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ABSTRACT 

The thesis examines influential groups' perceptions of social problems in Estonia, 

Russia and Finland. The context of the study is the ongoing "Eastern transition" in 

Estonia and Russia and the "Western transformation" in Finland. Each is changing the 

accustomed ways to define and treat social problems. The focus is on comparing 
definitions of social problems, including the causes and solutions suggested by the 

influential groups. The main assumption is that the framework of defining social 

problems is changing in all three countries: the state's role as the body responsible for 

people's welfare is diminishing, while more emphasis is being placed on the role of 

individuals, the market and civil society. 

Theoretically, the approach is close to social constructionism, according to which social 

problems are products of collective definition processes. Furthermore, I assume that the 

influential groups, formed of journalists, administrators and business people, have the 

power and the possibility to influence the course of social change. The data consists of 
focus group interviews conducted in Tallinn, St. Petersburg and Helsinki in 1995-1996. 

The thesis suggests that, for all three countries, the determining factor behind the 

definitions of social problems is the heavy social costs of the transition and 

transformation. According to the interviewees, Estonia and Russia are now afflicted 

with vicious circles of social problems, centered around the problems of crime, poverty, 

housing, poor health and environmental pollution. In Finland, unemployment and 

poverty were regarded as the most serious social problems. Mainly due to the severe 

social problems, the interviewees were not willing to transfer the responsibility for 

people's welfare from the state to the market or civil society. The changes in the 

framework of defining social problems thus turned out to be much less dramatic than 

expected. Altogether, the results indicate that the welfare systems created during the 

post-war era are now being partly dismantled in all three countries. However, in the 

opinion of the influential groups, there is no overall disillusionment with big state 

solutions to social problems. 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

Social change can have dramatic social consequences. In Estonia and Russia, like in all 

post-communist countries, the transition from state socialism to market economy and 

democracy has led to an increasing prevalence of many social problems. Consequently, 

the former Soviet people, used to a certain level of social security and societal order 

being guaranteed by the state, have had to learn to cope with problems such as crime, 

poverty, unemployment, increasing inequality, problems of housing, deteriorating health 

and environmental pollution. 

A social scientist familiar with the social problems in the former Soviet Union might 

argue that many of these problems are, by no means, new phenomena in either Estonia 

or Russia. However, what matters is that they are perceived as such by the people, who 

are still learning ways to survive in their new social environments. What makes their 

task so difficult is the fact that the state's social security system is not functioning well 

enough to tackle the new social problems. 

As regards the well-being of the people, or the social security they are entitled to, the 

situation is unquestionably better in Finland, the closest Western neighbour of Estonia 

and Russia. However, even the Finnish people have been touched by social change 

which , in Finland 
, is mainly connected with the recession of the early 1990s. The social 

problems most commonly regarded as the social costs of the changeover from affluence 

to depression include unemployment, poverty and increasIng inequality, In a w1der 



7 

context, the ongoing social change is related to the "Western transformation" or "crisis 

of the welfare state, " as it is often called. The idea that a social change seems to cause 

severe social problems, whatever the type or pace of the transition or transformation, is 

among the main results of this thesis which examines influential groups' perceptions of 

social problems in Estonia, Russia and Finland. 

The data for the study were collected in the framework of a larger research project 

called the Baltica study. The multidisciplinary project lasted from 1990 to 1998, with 

participants from all the countries surrounding the Baltic Sea. Four sub-studies were 

conducted to examine perceptions of various social problems and their interrelationships 

under changing social and political conditions I. From 1995,1 worked as co-ordinator in 

a sub-study focusing on the views that influential persons held on social problems in 

Finland, Russia, the Baltic states and Poland. A secondary comparison of the five post- 

communist countries was reported in 1998. (Hanhinen 1998). This thesis presents a 

more detailed analysis and comparison of Estonia, Russia and Finland, three 

neighbouring countries on the eastern side of the Baltic Sea. 

My comparative research setting is based on the assumption that the Eastern transition 

and the Western transformation are dramatic processes of social change and that they 

' The Baltica study was initiated by research professor Jussi Simpura (Social Research Unit for Alcohol 
Studies, STAKES) and Christoffer Tigerstedt (Nordic Council for Alcohol and Drug Research), and it 
later became also a WHO collaborative effort in connection with a European Action Plan. (Simpura & 
Tigerstedt 1992). The overall aim of the study was to analyse the prevalence and perception of social 
problems in the countries around the Baltic Sea. The sub-studies approached the research question from 
different angles and with different data: on the basis of available statistics (Leifman 2000), surveys on 
public opinion (Moskalewicz & Tigerstedt 1998), mass media materials (Lagerspetz 1994), and group 
interviews with influential persons (Hanhinen & T&rOnen 1998). 
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result in similar changes in the framework of defining social problems. The main 

argument is that the ongoing social change in Estonia, Russia and Finland can be seen 

as a rearrangement of the state, the market and civil society. Consequently, the state's 

role as the body responsible for people's welfare is diminishing, while more emphasis is 

being placed on the role of individuals, the market and civil society. 

As regards economic and political development after the collapse of the Soviet Union, 

Estonia and Russia do not seem to have much in common. Estonia is often placed 

among the most rapidly developing and politically successful post-communist countries. 

From the beginning of the transition, Estonia has applied shock therapy in her economy 

in order to overcome the problems caused by the deterioration of the Soviet economy, 

including major disruptions in trade and a dramatic fall in output. Estonia's economy 

has recovered well, and the political system has remained stable throughout the 

transition period. One indication of the consensus of opinion in Estonian political life is 

the fact that the radical financial and economic reforms have been supported by right- 

wing politicians as well as by centrist and social democratic forces (Lauristin 1995). 

In Russia, the process of democratisation has faced many dilemmas. Politically, Russia 

is notorious for a high degree of continuity with the old system. Her economy has 

lurched from one crisis to another. At the beginning of the transition, one of the reasons 

behind constant political conflict was whether, and to what degree, Russia should adopt 

shock-therapy economic reforms. The principles of shock therapy were eventually 

adopted in fiscal and monetary policy, with the result of a severe decline in production 

and a drastic increase in consumer prices. The first economic crisis and its impact lasted 

roughly from 1992 to 1994. This was followed by a period of emerging stability, but the 
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remaining problems again turned into a crisis In August 1998. (E. g. Kotz 1997, Simpura 

et al. 1999). 

Regardless of all the differences, what Estonia and Russia do have in common are the 

severe social costs of the transition. Together with dramatic falls in output, the 

stabilisation policies pursued during the shock therapy reforms quickly led to dramatic 

reductions in personal incomes and to a high level of social and economic deprivation 

and impoverishment of the population in both countries. 

All of the former socialist countries have faced similar challenges in tackling the new 

social problems and reformulating their social policy systems. Estonia and Russia have 

also had to start from scratch in order to rebuild their social policy systems. As I will 

show in this thesis, the state institutions have remained weak; especially in Russia, the 

growth of an underground "second economy" still makes it difficult for the government 

to raise taxes to pay for a social policy system. There are also severe problems in the 

spheres of the market and civil society: despite ideological interest and the economical 

necessity of pushing more responsibility for social security from the state down to 

individual citizens, the citizens' ability to insure themselves against health risks and 

social risks is still weak (cf Simpura 1995). As concerns civil society and its 

organisations, the countries do not have effective policies for regulating non- 

governmental activity, and the non-governmental organisations have not , in practice, 

undertaken the welfare functions previously provided by the state, 

Much like in Estonia, the collapse of the Soviet trade had drastic effects on the Finnish 

economy, it was one of the main causes behind the country's worst economic 
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depression since the 1930s. All in all, the beginning of the 1990s marked a turning point 

in the transformation of the Finnish welfare state. 

In the 1980s, Finland was among the most prosperous industrialised countries in the 

world, with a good record of economic development. Like in the other Nordic welfare 

states, economic prosperity was combined with policies aiming at maintaining high 

levels of equality and low levels of poverty. Altogether, the success of the Nordic model 

showed that it was possible to combine good economic performance and social justice. 

However, there are grounds for claiming that, within the last decade, all Nordic welfare 

states have been under pressure to make changes to their welfare state systems. The 

affordability or sustainability of the welfare state has been called to question. In 

Finland, the discussion in the first half of the 1990s revolved mainly around "economic 

necessities" or "constraints. " In most political speeches, the state of the public economy 

and dependency ratios became the most crucial welfare state issue, as unemployment 

and ageing had a strong effect on the figures. (Kautto et al. 1999). Consequently, the 

"Thatcherist" or "neoliberal" ideas that have challenged other Western welfare states 

since the 1960s have become part of the Finnish welfare discourse. 

In this thesis, the ongoing social change in Finland is described as part of a general 

transformation process in Western welfare states. From the economic point of view, the 

Western transformation is normally regarded as a result of the development of global 

markets, new information technologies and the growth of mass cultural consumption. 

Culturally, the change is often described as a changeover from modernity to 

postmodernity. As a contrast to the "modern epoch" when the state had the legitimacy 



II 

to intervene into the social life of its citizens in order to promote progress, equality and 

welfare, postmodemity is characterised by the rise of individualism and pluralistic 

choice (Pierson 1998). 

Altogether, the transformation has created pressures on the welfare models and practices 

in Western welfare states. In many countries, there has been a move away from the 

universalist model of social policy towards a more residualist, needs-governed system. 

As I Will argue in my thesis, it is questionable to what extent the Finnish welfare state 

has been, or is, in "crisis. " Nevertheless, the questioning of the welfare state hegemony 

is changing the accustomed ways of defining and treating social problems, and it is 

becoming less and less evident what kind of phenomena in society are likely to "arise" 

as social problems. 

