local authorities and it was not unusual for the property of
the optants to be expropriated after they dared to submit the application. Violence was
also used against the returnees. The first echelon of optants was stopped at the Jamburg
Check-Point; optants were forced to take off their clothes and were brutally searched. All
valuables, including money, were seized. This action was immediately followed by protest
by the Estonian Government. The next echelons were saved from such brutality, although
it was not unusual that the optants had to leave some of their belongings with the Soviet
Russian border guards (Fig. 2).

CiTizensHip PoLicy witH Two CENTRES

The commissions had to work closely with the Ministry of Internal Affairs. Before their
departure it was decided in a meeting between the representatives of the commissions, the
MolA and Ministry of Foreign Affairs that the commissions should opt independently
only the well-known public figures and persons they could personally recommend. All
the other applications had to be sent to the MoIA for decision-making". In reality the
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Fig. 2

“At the Optants’ Check Point” [in Soviet Russial. Cartoon
from the Estonian journal “Meie Mats”, 21 August 1920.
The caption reads, “So, and now blow your nose, and then
you can go".

commissions started to act quite independently, justifying that with the troubled situa-
tion in Soviet Russia and the fact that in many cases the background information about
the optants who had lived in Russia for many years could only be found on the spot.

While the MoIA could accept the expanded authority of the commissions concerning the
option of Estonians, problems started to arise in relation with the commissions’ arbitrary
actions in opting non-Estonians. Besides, the commissions started to grant entry permits
to Russian refugees without asking the Ministry’s permission. It was impossible to provide
the commissions with such vast authority which would have meant giving up the central
control on the citizenship policy and on the entry to the state’s territory. Nevertheless, the
commissions worked quite independently, ignoring the continual orders from Tallinn not
to opt nor grant entry permits to foreigners without informing the Ministry. There were
even cases when the refugees and prisoners were sent across the Estonian border without
checking their political background, explained by the pressing need to improve their liv-
ing conditions. By trying to help the suffering people, the commissions were, on the other
hand, causing an uncontrolled flow of persons that the MoIA had to handle internally.
Different standpoints started to clash, as the Ministry concentrated on the problems in-
side the country, trying to avoid overpopulation and flow of unknown people, whereas
the commissions, especially in the border areas, were confronted day after day with people
gathered there, sometimes without having a place to stay or money to buy food, in the

hope of finding a better life.

In summer 1921 when the Minister of Internal Affairs, K. Einbund, sent the next note to
the Commission in Moscow, threatening to dispatch the people coming to Estonia with-
out the Ministry’s permission, tempers finally exploded. In the reply a deep dissatisfaction
with the Ministry’s attitude was expressed. The Acting Head of the Commission contest-
ed the Ministry’s right to give it instructions and orders. As he saw it, the Control-Option
Commission in Moscow and its departments in Petrograd and Omsk were established by
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Fig. 3
Train of Estonian optants, Moscow, summer 1920 (Estonian Archives).

Fig. 4
A glimpse inside the carriage of Estonian optants, Moscow, summer 1920 (Estonian Film Archives).
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the Government and worked ender the Ministry of Foreign Affairs as Estonian foreign
representatives, and “would continue on deciding the option matters independently and
conclusively”. As the authorisation for the latter was never given, the exchange of letters
contesting each others’ decisions on granting Estonian citizenship lasted until the end of
the option time in summer 1922 (Figs. 3-4).

RESTRICTIONS ON OPTING ESTONIANS

Simultaneously with the attempt of restricting the influx of foreigners, the state had
to start to limit the return of ethnic Estonians. Only when the first echelon arrived in
Estonia, the Mayor of Tallinn sent a letter to the Minister of Internal Affairs with a
request to forward it to the commissions. He asked the commissions to keep in mind
the shortage of apartments and food in Estonia and to give permission to return to only
those persons, “who could contribute to the improvement of the economic situation”".
As a matter of fact, the economic hardship Estonia was facing had already been taken
into account by the commissions. Priority was given to those who were expected to find
ajob more easily. In the Moscow Commission’s view, those persons were qualified work-
ers, doctors, engineers, wealthy factory owners, teachers, scientists, artists, officials, etc.
In the first rank, there were also families with many children. Only then would the time
come for the rest. “There are quite a few of them — mostly maids, dressmakers, servants,
mostly old maids./.../ It is not easy for them here, either, but in Russia they are ‘figures’
— they can work as officials in the governmental agencies, but in Estonia will probably
face unemployment”. As the head of the commission noted, those people were opted
without delay only if they had relatives in Estonia capable of supporting them with ac-
commodation and food*’. The option of the others had to be postponed until the end
of the option period.