The diminishing role of the state welfare apparatus as definer of social problems is 

apparent also in post-communist countries. As is well known, under the communist 

regime social problems were removed from the political agenda in order to maintain a 

positive ideological profile. It was only after the dissolution of the Soviet Union that the 

previously forbidden topics became a part of political discourse and academic research. 

Moreover, the framework of defining social problems is changing due to alterations in 

welfare policies. 

Thus, regardless of the many fundamental differences in the processes of social change 

in the East and the West, the societies in transition or transformation have some 

important similarities. As noted earlier, the roles of the state, the market and civil 

society are changing in all of these societies. More specifically, the common tendencies 
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that are supposed to affect the framework of defining social problems include a growing 

disbelief in state-guided universalist welfare building, the rise of neoliberalism and 

individualism, a hope for the strengthening of civil society, and the reconstruction of 

citizenship rights. The common tendencies which, in theory, link the Eastern transition 

and the Western transformation also provide the "theoretical justification" for 

comparing otherwise historically and culturally very different kinds of societies. 

Furthermore, I assume that the influential groups who, due to their social position, can 

be regarded as the leaders of social change are among the first to internalise the new 

values related to the common tendencies of the transition and transformation. The 

perceptions of influential groups are very significant also because these individuals and 

groups have the power and the possibility to influence the course of social change. 

Especially in the post-communist countries, where the social and political institutions 

are still weak, the influential groups and the elites are the core actors in the formation of 

new democracies (cf Steen 1997). 

In practice, the influential groups interviewed for this study consisted of journalists, 

administrators and business people. Interviewees were selected according to the same 

principles in all countries, and a total of fourteen focus group interviews were conducted 

in Tallinn, St. Petersburg and Helsinki in 1995-1996. 

In analysing the data, I have used ideas from a theory orientation named social 

constructionism according to which social problems are, above all, social constructions. 

In contrast to so-called objectivist theorists, the social constructionists adopt a radical 

subjectivist position, concentrating on the processes by which people designate some 
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conditions as social problems. According to their definition, social problems are "the 

activities of individuals or groups making assertions of grievances and claims with 

respect to some putative conditions, " (Spector & Kitsuse 1987). The main idea of social 

constructionism is that it does not matter what the "actual prevalence" of a particular 

issue is. It is enough if some group identifies the issue as a social problem and demands 

actions for it to be solved. However, my way of interpreting the data is compatible with 

"contextual constructionism, " in practice, this means incorporating knowledge of soci lal 

conditions into the analysis. 

Following the guidelines of social constructionism, the first research question in 

examining perceptions of social problems is what kind of phenomena the influential 

groups define as socialproblems? Furthermore, in defining social problems, the claims- 

makers also define their causes and suggest solutions. Therefore, the second question is 

to whom the responsibility for treating social problems is assigned? In examining the 

question of responsibility, the influential groups' perceptions of the most expedient 

social policy are an integral part of the analysis. 

One of the centtal ideas in this study is that social problems are interpreted differently in 

different contexts. Perceptions of social problems can thus be expected to vary, 

depending on the country in question, between different groups and between different 

individuals whose perceptions are 11 interests. One by their values, norms and i 

could presume, for example, that the professional interests of administrators would 

make them less eager to transfer the responsibility for social problems from the state to 

the market or civil society. 
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The wider societal context , in other words "the world" in which the influential groups 

live and to which their perceptions are bound, is presented in Chapter 2. The central 

question in this chapter is: What is the nature of transition in Estonia and Russia, what 

are the main characteristics of transformation in Finland, and how are these supposed 

to affect perceptions of social problems? The latter part of the chapter is based on 

empirical findings concerning the economic, political and social changes in each 

country. Mainly, however, the transition and transformation are approached from a 

strictly theoretical point of view. 

On the basis of theoretical considerations, I will suggest that Finland is moving away 

from welfare state hegemony towards a more market-oriented and individualised 

society, and that many issues that were previously regarded as social problems are now 

defined as the problems of the individual, thus not requiring a solution on the level of 

society. 

It is considerably more difficult to define the Eastern transition. As will be seen in 

Chapter 2, transition theorists tend to hold conflicting opinions of its nature. According 

to my interpretation, the main differences, or factors dividing the transition theories, 

have to do with how much emphasis they put on history and how they define "the extent 

of freedom" in post-communist countries. Two opposite ways of theorising transition 

are presented here: Claus Offe's theory of "path-dependency" (Offe 1996a) and Ken 

Jowitt's idea of transition as a "Genesis environment" (Jowitt 1992). The latter starts 

from the assumption that, transition is a state of perfect restructuration. Jowitt's 

understanding of transition seems to suggest that history is of no consequence and that 

influential groups could have "unlimited freedom" to define any kinds of issues as 
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social problems. However, Offe's theory defines transition as a social process 

determined by historical and cultural factors, suggesting that influential groups' 

perceptions are, to a large extent, guided by contextual factors such as history) culture, 

present social situation etc. It is also my suggestion that the "definitional space, " 

meaning the space in which social problems are defined, is limited. Therefore, as 

concerns theories of transition, I lean on the ideas of Offe as well as those of Cristo 

StOjanov (1992) and Piotr Sztompka (. 1996) who also regard transition as a rapid social 

change but take into account the presence of social and cultural traditions. 

Theories of the "p ath- dependency" type prove their usefulness in the course of this 

study. For instance, they help us to understand one of the main results of the study, 

namely the role and significance of the "socialist legacy" in the influential groups' 

perceptions of social problems in Estonia and Russia. 

Chapter 3 is, similarly, mainly theoretical: I introduce the main theories of social 

problems and discuss the advantages of social constructionism. My argument is that, as 

the study focuses on perceptions of social problems in societies experiencing profound 

and unpredictable changes, the most suitable means for analysing the data are found in 

social constructionism which does not take definitions of social problems for granted. In 

addition, I will present other theories which have relevance for examining social 

problems in a time of social change. As will be shown in the empirical part of the study, 

Emile Durkheim's theory of anomie, among others, provides some useful insights for 

understanding the influential groups' perce ptions of social problems in Estonia and 

Russia as well as in Finland. At the end of the chapter, in order to fully understand the 
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perceptions of social problems in post-communist countries, I will examine how social 

problems were defined in Estonia and Russia in the time of socialism. 

In Chapter 4,1 will present the data and the focus group method. Before that, however, I 

discuss the role of influential groups as definers of social problems- their social position 

as the leaders of social change as well as the interests and values which are supposed to 

guide their perceptions. In examining the values, norms and interests of influential C7-' 

groups I rely on existing studies on elites. My main reference is Anton Steen's thorough 

study on elites in post-communist countries in which he compares the elite groups of 

Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania (Steen 1997). The transformation of the Russian elites has 

been examined, for example, by James Hughes (1997). On the whole, there are a 

number of studies on both post-communist elites and Finnish elites, but none of them 

concentrate on these groups' perceptions of social problems. Studies on social problems 

in a context of social change or in a comparative research setting are also few in 

number. Considering that the task of comparing qualitative data across countries is a 

new challenge in social sciences, I regard it as necessary to discuss the comparability of 

the data. 

The influential groups' perceptions of social problems in Estonia and Russia will be 

analysed and compared in Chapter 5. The focus is on examining the definitions of 

crime, poverty, poor health, environmental pollution and problems of housing which 

were regarded as the most serious social problems in both countries. The most 

interesting finding with respect to the influential groups' perceptions of the causes of 

social problems was that, although the roots of some social problems could well be 

traced back to the time of socialism, most of the social problems were seen solely as 
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products of the transition. On the whole, my conclusion is that the framework of 

defining social problems has changed significantly after the socialist era. Consequently, 

at the end of the chapter, I suggest a new framework of defining social problems, 

consisting of "personal experience and changes in everyday life, " "misguided welfare 

policy" and "the socialist legacy and the state of anomie. " Each of these factors played a 

part in determining the influential groups' definitions of social problems and their 

perceptions of the most expedient social policy. For example, the socialist legacy was 

regarded as one of the main causes of social problems; in the opinion of the influential 

groups, many problems arise from the fact that people who have grown accustomed to 

the state taking care of their basic well-being are unfit to suddenly adjust to new types 

of social environments. 

In Finland, the change in the framework of defining social problems has been far less 

remarkable. However, as I will show in Chapter 6, the Finnish influential groups did 

feel that the social change has had its costs. These costs included increasing 

unemployment and poverty and the rise of a new marginal group consisting mainly of 

the long-term unemployed. Contrary to expectations, solutions for the new social 

problems and for the increasing polarisation of society were unanimously sought from 

the welfare state apparatus. On the whole, my thesis will show that, at least for now, 

there is no one who would seriously question the legitimacy of the Finnish welfare state. 

This argument is supported by public opinion surveys as well as recent studies on the 

Nordic welfare states (e. g. Kautto et al. 1999). 

Finally, in Chapter 7,1 will compare the results from individual countries and examine 

them against the theoretical framework built in Chapters 2,3 and 4. From a comparative 
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point of view, one of main findings is that, despite differing social and cultural 

traditions in Estonia and Russia, definitions of social problems are very similar in these 

countries. Significant similarities are also found between the perceptions of the Finnish 

influential groups and those of their Estonian and Russian counterparts. For example, in 

all three countries poverty was singled out as one of the most serious social problems. 

However, as I will argue in the concluding chapter, a closer examination of the 

definitions of poverty indicates clear differences in the way poverty is understood in 

different social contexts. 

Throughout the empirical part of the study, I pay attention to the fact that there were no 

significant differences between occupational groups in any of the countries, even in 

perceptions of the most expedient social policy. Perhaps the most unexpected and 

significant result of the study is that, in all three countries, although for different 

reasons, the influential groups wanted to preserve the strong role of the state in 

preventing and treating social problems. The options of the market or civil society were 

not considered viable as the responsible bodies for people's welfare. 