But even the return of these ‘selected’” ones caused problems in the homeland. Even the
professionals whose option was the top priority in the commissions had to seck for a job
for months. Some of them were wise enough to send a ‘job application’ before return-
ing, as did the Head of the Physics Observatory in Petrograd, Mr. Vannar. Unfortunately,
nothing better than the post of biology teacher in a secondary school, was offered™.

Regardingthe problems arising from the increasing number of unemployed people, a harsh
decision was made “both in the national interests and in the interests of the optants” in
April 1921. As was decided in a meeting between the representatives from the MolA, the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Agriculture, the option of certain groups
of people had to be rejected. These people were: those over 50 years old and without
property, if they did not belong to a family with a sufficient number of people capable of
working; those under 55, but disabled and indigent; those requiring sustenance from the
state and whose supporters remained in Soviet Russia; people who sponged on others in
Soviet Russia and had no close family members or relatives in Estonia obliged to support
them; farmers who had kept their land and household; and employees of clerical offices,
bureaus or of other similar kind of institutions, if they were not professionals. Applica-
tions from people capable of working and thereby able to sustain themselves in Estonia
had to be allowed as before. The others, however, had to wait for better times to come.
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Together with these guidelines the commission received a mandate to decide independ-
ently on the rejection of applications from both Estonians and foreigners, and to send to
the Ministry only applications that the commissions could approve:.24 Besides, the com-
missions were granted the right to refuse applications already approved by the MolA,
if they found additional information about the applicant in Soviet Russia that did not

favour his or her acceptance®.

Whether the members of the commissions were really able to refuse the applications of
the indigent people was another question. One of the officials from the Moscow com-
mission was in 1921 deeply moved by the ‘heartbreaking’ pleas of the poor Russians who
had no connection with Estonia, and found it possible to justify granting them Estonian

citizenship “for the sake of his conscience™.

FURTHER DEVELOPMENTS

The time for option in Soviet Russia was over in summer 1922. Within two years, 106 000
people had applied for, and 81.027 of them acquired Estonian citizenship. Compared
with the whole citizenry, those were imposing figures — the former was 8.5% and the latter
6.5% of all the citizens of Estonia. But only half of those who had acquired citizenship ar-
rived in Estonia. Why not the others? Certainly the repressions by the Soviet authorities
played a part. Besides, the departure from the farther regions was often hindered by long
train queues and the possibility of taking along only a few things. It was often preferable
to stay in Soviet Russia with the property, instead of returning to Estonia in destitute.
Besides, in 1921 new winds started to blow from Moscow — the transition to the new eco-
nomic policy, introduced in 1921, gave the settlers hope for change. Unfortunately, the
collectivisation starting in 1927 and the following repressions and deportation destroyed
these illusions®”. However, the borders were not completely closed after the summer of
1922, and some of the people were able to return with the help of Estonian representa-
tives, often under the smokescreen of being war refugees.

In 1922, the new Citizenship Law was adopted. As the explanatory note to the draft
submitted to the Parliament explained, “many situations arising from everyday life could
not be resolved during the application of the 1918 resolution. Some of these remained
unsolved, while others were settled by considering the circumstances as there were no
statutory grounds to rely on”*. Deciding on citizenship matters was finally placed on
firm statutory grounds. While the Resolution had defined the initial citizenry, the new
law defined the principles of its succession, applying the ius sanguinis principle. This was
a natural course of events considering that Estonia historically belonged to the German
legal space, where the citizenship laws were predicated upon the principle of descent from
the very beginning. In the explanatory note the application of the ius sanguinis principle
was also justified by an attempt to “secure the state from an influx of suspicious persons”

In the second half of the 1920s, the Estonian economy also started to overcome the dif-
ficulties it had faced during the first years of independence. During this period the laws
concerning the foreigners’ work and residence permits in Estonia were softened. Simulta-
neously interest in acquiring Estonian citizenship rose among Russian refugees.
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The figures showing the share of citizens in Estonia before the Soviet Occupation in June
1940 were remarkable — 98.5% of the inhabitants of Estonia were Estonian citizens.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Estonia started to form its citizenship at a very difficult time. A harsh war was fought
with Soviet Russia and the state was facing economical hardship with a great number of
unemployed people and an increasing cost of living. Although the text of the first legal
act regulating citizenship issues was liberal, setting forth no rules distinguishing on the
basis of ethnicity, it remained rather declarative and left many questions to the imple-
menter to decide. In these cases naturally the states’ best interests were followed. First of
all, there was a possibility to avoid granting citizenship to these people who had left Es-
tonia before the beginning of war with Soviet Russia and who were not welcomed back.
This concerned not only these Baltic German political emigrants who had been against
Estonian independence and had later fought against the Estonian army in the lines of the
Landeswehr military units, but also many people from Soviet Russia, which was not only
a source of influx of people with unclear background, but a source of a real threat to in-
dependence — among others the Bolsheviks that left Estonia before the arrival of German
troops were waiting to return.