The thesis ends with a discussion of the present day social situation and the future 

prospects of social policy in Estonia, Russia and Finland. Based on the most recent 

studies on the region, I will conclude that the social problems which, according to the 

interviewees, afflicted their countries in the mid-1990s have by no means disappeared. 

Furthermore, in Estonia and Russia, the new social policy systems are still very much in 

a developing state; especially in Russia, the severe social problems and the flaws 'n the 

social security system cause major disruptions in the overall social safety net. 
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CHAPTER 2. CONTEXT OF THE STUDY: SOCIAL CHANGE AND ITS 

EFFECTS UPON THE WELL-BEING OF THE PEOPLE 

Key questions addressed in this chapter are: what is the nature of the transition in 

Estonia and Russia, what are the main characteristics of the transformation in Finland 

and how are these supposed to affect the perceptions of social problems? The Eastern 

transition is approached from three different angles: first, from the point of view of 

theory; then, secondly, from the practical point of view, by looking at the paths of 

transition taken in Estonia and Russia; and thirdly, by examining the social 

consequences of the transition. 

The ongoing social change in Finland is described as part of a general transformation 

process in Western welfare states. After theorising the transformation process, I will 

present a short overview of recent political, economic and social developments in 

Finland. 

Next, I will build a common framework as a basis for the study, by arguing that in all 

three countries, Estonia, Russia and Finland, the ongoing social change can be seen as a 

rearrangement of the state, the market and civil society. Regardless of their differences, 

and especially regardless of the fact that the Western transformation is considerably less 

dramatic in nature than the transition in post-communist countries, the three countries 

share a number of issues. The common denominators identified here include increasing 

neoliberalism and individualism,. the reconstruction of citizenship rights and the rebirth 

of civil society. At the end of the chapter, I will discuss how these components of social 

change are presumed to affect the framework of defining social problems, particularly 
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as they act together with other consequences of the transition or transformation - 

consequences that cause various challenges to the present welfare systems. 

2.1 The Eastern transition and the socialist legacy 

Researchers theorising the transition commonly begin by asking the following question- 

"What was the nature of the events that took place in Europe, starting in the autumn of 

1989 and continuing up to 1991-1992 and the final collapse of the Soviet Union? " 

According to Piotr Sztompka, what took place was a revolution, both in the historical 

and the sociological sense of the word: like other great revolutions in history, the 

revolution of 1989 changed the world. Firstly, it produced a true break in the historical 

continuity and caused changes at all levels of social life. Secondly, it can be called a 

revolution because it was the outcome of extreme mobilisation of the masses and huge 

social movements. Fortunately, it did fail to meet one of the traditional criteria of a 

revolution. there was no widespread violence, (Sztompka 1996,115-116). 

The idea of the post-communist breakdown as a revolution has been strongly criticised, 

for example by Jon Elster, Claus Offe and Ulrich K. Preuss. From their point of view , in 

order to speak of a "revolution7 one would have to be referring to the actions of an 

internal elite that brought about the regime changes (Elster et al. 1998,11). Especially 

Offe has emphasised that, unlike the classical modern revolutions, the Eastern and 

Central European upheavals of 1989-1991 were revolutions without a historical model 

or theory. According to him, one of the distinguishing characteristics of the Eastern and 

Central European upheavals was the lack of any elaborated theoretical assumptions or 

normative arguments* no-one was asking the important questi to about who was 
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carry out which actions, in which circumstances and with what aims, and what 

dilemmas were to be expected along the road and how the new synthesis of a post- 

revolutionary order ought to be constituted. In the last two centuries, no revolutionary 

action has been taken unless at least preliminary answers have been sought to these 

questions. In the case of the Eastern European upheaval, however, the questions still 

remain poorly answered. (Offe 1996a, 30). 

The distinctly 7) a-theoretical" character of the upheaval is reflected in the works of 

transition theonsts, whose task, due to the absence of any kind of prescriptive "ex-ante" 

revolutionary theory in the East, has been to understand, in retrospect, what actually 

happened (Offe 1996a, 30). Following the ideas of Offe, I will distinguish three basic 

theoretical approaches that have been used in defining the nature of post-socialist 

transition. They can be summarlsed under the headings of theory of modernisation, 

Genesis environment and path dependency. (Offe 1996a, 13 7). 

At one extreme among transition theories stand the theories of modernisation which see 

the disintegration of communism as the final victory of modernity's great achievements, 

market economy and liberal democracy (Burawoy & Verdery 1999,1). In other words, 

what is involved is a paradigm of "designer capitalism. " This approach is favoured, 

above all, by economists debating whether a revolutionary break or a negotiated 

transition is the most effective way into the promised land of capitalism. (Burawoy & 

Verdery 1999,4, Offe 1996a, 137). 

According to Adrian Smith and John Pickles, mainstream transition theory has been 

written in terms of the discourses and practices of liberalisation, involving the 
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marketisation of economic relations) the privatisation of property, and the 

democratisation of political life. In each of these three, the aim is to free up the 

economy. Privatisation aims to break up economic monopolies in the spheres of 

production, purchasing and distribution. Democratisation and de-communisation aim to 

break the hold of the communist party in political life and to enable the re-emergence of 

civil society. (Smith & Pickles 1998,2). 

These practices of liberalisation are emphasised especially in reworked modemisation 

theory, according to which the former socialist societies will undergo modernisation and 

embrace market capitalism and democracy once the appropriate policies, institutions 

and mechanisms are in place. Thus, as central planning systems are dismantled, the 

bureaucratic economy will be replaced with thriving examples of market economies and 

the emergence of social groups capable of cementing the market and liberal democratic 

practices (Smith & Pickles 1998,4). In simple terms, the theory of modernisation is an 

approach where the post-communist transition is regarded as one temporary state of 

social order on a road towards Western-type capitalism. 

At the other extreme among transition theories stands Genesis environment, an approach 

formulated by Ken Jowitt. He describes the situation in post-communist countries as a 

state of perfect destructuration. According to Jowitt, the truly remarkable feature of 

turbulent, dislocating and traumatic Genesis environments is the dissolution of existing 

boundaries and related identities, giving rise to a correspondent potential to generate 

novel ways of life. Furthermore, Jowitt states that the new way of life consists of a new 

ideology which radically rejects, and demands avoidance of, existing institutions 

(social, economic, religious, military, administrative, political, cultural etc. ) and calls 
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for the creation of alternative institutions with "superior" features; a new political 

idiom, language, and vocabulary that "names" and establishes the boundaries of the new 

way of life. (Jowitt 1992,266). 

According to Offe's interpretation, Jowitt's view of transition resembles the situation 

when "the earth was deserted and empty. " Everything is possible and nothing can be 

excluded; there is no privileged path into the future, no evolutionary regularity and no 

recognisable creative will. The only thing that can be expected is a situation in which 

the people are passively involved and unable to control the course of events'. (Offe 

1996a, 137-138). In Jowitt's words, "Genesis environments are full of surprises and 

shocks" (Jowitt 1992,28 1). Therefore, unlike in the theories of modernisation, no 

ready-made pattern of development or privileged path into the future can be expected. 

These two extreme theories have been rejected by many transition theorists. Richard 

Sakwa states that approaches focusing on modernisation and development are 

misleading in that they suggest an inevitability in outcomes where no such inevitability 

can be assumed. The view that,, for example, Soviet-style politics could be cast off to 

reveal a nascent capitalist democracy, is misleading, if not entirely false. There may be 

profound continuities in Russia between the tsarist, the Soviet and the post-Soviet eras 

' It should be noted, however, that Offe's interpretation of Jowitt remains one-sided. In the end, like Offe 
and many others, Jowitt does point out that "whether the transition is looked at as an imperative, process, 
or outcome, Eastern Europe is in the midst of redefining its cultural frames of reference, political and 
economic institutions, and political -territorial boundaries. " Thus, contrary to Offe's interpretation, Jowitt 
does not state that in transition "everything is started from a clean table. " Instead, Jowitt stresses that 
"whatever the results of the current turmoil in Eastern Europe, one thing is clear: the new institutional 
patterns will be shaped by the "inheritance" and legacy of forty years of Leninist rule. " (Jowitt 1992, 
285). 
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but, at the same time, there are enormous disjunctures and discontinuities. (Sakwa 1993, 

353). Therefore, in defining the nature of post-communist transition, one should , instead 

of equating transition with modernisation, adopt the more fruitful point of departure of 

asking "to what extent was real socialism modern? " 

According to Max Weber, modern societies share four basic features. Firstly, 

modernisation presupposes the development of an industrial mode of production. The 

second central feature is the evolution of rational forms of domination and 

administration, that is, the development of a rational bureaucracy. The third 

characteristic of a modern society is a developed civil society with powerful institutions 

such as independent media that are able to criticise the political and legislative 

institutions. The fourth characteristic of a modem society is the increasing autonomy of 

the individual, produced by the dissolution of traditional bonds of religion, family and 

locality. (Weber 1972, in Pfirainen 1997,16). 

The first of the Weberian. conditions of modernity was unquestionably met in Soviet 

socialism. As Timo Piirainen points out, after the forceful industrialisation effort in the 

1930s the Soviet Union was undoubtedly a major industrial Power, and during the last 

decades of the Soviet regime its occupational structure resembled closely that of the 

advanced capitalist countries. However, the second condition is problematic. The Soviet 

state apparatus was certainly bureaucratic in the everyday sense of the word, but far 

from it in Weber's sense,, since its activity was not based on rational and abstract 

principles that could have been uniformly applied throughout the vast administrative 

apparatus. Instead, since the power of the bureaucratic apparatus was exerted beyond 

the regulative control of free and open public discourse, what followed was arbitrariness 
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of decision-making, corruption, and the formation of patron-client relationships. 

(Plirainen 1997,17). Furthermore, as implied in the above, the third condition was not 

met. 

As regards the fourth condition for modemity, Jukka Gronow, for one, has pointed out 

the importance of unofficial networks under the Soviet conditions. These unofficial 

networks were, in the main, based on family and friendships, and they could be of 

crucial importance in, for example, getting hold of rare goods. According to Gronow, 

the workings of such networks can be compared to the primitive institution of gift 

giving, because they bind their members into a network of mutual obligations and 

loyalty. (Gronow 1997,68-69). Furthermore, Gronow quotes 11ja Srubar who has 

pointed out that the morality of these networks is a morality of egalitarianism 

characterlsed, by resentment. It therefore opposes any change which promotes rewards 

based on individual achievements and it also effectively prevents the development of a 

new,, strong individual identity. All in all, in Srubar's opinion, the social identity of a 

socialist individual was strongly tied to the "clan" or "family. " (Srubar 1991, quoted in 

Gronow 1997,69). 

Cristo Stojanov's ideas about "the extent of modemity" in the Soviet society are very 

similar to those presented above. He argues that, in state socialism, the first result of the 

transformation of ideology was the liquidation of the state, as such, and the 

transformation of the society into a closed organisation. All elements of a general nature 

were removed from the state organisation. The legal system and the guarantees of 

individual autonomy and interests were replaced by revolutionary ethics and party- 

oriented decisions. As a result, a bureaucracy that served objective purposes and 
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performed in accordance with abstract rules was transformed into an administratively 

and hierarchically organised elite system. (Stojanov 1992,215). 

Regardless of the fact that real socialism only met the first criterion in Weber's 

definition of modernity, it is a commonly held view that capitalism and socialism were 

simply two rival versions of modernity. According to Stojanov, the great difference 

between capitalist and socialist modernisation was that capitalist modernisation was 

conducted in the name of capital effectiveness, with respect to both economic and 

cultural capital. In state socialism,, transformations depended on social capital or 

political power. The principle of the effectiveness of economic and cultural capital was 

to be abolished in the construction of social reality and replaced with new principles, 

with the help of social capital. The implementation of the dominance of social capital 

over other kinds of capital represents here a negation of capitalist principles for the 

social construction of reality. (Stojanov 1992,216). Exactly the same point has been 

made by Gil Eyal, Ivan Szelenyi and Eleanor Townsley, who have defined capitalism as 

a clas s- stratified system in which economic capital is dominant, and communism as a 

system in which social capital - institutionalised as political capital - was the major 

source of power and privilege. Furthermore, drawing on Weber, the authors present a 

conceptualisation of communism, based on modern rank order, in which the dominance 

of social capital eventually resulted in a socialist form of patron-client relations. (Eyal et 

al. 19 9 8) 7). 

I conclude my overview of the question of modernity by returning to Plirainen, who 

states that the monolithic position of the state may be interpreted as being one of the 

most Important reasons behind the peculiar character of modernisation in Soviet society. 
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Since the impulse for the modernisation could not come from "below, " in the form of an 

initiative from citizens functioning as independent economic and social actors , it came 

from "above, " from the ruling elite that saw the necessity of catching up with 

competitors in Western Europe. The result of this kind of modernisation "from above" 

could be regarded as pseudo-modernisation (Piirainen 1997,14) or "fake modernity, " as 

Sztompka (1996,12 1) has named it. 

The exact extent of modemisation in Soviet society would be hard to determine but, in 

my search for the most credible theory of transition, I will proceed from the assumption 

that Soviet society was modern even if it did not meet all of the Western criteria for 

modernity. Furthermore, I disagree with Eyal et al. who argue that the distinction 

between tradition and modernity is unhelpful in understanding what socialism was (Eyal 

et al. 1998,67). The reason why the issue is debated here is that it, in fact, provides a 

necessary point of departure for understanding those theories of transition which are the 

most suitable for the purposes of this study. 

One of the most convincing interpretations of transition is presented by Stojanov. 

According to him, the special quality of the post-socialist transition can be captured by 

the term secondary re-modernisation proceSS2 . 
From this point of view, the central 

' Sakwa, too, uses the concept of re-modernisation when he describes the process of transition in Russia. 
He argues that re-modernisation in Russia is more than just economic reform, and it could never be 
equated with Westernisation of the country. Moreover, earlier attempts at modernisation under Tsarism 
and the Soviet regime had endowed Russia with a relatively developed economic and social 
infrastructure. In 1991, however, the real task was the re-modernisation of the society in response to 
world developments and domestic problems arising from the inadequacies of the earlier patterns of 
modernisation. According to Sakwa, re-modernisation entails the radical reconstitution of the society and 
the values on which it is based. In Russia, this has meant that she has faced a three-fold transformation: 
the struggle for civil society, the transition to a market economy and the reconstitution of national 
consciousness, overcoming both the legacy of imperial thinking, at one extreme, and the problem of 
minority separatism at the other. (Sakwa 1993,358-359). 
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question of sociological thinking, in relation to the post-socialist transition, is "how 

much of the state-socialist system has collapsed, and what is still alive under the new 

conditions? " When the post-socialist transition is understood as a re-modernisation 

process, its chances of success become marked by the tension between "socialist" and 

77post. " In other words, the results of the state-socialist upheaval - the structuredness of 

the object of transition through its historicity - can keep reproducing themselves and 

thereby cause further problems until an alternative institutional order has acquired 

enough credibility and strength to replace it. (Stojanov 1992,218-219). 

Altogether, Stojanov's concept of re-modemisation rejects the idea of transition as a 

)) clean table. " In this respect, he comes close to Offe, who favours a third, median 

position between the theory of modernisation and Genesis environment. According to 

Offe, path dependency "accords the Post-communist constellation of social problems 

the status of an unprecedented special case of rapid social change, but at the same time 

keeps in focus the similarity of problems in the individual countries as well as the 

presence of social and cultural traditions, not to mention institutional and economic 

resources, typical only for particular nations. " Offe's main point is that this leads to the 

expectation of -a constrained plurality of nationally specific transitional paths. The 

course of these paths is determined not only by the communist history of the individual 

countries but, over and beyond this, by the economic, political and cultural 

preconditions created in the history of these individual countries over the last five 

hundred years. (Offe 1996a, 138). 

Similarly to Offe, Smith and Pickles state that transition is not a one-way process of 

change from one hegemonic system to another. Rather, transition constitutes a complex 
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reworking of old social relations in the light of processes distinct to one of the boldest 

projects in contemporary history, i. e. the attempt to construct a form of capitalism on 

and with the ruins of the communist system. Therefore, transition is an evolutionary and 

path-dependent process, based upon institutionalised forms of learning and struggles 

over pathways that emerge out of the intersection of old and new. (Smith & Pickles 

1998)2). 

In addition, among the theorists (e. g. Eyal et al. ) who argue that there are, indeed, 

evolutionary pressures in transition countries , I. e. that there are models of institutions 

and behaviours which offer themselves to be copied or adapted in the new post- 

communist situation, there are also those who agree with the fundamental insight in the 

theory of path-dependence: that the heritage of past institutions and behaviour is 

consequential. (Eyal et al. 1998,39). 

Altogether, this brief overview of theories of transition shows that one of the most 

popular argument in "transitology" is the one that points at the legacies as a central 

component in understanding both the possibilities and the limits of transition. In fact, 

the argument is -so common that it has provoked criticism; Elster, Offe and Preuss, for 

example, have argued that it is a truism to say that the present and its continuation into 

the future are determined by the past. The authors also point out that communist 

societies have at least three different pasts which have a causal influence on the present, 

the communist period, the more remote pre-communist period, and the very immediate 

period of extrication from the communist regimes. Therefore, it is possible that the 

communist decades may turn out to have been a brief historical episode without much 

lasting impact. The cultural and historical heritage of the pre-communist period may 
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prove to be more significant, and the traditional values and orientations which 

hibernated during the communist period may emerge again and determine the future of 

the post-communist societies. Moreover, the importance of socialist legacies may be 

called to question by pointing out the decisive role of the choices and outcomes of the 

national extrication processes. (Elster et al. 1998,3 5-3 6). 

Despite their criticism, Elster et al. bring forward one common argument often heard in 

relation to the ideas of path-dependency, 1. e. the impact of the socialist legacy on the 

mentality of the people in transition. According to a commonly held view, the behaviour 

of the people in transition countries is still, to a great extent, determined by models and 

ideas of the communist past. In the words of Elster et al., "people in Eastern Europe 

have become used to patronage and protection under the old regime; they deeply 

distrust legal procedures and political elites; they tend to be sceptical of anything new 

and, thus, resist changes. " Furthermore, the authors assume that these attitudes and 

patterns of behaviour will prevail at least during the early transition, constraining the 

speed and direction of reform. (Elster et al. 1998,35). 

The mentality of the people in transition countries is also a subject of Sztompka's 

analysis of transition processes. First, he notes that the two most frequently analysed 

processes of transition have been the emergence of political democracy and the 

emergence of market economy. Sztompka, however, wants to stress that the fall of 

communism was not only a political break from an autocratic, mono-party regime 

towards a parliamentary multi-party system, nor was it an economic break from a 

socialist, planned, command economy to a free capitalist market. Neither was it a 

radical transformation of institutions, or the restitution of some earlier social order or a 
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return to Europe and the West. What Sztompka wants to add is that it started the 

construction of a new social order: the fall Of communism was a major cultural and 

civilisational break, a beginning of the reconstruction of the deepest cultural tissue and 

the slow emergence of a new post-communist culture and civilisation. 