At the same time the organisation of state affairs in arranging the option of Estonian
citizenship in Soviet Russia left a lot to be desired. The unclear extent of authority of
the option commissions caused permanent arguments and entry to Estonia of people the
Ministry of Internal Affairs might have refused. There is no reason to doubt the sincere
wish of Estonian policy makers to get back all their compatriots suffering in Soviet Rus-
sia under the war-communism policy. But it was not possible to follow the ideal without
noticing that it had little to offer. The growing number of returnees hindered the already
bad economical situation and again raised the question of national security. Among the
returnees who could often find no job or land the communists could have found fertile
terrain for their propaganda, promising everything to everybody.

There is no doubt that the first years of independence were the most difficult for exer-
cising the policy on citizenship for the Republic of Estonia. However, these were also
the most important. It was the time when the initial citizenry was formed, becoming
the origin of the present citizenry by the application of the principle of ius sanguinis in
1922.
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1940-1989: an example of Estonians from Western Siberia], Ph.D. thesis, Helsinki, 1997, p. 107.

6 ERA 33-1-25, p. 82.

7 ERA 31-1-214, pp 27-28.
'8 ERA 36-1-1, p. 68.

1 ERA 14-1-522, p. 3.

% ERA 14-1-482, p. 58; pp. 353-355; Tooms, Opteerimisliskumine ja Eesti joudnud optandid [Option movement and
the optants who arrived in Estonia], “Eesti Statistika” [Estonian Statistics], 5, 1922, pp. 13-14.

21 ERA 14-1-522, p. 16.

2 ERA 957-11-593, pp. 67-70.

 ERA 28-1-12,p.22.

% ERA 14-1-482, p. 36.

» ERA 36-1-238,p. 3.

% ERA957-11-1101, p. 92.

27 Kulu, Eestlaste tagasivinne 1940-1989 Lidne-Siberist pirit eestlaste nditel cit., p- 108.

» ERA 80-1-821, p. 6.
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SOURCES

1. Excerpt from Estonian Declaration of Independence, “Manifesto to All the Peoples of
Estonia” on 24 February 1918

Eesti rahvas ei ole aastasadade jooksul kaotanud tungi iseseisvuse jarele. Polvest polve on te-
mas kestnud salajane lootus, et hoolimata pimedast orjaddst ja vooraste rahvaste vagivallava-
litsusest veel kord Eestis aeg tuleb, mil “koik piirud kahel otsal lausa l66vad lokendama” ja et
“kord Kalev koju jouab oma lastel onne tooma”. Niiiid on see aeg kies. Ennekuulmata rahvaste
heitlus on Vene tsaaririigi pehastanud alustoed pohjani purustanud. Ule Sarmatia lagendiku
lajutab end havitav korralagedus, dhvardades oma alla matta koiki rahvaid, kes endise Vene
riigi piirides asuvad. Ladne poolt lahenevad Saksamaa véidukad vied, et Venemaa pirandu-
sest omale osa nouda ja koige pealt just Balti mere rannamaid oma alla votta. Sel saatuslikul
tunnil on Eesti Maapaev kui maa ja rahva seaduslik esitaja, tthemeelsele otsusele joudes rahva-
valitsuse alusel seisvate Eesti poliitiliste parteidega ja organisatsioonidega, toetades rahvaste
enese maaramise diguse peale, tarvilikuks tunnistanud Eesti maa ja rahva saatuse miaramiseks
jargmisi otsustavaid samme astuda: EESTIMAA tema ajaloolistes ja etnograafilistes piirides,
kuulutatakse tinasest peale ISESEISVAKS DEMOKRATLISEKS VABARIIGIKS. [...]
Kuni Eesti Asutav Kogu, kes tiletildise, otsekohese, salajase ja proportsionaalse hiiletamise
pohjal kokku astub, maa valtsemise korra lopulikult kindlaks maarab, jaib koik valitsemise ja
scaduseandmise voim Eesti Maapieva ja selle poolt loodud Eesti Ajutise Valitsuse kitte, kes
oma tegevuses jargmiste juhtmotete jirele peab kiima:

1. Koik Eesti vabariigi kodanikud, usu, rahvuse ja poliitilise ilmavaate peale vaatamata, leiavad
tihtlast kaitset vabariigi seaduste ja kohtute ees.