According to Sztompka, such a major cultural and civilisational break is at the core of 

the post-communist transition. The processes that run at the level of culture and 

civilisation embrace the soft tissue of society, the intangible assumptions, premises, 

rules and values. Changes in these originate in the spontaneous push from below, 

proceed in an incremental manner, and produce shared, taken-for-granted routines of 

social life safeguarded by codes, frames, themes and discourses. Cultural precepts tell 

societal members what ought to be done and believed in, either because it is good, or 

because it is done and believed by most people, or because it has always been done and 

accePted. In other words, culture invokes the authority of righteousness, normalcy, or 

tradition. (Sztompka 1996,117,120). 

Furthermore., Sztompka divides the processes of transition into institution-building 

(demo cratisation and marketisation) and culture-building processes. He argues that, the 

relationship between the institutional and cultural levels must be treated as two-sided 

and reciprocal. Institutions are among the most important forces shaping the prevailing 

culture. They provide a framework for the actions of participating individuals and 

demand specific conduct: they distribute rewards and punishments for conformity or 

deviance. Lessons fTom individual instrumental learning become shared by societal 

members and, in this way, cultural demands reach the level of "social facts, " in the 

Durkheimian sense. In other words, they become the seemIngly given, external, and 
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constraining rules of social life, and are no longer the property of each individual 

member of society, but the collective property of the whole society. At the same time, 

the internalisation of certain cultural codes, rules, and values by the members of society 

is a pre-requisite for their meaningful functioning within institutions. Finally, Sztompka 

proposes a concept of "civilisational competence" to describe the set of such cultural 

premises. (Sztompka 1996,117-118). In addition, he suggests that the institutional and 

cultural levels may fit together and may mutually reinforce each other. In such a 

situation, there is true consolidation of institutions and cultural adequacy. However, 

both levels may also manifest a lack of fit, incongruence', or contradictions. For 

example, in the political domain, new democratic institutions may not be matched with 

adequate political culture. This is the case in, for example, those post-communist 

j- societies where widespread cultural rules still dictate pervasive suspicion towards 

authorities, political apathy, and electoral absenteeism. Similarly, in the economic 

domain, capitalist institutions may already exist, but the entrepreneurship is missing. 

Moreover, there may prevail a focus on security rather than risk, or a reliance on 

governmental support rather than on oneself (Sztompka 1996,119). 

These are all issues that have to be considered if we want to understand and explain the 

perceptions of social problems in transition societies. Thus, for the purposes of this 

study, the most relevant theories of transition are the ones which emphasise the 

importance of the socialist legacy or cultural inheritance - or legacies of the Leninist 

rule, as Jowitt calls it - in the process of defining the new social order. 

it is difficult to predict what role - if any - the socialist legacy plays in influential 

groups' perceptions of social problems and to what extent the inter-viewees have 
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internalised the new values and rules or gained "civilisatlonal competence. " 

Nevertheless, the juxtapositions of "socialist" versus "post" and "continuity" versus 

"discontinuity" are crucial in constructing the context of this study, as is the question 

"how much of the state-socialist system has collapsed, and what is still alive under the 

new conditions? " To complete the context, it is important to know what the socialist 

legacy or inheritance is with regard to defining social problems. This will be examined 

in Chapter 3, where I discuss the way social problems were defined in the days of 

socialism. In addition to the above, the context of defining social problems naturally 

includes the process of institution building and its consequences to the well-being of the 

people in individual countries, which I will examine next. 

2.1.1 Transition paths in Estonia and Russia 

While all post-communist countries have turned from planned economy towards market 

economy and from totalitarianism towards more democratic forms of government, the 

nationally specific transitional paths have varied and will continue to do so (T6rrbnen & 

Hanhinen 1998,13). According to Tim Unwin, one of the difficulties in generalising 

nl-.. aDOUt transition' in Eastern Europe is that the paths followed by individual countries, 

while they do have many things in common, also have unique characteristics (Unwin 

1998) 290). This is well illustrated in the cases of Estonia and Russia, where economic 

and, especially, political restructuring have differed considerably. 

Estonia is among the most rapidly developing and economically and politically 

successful Post-communist countries. During the transition, all traits of shock therapy 

have been tested, and radical financial and economic reforms have been supported by 
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young right-wing politicians and centrist and social democratic political forces alike. 

(Lauristin 1995,2). Furthermore, Estonia provides an excellent case study of the links 

between economic and political processes. Firstly, because of all the states of the former 

Soviet Union she has followed one of the most determined paths towards capitalist 

"modemisation" (or re-modemisation), and secondly, because Estonian politicians have 

sought to move as rapidly as possible towards integration with the European Union. 

(Unwin 1998,290). Joan Lofgren argues that, in general, among Baltic political elites 

that strongly support the European Union membership, the European integration is seen 

as a way to pursue national-state interests by linking national identities more closely 

with Europe. In practice, Estonia has fared well in its attempts to join the European 

Union, as it was recommended for the first round of negotiations in 1998. (Lofgren 

1997) 46-47). 

However, even for Estonia, the beginning of the transition was anything but easy. 

Before the break-up of the Soviet Union, Estonia was fully integrated into its economy. 

Estonia, like the other Baltic countries, was an important industrial region where the 

people enjoyed a higher standard of living than in most other parts of the Soviet Union. 

Therefore, the first steps of economIc transition were handicapped in Eston, a by Its 

former integration. 

In Estonia, the deterioration of the Soviet economy caused major disruptions in trade, 

payment and monetary arrangements. A dramatic fall in output and serious problems of 

inflation followed (Cornelius 1995, Sutela 1994). Furthermore, attempts to redirect 

trade away from the countries of the former Soviet bloc did not succeed as fast as would 
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have been desirable, because the closest Western trading partner, Finland, was also 

affected by the Soviet disintegration (Kyn 1997,271). 

Despite suffering from major macroeconomic imbalances, Estonia has made significant 

progress in stabilising her economy. Also, privatisation has been relatively successful, 

and the new firms have been able to absorb most of the workers laid off by state 

enterprises and privatised companies. (Cornelius 1995, Sutela 1994). One explanation 

for the relatively rapid recovery of the economy is the fact that Estonia, like the other 

Baltics, had one advantage in comparison with, for example, the CIS states- in the 1920s 

and 1930s, the Baltic countries had well-functioning market economies, and therefore 

the institutions of market economies were not completely new to them. (Seliger 1998, 

96). 

An interesting indication of the high level of economic development in Estonia is that, 

during the time of her economic expansion and prosperity (1925-1930), Estonia ranked 

before Finland in terms of per capita incomes. Furthermore, at the end of the 1930s, 

Estonia still enjoyed a level of prosperity comparable to the Nordic countries. 

(Dellenbrant 1992,22). Thus, in the case of Estonia, we can indeed talk about re- 

modernisation, at least as far as it means re-marketisation, re-privatisation and re- 

demo cratis ation. 

Regardless of the economic foundations that predate the Soviet occupation,, economic 

transition and recovery could only start after the shock caused by the disruption of 
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Soviet trade. The transition of the political system, however, had begun before 19913 

This was mainly due to the active Popular Front, which played a crucial role in Estonian 

politics already before independence. 

Initially, the aim of the Popular Front was to support the ongoing perestroika process. 

However, the emphasis of the Front's work gradually shIfted towards promoting full 

political and economic sovereignty for the Baltic countries. Consequently, the ruling 

communist parties became fragmented and lost their decisive influence in political 

decision-making. (Dellenbrant 1994,74-75,92). By the end of the 1980s, the Popular 

Front of Estonia had established itself as the leading political force. This position was 

confirmed at the polls in 1990, when the Popular Front emerged as the single most 

important political formation and formed a government with the support of a number of 

small parties. 

Political independence did not, however, solve the major political problems in Estonia. 

After the passing of a citizenship law that left a large segment of the Russian population 

outside the political process, the polarisation of the political system increased 

significantly. According to the citizenship law, re-established during the autumn of 

1991, those who were Estonian citizens prior to the time of Soviet occupation and their 

descendants are entitled to citizenship; others may only apply for it after a naturalisation 

process. To be granted citizenship, one has to reside in Estonia for at least two years and 

pass a proficiency test in the Estonian language. (Dellenbrant 1994,107,112). 

3 Although Estonia was fully integrated into the Soviet Union in terms of economic structures, the Soviet 
rule never gained political legitimacy in Estonia. According to Jan Dellenbrant (1992,28-29), one reason 
for this was the fact that the incorporation of Estonia into the Soviet Union took place against the will of 
the majority of the population. The central planning system was also alien to Estonian traditions, as were 
political intolerance and oppression. In addition, there was the impact of nationalism: Estonians are a 
small people, and they felt threatened by the immigration of Russians and other nationalities. 
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Consequently, some 335,000 of the population (total population being 1,476,000) have 

non-citizen residency permits, and 100,000 Estonian residents have chosen to hold 

citizenship of another country. (The Economist Intelligence Unit 1997). 

Altogether, with the exception of the conflicts caused by the citizenship law, Estonia 

has been able to achieve a significant degree of political stability, and the transition of 

power has been much smoother than in Russia, where the process of democratisation 

has faced many dilemmas. 

Some of the problems in Russian politics can be traced back to pre-Soviet times. Sakwa 

has stated that, while the transitions in some East European countries, like in Estonia) 

entailed elements of re-democratisation, re-privatisation of property and re-liberalisation 

of social relations, there has been little "re" about Russia's transition, except the "re- 

modernisation. " After the disintegration of the SoViet Union, Russians had to build the 

social, economic and political infrastructure for their first democratic and liberal system, 

and this had to be done with building blocks that had been thoroughly subverted by the 

Bolshevik attempt to create an alternative modernity. The institutional basis for Russian 

politics was different from that prevalent in Western Europe, a difference that predated 

the Soviet period. Russian social structures and values were also different, marked by 

distinctive roles played by the military, the intelligentsia, the peasantry and the working 

class. Thus, unlike in Estonia, in Russia democracy appears to have lacked an economic 

basis and effective social and political institutions which might have made the political 

system easily reversible. In addition, the old system had generated a set of social 

interests with an ability to make demands on the political system, and these demands 

only increased after 1991. (Sakwa 1993,374- 375). 
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At the beginning of the transition, there emerged a great number of political parties, 

movements and coalitions. Many of them, however, faded away soon after their 

appearance. Furthermore, nearly since its emergence as an independent state, Russia has 

been the scene of constant political conflict. The conflict has been driven by the 

consequences of the decision to build a capitalist system in Russia, and particularly by 

the adoption of shock therapy to achieve that aim. Eventually shock therapy divided the 

previously unified Russian elite and sparked the growth of a significant opposition 

movement. In the 1995 election, these developments led a large share of the electorate 

to vote for the communists. (Kotz 1997,200,210-211). 

Altogether, Russia's political evolution has increasingly followed a course of 

constricting the role of democratic institutions at the national and local levels and a 

political movement towards the Kremlin (Kotz 1997). In other words, although the old 

state-based resources of power have weakened, they have by no means disappeared. 

Despite attempts to radically reform the old institutions, few of them have been capable 

of reformation:, and most have had to be rebuilt from scratch. Therefore, the new system 

represents an unstable symbiosis of old and new. According to Sakwa, August 1991 is 

only a symbolic date- it did not represent a complete rupture with the past as has 

sometimes been suggested. Thus, the relatively peaceful transition from communism 

and the incomplete status of the democratisation process have inevitably meant a high 

degree of continuity with the old. (Sakwa 1993,378). On the economic side, the 

persistence of old institutions and structures of power 's perhaps the most apparent in 

the phenomenon of nomenklatura privatisation, where privatised enterprises or their 

most valuable parts have been sold to their former management. 
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On the whole, the economic transition) aimed at creating a functioning capitalist market 

economy, has been relatively extensive. After the defeat of the August coup, Boris 

Yeltsin and Yegor Gaidar launched a set of radical reforms in order to dismantle the 

command economy and move to a market economy as fast as possible. Following the 

example of Poland, they adopted economic policies based on shock therapy, aiming at 

the rapid transformation of the economy and the immediate abolition of the old system. 

The shock therapy strategy included the liberal'sation of prices, the stabllisatlon of the 

economy through monetary and fiscal policies and the privatisation of state enterprises. 

(Kotz 1997,161-166). 

Notwithstanding the political differences of opinion about how and to what extent shock 

therapy should be applied in Russia, in fiscal and monetary policy the shock therapy 

prescriptions have been followed reasonably closely. In some spheres, the shock therapy 

worked very effectively. Despite extensive problems in large-scale privatisation, small- 

scale privatisation proceeded more quickly than had been expected. At the turn of 1992 

and 1993, nearly 150 million privatisation vouchers were distributed to the population, 

to be used to purchase shares in the newly created corporations. (E. g. Kotz 1997). 

Shock therapy was applied in Russia for four years. It was supposed to bring about a 

rapid transformation of the Russian economy through the building of an efficient, 

technologically progressive, consumer oriented and prosperous capitalist market system. 

However, as we now know, this did not happen. Instead, what followed was a severe 

decline in production. During the four years following the introduction of shock 

therapy, GDP fell by 42 per cent and industrial production by 46 per cent. At the same 

time, consumer prices rose by 2,500 per cent following the freeing of prices at the 
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beginning of 1992, the consequence of which was a drastic decline in consumer 

purchasing power. (Kotz 1997,173-174,177). As I will show next, this has hardly been 

the only negative impact of transition policies. Despite the differing paths of transition 

and the fact that, compared to Russia, Estonia has fared much better in institution 

building, the countries have at leastone thing in common. the severe social costs of the 

transition. 

2.1.2 The social consequences of the transition 

Due to the drastic fall in output throughout Eastern Europe, one of the most dramatic 

consequences of the post-communist transition has been a rise in unemployment. In 

many transition economies, unemployment rates have reached 10-15 per cent of the 

labour force (Cornelius 1995,445). There have, however, been large differences in 

unemployment rates between countries. In economies where the transition process is 

less advanced, registered unemployment has remained relatively low. In most reform- 

oriented economies, unemployment has risen markedly. The Baltic countries are among 

the few countries that have managed to contain the rise in unemployment, (Cornelius 

1995, Sutela 1994). Despite a notable decline in measured output at the start of the 

1990s, the unemployment rate in Estonia in April 1996 was only 2.3 per cent (The 

Economist Intelligence Unit 1996). However, also in Estonia the transition to market 

economy has brought about many other social problems. 

In all post-communist countries the transition shook the foundations of the Soviet social 

security system which a majority of the population had grown to value and rely on, 

namely guaranteed employment, social protection via subsidised prices, and enterprise- 
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based social benefits (Standing 1996,230). In the new competitive environment, 

enterprises have been forced to abandon many of the social functions that were assigned 

to them in the Soviet era (Piirainen 1997,227). In addition, the dramatic fall in output 

has led to reductions in personal incomes. In the context of the stabilisation policy 

pursued under the shock therapy, politicians let the level of the statutory minimum wage 

drop incredibly low. Consequently, in most post-communist countries, the minimum 

wage is well below the official subsistence level of income. (Standing 1996,233). 

Throughout Eastern Europe, there is widespread deprivation and impoverishment. 

Poverty rates have risen to levels typically found in low-income developing countries, 

with 50 per cent or more of the population living below the poverty line, as is the case 

in Russia. David Remnick (1997,90), for one, argues that Yeltsin's reforms during the 

first years of hisrule simply caused one million people to become rich and 150 million 

to become poorer. Studies conducted in 1994 suggest that workers are more than twice 

as likely to have a good or very good living standard if they work in the private sector, 

and those with a higher education and those living in large cities are also doing 

relatiVely well. The old, the unskilled and rural inhabitants are significantly worse off 

As mentioned before, those with some existing capital (mainly the old nomenklatura) 

have been in the particularly advantageous position to acquire newly privatised assets at 

much below their real value. The other side of the coin is that many people are 

dependent on the state for their income. (Wyman 1997,27-29). 

All in all, over the course of the wage and price liberalisation, income distribution in 

Russia widened, even to the extent that, after a few years of building a capitalist market 

system, Russia had an income distribution roughly comparable to that of the post- 
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Reagan United States (Kotz 1997,182). Relative prices increased the most in categories 

that had previously been the most heavily subsidised, particularly basic commodities, 

such as housing, heating, food, and clothing. These form a large fraction of the 

consumption of people with lower incomes. (Barr 1994,80-8 1). 

The same is true in Estonia: as a result of price liberalisation, an end to subsidies, and a 

low earnings policy, most people's incomes have barely sufficed to keep them above the 

poverty line. Measured using an official poverty line, established in 1994, 

approximately 10 per cent of the population fell into the poverty line category (Kutsar 

1997) 82). Moreover, the heterogeneity of income structures has been growing steadily. 

The ratio of the income level of the poorest 20 per cent to that of the wealthiest 20 per 

cent in Estonia is one of the highest in post-communist countries. (Lauristin 1995,3). 

Thus, for much of the population, the reforms have meant an end to their customary 
I 

way of life. The scarce economic resources have not covered the gap between low 

incomes and rapidly increasing prices. In Estonia, prices increased 151 -fold from the 

end of 1989 to the end of 1994. When the price level is taken into account, an engineer, 

for example, earns seven times less in Tallinn than in London. (Narusk 1996,13). 

There has, without a doubt, been an increase in subjective poverty as well, based on 

people's own perceptions of their economic conditions. The Estonian Living Conditions 

Survey has revealed that, at the end of the Soviet regime in 1989, when the shift to 

market economy had not yet taken place, the vast majority of the people found their 

conditions materially satisfactory or stated that they could make ends meet. Five years 

later, 20 per cent of Estonian households found their material conditions poor. The 
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transfer to a market economy had touched everyone; only 4.3 per cent of the 

respondents perceived any improvement in their situation. (Einasto 1997,65). 

Other indicators of welfare are also very discouraging. Life expectancy has dropped 

dramatically, especially in Russia where, in seven years, the average male life 

expectancy dropped by seven years. In Russia, morbidity and mortality rates have risen 

the most for young and middle-aged men, and the number of deaths officially attributed 

to alcohol poisoning has risen dramatically (Brym 1996,414). According to Sakwa, 

there are many reasons for the high male mortality in Russia, ranging from the rising 

number of occupational and traffic accidents to the prevalence of heart disease, a high 

suicide rate, violent deaths and, most importantly, alcohol abuse. (Sakwa 1993,258). 

In post-communist countries in general, stress-related illnesses are becoming an 

increasingly prominent cause of death. According to Guy Standing, this can be due to 

the economic, social, and psychological shocks of the restructuring. These shocks have 

brought about a profound sense of insecurity that reflects an inability to adjust to what 

are totally new and trying ýcircumstances. (Standing 1996,250). 

The general health of the Estonian population has similarly deteriorated. Life 

expectancy fell drastically between the years 1989 and 1994, especially for males. Until 

1994, the average lifetime of women was some 5-6 years less in Estonia than in many 

developed countries. For men, the difference was 8-9 years. However, since 1994 life 

expectancy started to rise, reaching 64 years for males and 75 years for females in 1998. 