2. Vabariigi piirides elavatele rahvuslistele vaihemustele, venelastele, sakslastele, rootslastele,
juutidele ja teistele kindlustatakse nende rahvuskulturilised autonomia digused.

3. Koik kodanikuvabadused, sona-, triiki-, usu-, koosolekute-, tihisuste-, liitude- ja streikide-
vabadused, niisama isiku ja kodukolde puutumatus peavad kogu Eesti riigi piirides vidramata
maksma seaduste alusel, mida valitsus viibimata peab vilja tootama.[...]

Never in the course of centuries have the Estonian people lost their ardent desire for Inde-
pendence. From generation to generation Estonians have kept alive the secret hope that in
spite of enslavement and oppression by other nations the time will come in Estonia “when
all splinters, at both end, will burst forth into flames” and when “Kalev will come home
to bring his children happiness.” Now this time has arrived. An unprecedented struggle of
nations has destroyed the rotten foundations of the Russian Tsarist Empire. All over the
Sarmatian plains ruinous anarchy is spreading, threatening to overwhelm in its wake all
peoples living within the borders of the former Russian Empire. From the West the victo-
rious armies of Germany are approaching in order to claim their share of Russia’s legacy
and, above all, to take possession of the coastal territories of the Baltic Sea. In this fateful
hour the Estonian National Council, as the legal representative of our land and people,
has, in unanimous agreement with Estonian democratic political parties and organiza-
tions, and by virtue of the right of self-determination of peoples, found it necessary to take
the following decisive steps to shape the destiny of Estonian land and people. ESTONIA,
within her historical and ethnic boundaries, is declared as of today an INDEPENDENT
DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC.

Until the Estonian Constituent Assembly, elected by general, direct, secret, and proportional
elections, will convene and determine the constitutional structure of the country, all executive
and legislative authority will remain vested in the Estonian National Council and in the Esto-
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nian Provisional Government created by it, whose activities must be guided by the following
principles:

1. All citizens of the Republic of Estonia, irrespective of their religion, ethnic origin, and poli-
tical views, shall enjoy equal protection under the law and courts of justice of the Republic.
2. All ethnic minorities, the Russians, Germans, Swedes, Jews, and others residing within the
borders of the republic, shall be guaranteed the right to their cultural autonomy.

3. All civic freedoms, such at the freedom of expression, of the press, of religion, of assembly,
of association, and the freedom to strike as well as the inviolability of the individual and the
home, shall be irrefutably effective within the territory of the Estonian Republic and based on
laws which the Government shall immediately work out. [...]

2. Excerpt from the letter from the Minister of Internal Affairs Karl Einbund to the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs of 16 April 1921 concerning the option of Estonian citizenship in Russia.
Eesti Riigiarhiiv [Estonian State Archives] 14-1-482, p. 36.

Kodakondsuse opteerimise teel walgub Eestisse palju niisuguseid isikuid, kes siin riikliselt sei-
sukohalt waadates mingit kasu ei too, waid ennem kahjulikud on, aidates suurendada nende
arwu, kes seltskondlisest toetusest elawad ja to6d ehk abi otsides linnawalitususte hoolekande
osakondi ja teisi asutusi tiilitawad. On ka neid, kes Wenemaal, kuigi mitte kiilluses elades, siiski
labi said, kuid siia joudes oma lootustes petetud saawad, sest et nende téoala, mis Noukogude
Wenemaal koige pahe pale waatamata siiski elutilewalpidamist teatawa m66duni woimaldas,
siin aga seda ei woimalda, sest et sellel to6alal siin pakkumine suurem on kui ndudmine ehk
jalle suuremat oskust noutakse, niituseks, birootode alal.