In this respect, Estonia falls between Finland and Russia. In 1997, Finnish men had a 

life expectancy of 73 years and Finnish women a life expectancy of 81 years, whereas in 
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Russia the figures for men and women were 61 and 73 years respectively. (Eesti 

Statistika Aastaraamat 1999) 

In addition, social change is often characterised by an increase in crime. In all of the 

European countries that became independent after the dissolution of the Soviet Union, 

there has been a staggering increase in homicide, aggravated assaults, robberies and 

muggings. Both Estonia and Russia are among the high crime republics (Lotspelch 

1995,562). In Estonia, however, the change in crime has been remarkably less negative 

than in Russia. According to the Statistical Yearbook of Estonia, the number of 

recorded offences increased by 12 per cent in 1995-1997. Thefts account for 70 per cent 

of all offences: the total number of offences thus reflects, first and foremost, changes in 

the number of thefts. Despite an increase in the total number of offences, there are also 

positive trends to be seen- both serious offences and offences committed by juveniles 

are declining. (Eesti Statistika Aastaraamat 1999). The same cannot be said about 

Russia where, for example, the homicide rate continually exceeds that of the United 

States (Killias 1995, Kangaspunta 1995). 

The social consequences of the transition, particularly the dramatic increase in the 

prevalence of many social problems, are compounded by the absence of a social 

security system oriented to dealing with the new social problems (cf Standing 1996, 

23 1). Under the communist regime, social policy was not considered a separate policy 

area with institutions and actors specific to it. Social policy was mainly seen as 

maintaining a labour force to meet a need defted by the party-state. All social benefits 

were tied to the work place. State enterprises provided various kinds of welfare facilities 

for their staff, and most cash benefits came with the job. This tight coupling of 
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production and social policy set the state-socialist welfare regime apart from all "worlds 

of welfare capitalism" in which social Policy exists to increase productivity and 

efficiency in a much more indirect way than in centrally planned systems. (Elster et al. 

1998)204). 

Now, however, all of the post-communist countries consider the profound reform of 

existing social policy systems an indispensable element of societal transition. The major 

political forces have envisaged distinct departures from the status quo. The economic 

liberals' reform program was to radically reduce state social protection and give 

emphasis to private arrangements instead. The liberals argued that the old social 

protection systems imposed too heavy a financial burden on the economy. Furthermore, 

they viewed radical social reforms as a necessary step in breaking the "culture of 

dependency" cultivated over the long period of communist rule. Altogether, the 

economic liberals have demanded that overall social expenditures be curtailed, that 

major welfare responsibilities be shifted to the private sector and that government 

support be targeted only to those in greatest need. (Elster et al. 1998,206). In addition, 

whether it was politically desired or not, the dramatic fall in revenues led to the virtual 

collapse of existing social security systems in many Eastern European countries. 

At the beginning of the transition in Russia, reformers were divided over the degree to 

which the inevitable hardships resulting from economic reform should be compensated- 

how generous should the system of social provision be for the weaker sectors of society 

to be adequately protected. On one side, there were the neoliberals, who accepted that 

economic reforms would inevitably entail a high social cost, and thus advocated 

complete deregulation and minimal control of the free market. On the other side, there 
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was the Civic Union insisti ull-scale free market economic policies could not be that fi 

4 
applied in Russia because of its fragile state . 

Yeltsin's government was in the middle, 

seeking to maintain a minimum threshold of welfare benefits while imposing cuts on the 

general level of social provision. In practice, however, the repeated promises to inject 

"greater social content" into the reforms have been defeated by the harsh imperative of 

financial stabilisation; budgetary constrains have forced a radical over-haul of the social 

security system, and it has been targeted towards Just the low income groups. (Sakwa 

1993) 259-260). 

In Estonia, the implementation of the principles of market economy has similarly led to 

a new system of social security. In this system, personal responsibility, individual 

efforts and self-help have a highly important role in the creation of welfare resources 

necessary for -coping with everyday life. Moreover, the decrease in GDP has 

significantly reduced the budget for social welfare services and, as a consequence, many 

types of services have been cut back. (Kutsar 1997,81-82). In addition, the 

administration of social services has been separated from the administration of social 

security and the finance of social security has been separated from the state budget. 

Since 1992, responsibility for the provision of social services has been returning from 

the state to counties and to local communities (Leppik 1995,28). 

4A centrist organisation, the Civic Union was formed in 1992. The significance of the Civic Union was 
that it marked the return of the previously slighted nomenklatura to the political arena. Its aim was to 
force the government to adopt a more moderate economic policy of "state capitalisrW' that would serve 
the economic interests of its constituency. (Shevtsova 1995,14-15). 
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2.2 The Western transformation and the challenge to the welfare state 

The social, political and economic processes in Finland are naturally of a very different 

character from those in Estonia and Russia. Overall, the ongoing social change in 

Western countries, although sometimes also called transition , is better described by the 

term "transformation" which refers to "change of form" rather than to "a passage from 

one state to another. " 

From the economic point of view, the Western transformation is normally regarded as a 

result of the development of global markets and new information technologies as well 

as the growth of mass cultural consumption. There have also been profound social and 

cultural changes. According to Peter Leonard, these changes may be summarised as 

challenges to modernity in which erosion of belief in the authority of a universal 

autonomous reason and in the politics which have accompanied the different forms of 

modernity has lead to increased questioning, doubt and uncertainty (Leonard 1997,22). 

Depending on point of view, the new era may be called "reflexive modernity, " 

"postmodemity, " "post-Fordism, " "neoliberalism" or, as Anthony Giddens (1994) 

suggests, "post-scarcity" or "post-traditional society. " Occasionally, the whole 

transformation process is described as "a crisis of the welfare state. " This is due to the 

fact that one of the central features of the social change has been the questioning of the 

foundations of the Western welfare state. 

Originally, the emergence of Keynesian politics in Europe was part of the 

modernisation process in Western societies. Differentiatlon between the institutions and 

activities of the state, the market and civil society was at the heart of this process. After 

the Great Depression of the 1930s, the differentiation process led to increasing 
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intervention by the state in the economic and social lives of the population. 1n some 

countries, like the USA, the political and economic justification for state intervention 

had its foundations in the liberal conception of intervention as a way of maintaining 

strong capitalist economies. 1n some other countries, like Britain and Sweden, more 

social democratic ideas were popular, and the aim was to create a "mixed economy. " 

These ideas of progress through social intervention achieved a broad consensus amongst 

the ruling classes and elites of the West. (Leonard 1997,3). 

In Europe, the "golden age of the welfare states" was the period between 1945 and the 

mid- I 970s. During this time, reforms aimed at creating a comprehensive and universal 

welfare state were introduced, based on the idea of shared citizenship. There was also 

commitment to directing more and more resources towards the rapid expansion of 

benefits as well as a system of extended welfare and a successful commitment to 

economic growth and full employment. (Pierson 1998,122). 

In Western economies, Keynesianism was linked with the large-scale implementation of 

a new system of production, Fordism, which emerged during the post-war era to meet 

the requirements of mass consumption. Fordism was also a critical contribution to 

governments ) capacity to deliver full employment- by involving mass assembly lines 

producing standardised goods at an economy of scale both demanded and supplied by 

the new consumer society, it offered numerous and reasonably secure labour 

opportunities (Gaffikin & Morrissey 1992,11,20). 

Another characteristic of Keynesianism, resulting from the commitment to full 

employment, was consensus building through which governments sought to secure an 
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economic policy. This legitimised the importance of functional groups in the making of 

economic policy, and the process of government became a series of bargains between 

these groups and the government. Consequently, Keynesianism came to stand for 

corporatism: the co-operation and negotiation of factions under the umbrella of the 

state. (Mullard & Spicker 1998,3 1). 

However, the originally broad-based political consensus about the foundations of the 

welfare states began to break down at the beginning of the 1970s. By and large, this was 

the result of a combination of profound economic, political and cultural changes spurred 

by the end of a long boom in Western economies. 

There have been various more specific explanations as to why the self-evidency and 

legitimacy of welfare-state thinking were lost. Christopher Pierson argues that it was, 

above all, changes in the international political economy that undermined the 

circumstances for the promotion of national Keynesian strategies. The modern world 

economy had been internationalised and deregulated to such an extent that national 

governments and national labour movements could no longer regulate the domestic 

political economy as powerfully and' with the same means as earlier. Thus, 

Keynesianism and the type of state characteristic to it became incompatible with the 

new international political economy which increasingly strengthened the bargaining 

position of capital over and against labour and weakened the authority and capacity of 

the interventionist state. (Pierson 1996,123-124). 

In the early 1970s, simultaneously with the crisis of the Keynesian welfare state, there 

began a massive restructuring of capital and labour, known as "the crisis of Fordism. " 
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According to Bob Jessop, there is little agreement about the nature of Fordism or post- 

Fordism or the trajectories that might link them. Nevertheless, as a labour process, post- 

Fordism, can be defined as a flexible production process based on flexible machines or 

systems and an appropriately flexible workforce (Jessop 1994,19). In addition, as a 

consequence of increasing global competition, labour costs are blamed for stagnating 

economies. Therefore , in the transformation towards a new regime of accumulation 

built upon flexibility, companies are hurrying to replace their workforce with the new 

information and telecommunication technologies (Pierson 1994,99, Rifkin 1995,6). 

However, as Pierson has pointed out, Fordism and its transformation involve far more 

than just modifications in the organisation of production. Some theorists have paid 

attention to the overall structure of regimes of accumulation, or modes of production, 

and particularly to "modes of societalisation, " or patterns of mass integration and social 

cohesion. In the latter context, increasing attention has come to be focused upon 

changes in the nature of the welfare state. The argument is that the Keynesian welfare 

state, with its characteristic commitment to full employment, macro-economic demand 

management and growth-funded expansion of public welfare, was appropriate to the 

broadly Fordist'regime of accumulation (Pierson 1994,95). On the basis of this, one 

could expect that the crisis of Fordism would bring with it a transformation of the 

welfare state. 