Paljuid meelitab siia lootus kodumaal maasaamise peale, ka neid, kellel praegu omal maa ja
majapidamine woersil wordlemisi lahketes oludes elamist woimaldawad. Kuigi neil soow on
armsale kodumaale tagasi poorata, ei woi neile praegusel momendil wastu tulla nende soowi
tditmises, kuna meil lootust ei ole neid lihemal ajal maaga warustada, sest esimeses jirjes on
sarnascks warustamiseks 6igus meie wahwatel soduritel ja selle jarele neil, kes meile rasketel
acgadel kodumaal wiibisid ja s6jaaja raskusi kandsid. Praegusel ajal wabasid maid ei ole ja see-
parast oleks asjata lootust anda maasaamise paile kodumaal nendele, kellel woorsil maa on,
mis elamist woimaldab, ja mida Eestisse minnes kiest draandma peab. Igatahes jaib nendel
edaspidi lootus Eestisse paiseda, kui olud paranewad.

Sellepirast otsustati ndupidamisel Siseministeeriumis, millest osa wotsid Pollutoominister ja
Walisministeeriumi esitaja, opteerimise alal jargmist korda maksma panna iileliigse optantide
sissewoolu takistamiseks nii nende eneste kui riiklistes huwides.

Tagasi litkata tulewad opteerimise palwed nende poolt:

1. kes on iile 50 aasta wanad ja ilma waranduseta, kui nad mitte perekonna hulka ei kuulu, kus
tarwilisel maaral t66joulisemaid isikuid olemas;

2.kes alla 55. a wana, kuid toowoimetu ja waranduseta;

3. kes ainult siia toitmisele tulewad ja kelle toitjad perekonnalitkmed Wenemaale jadwad;

4. kes Wenemaal teiste kulul elawad woi teiste tilewalpidamisel on ja kelle Eestis lihemaid
sugulasi woi perekonnaliikmeid ei ole, kes neid kohustatud oleks tilewalpidama.

5. kes poldu hariwad ja kellele maa ja majapidamine alles;

6. kantselei- kontori ja teiste sarnaste asutuste ametnikud ja driteenijad kui nad mitte eritea-
dlased ei ole.

Koik eestlased, kes t66joulised ja warandusega, ehk kui waranduseta, aga t6- ja tegujoulised
produktiiwseks tooks Eestis, on endiselt soowitawad. Téowoimetuid rahwusmajanduslikule
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mitte produktiiwseid elanikka tuleb kindlasti tagasi hoida, kuigi nad Wenemaal wiletsuses ja

hidas [...]

Through option of the Estonian citizenship, such people are coming to Estonia in great num-
bers who bring no profit to our state, but are rather causing harm by helping to increase the
numbers of those who live on social support and, while looking for work and assistance, fre-
quently trouble the social welfare departments of the city governments and other institutions.
There are also others who, although not living in wealth, have still managed to get by in Rus-
sia, but upon their arrival here will be disappointed in their hopes, as they realise that the job
they did in Russia, despite everything, enabled them at least to gain some kind of sustenance,
while failing to do it here, as the supply of employees for the same job here is higher than the
demand, or higher skills are required here, for example in case of office jobs.

A number of people are also attracted by the hope to receive land in their homeland, inclu-
ding those, whose land and houscholds on the foreign soil enable them to carry on quite
comfortably where they are. Although they are entertaining a wish to return to their beloved
homeland, we are not in the position to fulfil that wish at the moment; granting them any
land in the near future is impossible, as the first ones in line are our brave soldiers, who have
the right to receive land, followed by those people who stayed here at home during the hard
times, bearing the difhiculties of the war. Currently, no free lands are available for them, there-
fore it would be wrong to give any hopes to such people who have land abroad which enables
them sustenance and which they should give up when returning to Estonia. However, they
will have a hope to return in the future, when the circumstances improve.

Therefore, a decision was taken at the meeting held in the Ministry of Internal Affairs and at-
tended also by the Minister for Agriculture and a representative from the Ministry of Foreign
Aftairs, to enforce the following rules and procedures regarding option, in order to restrain
the excessive influx of optants, both in the latters’ own interests and in the interests of the
state.

To reject the option applications submitted by the persons who are:

1. over 50 years old and have no property, unless they belong to a family with a sufficient
number of people capable of work;

2. aged under 55, but have no capacity to work, or have no property;

3. only needing sustenance by the state and whose supporting family members remain in Rus-
sia;

4. living in Russia at the expense of or upon sustenance by others, having no close family or
relatives in Estonia who would be obliged to support them;

5. farmers having kept their land and households;

6. clerical, office and other similar employees and business servants, provided they are not
specialists or experts.

All the Estonians who are capable of work and have property, or if without property, are
capable of productive work in Estonia, are welcome as before. Return of those incapacitated
to work or economically non-productive residents should be avoided, although they may be
facing hardships and misery in Russia. [...]
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