According to Paul Bagguley's list of the features of a post-Fordist welfare state, there 

will be a shift from a state-centred regime to a market-centred one. This change will not 

necessarily lead to the privatisation of welfare but is related to the restructuring of the 

remuneration package in the private sector. Within the state sector, market power will 
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become increasingly more important, which is expressed, for example, in internal 

contracting, meaning that there will be agencies working to contracts and institutional 

co-ordination through cash transfers. In addition, Bagguley predicts a shift in the forms 

of decision-making from corporatism to decentralised wage-bargaining and a process of 

de-institutionalisation, leading to a rise in community care which could be conceiVed as 

the end of the "Fordist asylum. " (Bagguley 1994,82). 

Zygmunt Bauman has also stressed the role of the emergence of the post-Fordist mode 

of production in the declining welfare ideology. He argues that the rise of 

neoconservative elites, for example, does not alone suffice to explain why the "moral 

appeals to justice and legitimacy" which once promoted and boosted the welfare state's 

steady expansion are now being deployed, almost without exception, in the service of its 

radical reduction. In explaining the change, it should be remembered that the welfare 

state performed a crucially important role in the perpetual "recommodifi cation of 

labour" by providing good quality education, health care, housing etc. Furthermore, the 

welfare state kept a "reserve" army of labour in a state of constant readiness for active 

service, and kept it in the right shape and condition. However, the prospect of 

employers needing again the services of the reserve army of labour under state- 

administered care is growing increasingly remote. Labour that is redundant at present 

may never again become a commodity, mainly because of an absence of demand. Such 

demand as is still likely to emerge on the domestic labour market, meaning a demand 

for casual, occasional, and "flexible" labourers, is likely to ignore the kind of well 

educated, robust and self-confident labour force that the welfare state, in its halcyon 

days, sought to cultivate. (Bauman 1998,51-52). 
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Furthermore, the new age of production can be viewed from a "postmodernist)) point of 

view, from which it can be seen as one response to the modern sophisticated consumers 7 

demand for greater diversity and specialities. According to Frank Gaffikin and Mike 

Morrissey (1992,195), reflecting a desire to reassess individuality in an atomised world, 

the post-Fordist era promises to put a premium on purchaser determination of design 

style and product. Bauman, too, argues that the welfare state is starkly out of tune with 

the climate of a consumer society. This is mainly due to the fact that, even if state- 

provided services were of much better quality than they are today, they would still be 

burdened with the fundamental flaw of being exempt from allegedly free consumer 

choice -a flaw that discredits them beyond redemption in the eyes of converted and 

devoted consumers. (Bauman 1998,59). Thus, what really matters is "consumer 

sovereignty. " 

Altogether, by the 1970s, the three essential foundations of the post-war social 

democratic order - Keynesianism, welfarism and Fordism - were each in a precarious 

state (Gaffikin & Morrissey 1992,12). Since then, the transformation process and its 

negative social consequences - among them unemployment and new poverty groups - 

together with the crisis experienced in state expenditures, have led to fundamental 

changes in the material conditions under which welfare states used to function. In 

addition, the economic development was soon reflected in the political sphere, where 

the reluctant welfarists, who believed that state social intervention was still necessary to 

the reproduction of capital and labour, were challenged by a neoliberal radical right. 

The New Right took command of the welfare discourse by reasserting "fundamental 

Western bourgeois values" i. e. the rationality of market forces compared to the 



53 

bureaucratic irrationality of state intervention and the moral superiority of individual 

choice compared to the "tyranny" of collective decision-making. (Leonard 1997,3-4). 

Among the first countries where neoliberals got a strong foothold was the United 

Kingdom, where Margaret Thatcher challenged the commitment to sustain full 

employment through government-induced demand. For the welfare state, Thatcherism 

meant cutting costs by concentrating resources upon those in greatest need, restraining 

bureaucratic interventions in the daily life of the citizens, a greater role for voluntary 

welfare institutions, and encouragement to individuals to make provision for their own 

and their families' welfare through the private sector (Pierson 1994,102-103). 

Finland and the other Nordic countries had been building the most extensiVe welfare 

state structures and practices in the world since the 1960s. Welfare state policy thus 

maintained its legitimacy there far longer than anywhere else in Europe. During the last 

decade, however, the social democratic vision of the welfare state as the mechanism for 

taming capitalism through redistributive social policy has been losing its authority. 

Consequently, its core elements, namely a large state sector, extensive welfare 

provisions, high social welfare costs, high taxes, generous benefits and active labour 

market policies are increasingly being challenged (Marklund & Nordlund 1999,19). 

According to Gbsta Esping-Andersen, the Nordic welfare states face two sets of 

challenges. Firstly, there is a growing disjuncture between the existing social protection 

schemes and evolving needs and risks, due to changes in family structure, occupational 

structure and the life cycle (which is becoming less linear and increasingly non- 

standard. ) Secondly, the crisis is accelerated by changing economic conditions and 
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demographic trends. (Esping-Andersen 1996,1-2). In Finland, the transformation is also 

spurred by weakening economic conditions, the effects of the global economy and the 

demands of the European Union which, together with the ageing population and 

changes in the socioeconomic structure, are a major challenge to the Finnish welfare 

state. 

2.2.1 Transformation path in Finland 

For the Finnish society, the turn of the 1990s marks a very clear turning-point. The most 

radical of the societal changes was the turn from affluence to depression in the 

beginning of the 1990s- the overheated economy of the 1990s, extremely free borrowing 

and lending and the collapse of the Soviet trade led Finland into its worst economic 

depression since the early 1930s. As a consequence, there was a sharp decline in GNP, 

followed by a notable rise in net foreign debt and unemployment. 

The Political situation was also reconstructed. In 1991, the 25-year rule of coalitions 

between the Social Democrats and different bourgeois parties was replaced by a purely 

non-socialist co'alition between the Center Party and the Conservatives. (Lagerspetz & 

Hanhinen 1994,26). In the 1994 elections, however, the Finns voted the Social 

Democrats back to power. At the beginning of the following year, Finland joined the 

European Union after a consultative referendum in which 57 per cent of the population 

were in favour of membership. 

In addition to these changes, and partly because of them, the Finnish welfare state is in a 

state of transformation. However, while many other Western welfare states have long 
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been moving away from the universalist model of social policy and towards a more 

residualist, needs-governed system, Finland only admitted these terms into its welfare 

discourse after the dramatic economic hardships of the early 1990s when the 

"Thatcherite" or "neoliberal" ideas challenged the welfare regime. 

Public debate on the problems of the welfare state and on how those problems could be 

resolved was particularly lively at the beginning of the 1990s. In this debate, one of the 

most extensiVely discussed issues has been the idea of transferring responsibility for 

social problems from state to civil society and individuals (Forma 1998,37). According 

to the most radical view, the welfare state has reached its limits of growth. Behind this 

argument is the claim that the economy is in such a devastating state that there simply is 

no other alternative than to radically cut social expenditure. (Uusitalo 1993,63). 

In fact, since the beginning of the recession, cuts in welfare expenditure have affected a 

wide range of transfers and social services. For example, stricter qualifying conditions 

have been introduced for unemployment benefits. In addition, there have been cuts in 

social assistance, parental benefits and child allowance as well as health care, pensions, 

housing allowance and student benefits (Forma 1998,43). 

However, although there have been reductions in many cash benefits, the latest research 

clearly shows that the cuts have been by no means dramatic (e. g. Kautto et al. 1999). 

Thus, in spite of attempts to transfer responsibilities from the state to the markets, the 

families or the communities of civil society, the welfare state arrangements prevail - the 

systems of health services, education and pensions are still functioning and are strongly 

supported by the citizens. According to public opinion surveys, people of all social 
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classes agree that the public sector is the best provider of welfare services. Moreover, 

considering the notably increased risk of joblessness in all social groups, one might 

expect people to be increasingly in favour of the welfare state and the social safety net 

which it still provides (Forma 1998,37). On the whole, it is doubtful whether we can 

actually speak of a legitimation crisis in the context of the Finnish welfare state. The 

situation is, nevertheless, unstable and open to unexpected changes (Hanhinen & 

T6rr6nen 1998,59). 

In spite of its mildness, even the Western transformation has had its costs. Although the 

social costs are considerably less severe than those in the East, the cuts to various 

benefits have resulted in greater inequality and impoverishment. Most importantly, 

unemployment has risen to unheard-of levels in many parts of Europe due to 

transformation processes 5. Esping-Andersen argues that the main symptom of the crisis 

of the welfare state and the single largest problem in Europe is chronically high 

unemployment (Esping-Andersen 1996,3). Finland is a good case in point. By 1995) 

the unemployment rate had risen to the unprecedented level of nearly 18 per cent, 

having been less than 5 per cent only ten years earlier. In addition, a variety of other 

social problems that had previously been thought to concern only marginal groups 

suddenly began to touch much larger fragments of the society. Poverty and increasing 

inequality consequently became major topics for public discussion. These kinds of 

problems were caused solely by the deep depression that shook the Finnish society at 

the turn of the decade. Another profound change has come with the membership of the 

According to Gaffikin and Morrissey, the very basis of the pledge to full employment has been under 
threat ever since the beginning of the 1970s. As a consequence of the 1970's oil shocks, the average 
levels of unemployment in Europe have been substantially higher than they were in the 1950s and 1960s. 
There has, however, been greater divergence among the unemployment rates of different countries. In the 
1980s, there were still countries which were committed to reattaining full employment. It was only after 
the 1990s recession that the situation changed completely. Since then, few, if any, European policy 
1-nakers have promised full employment. (Gaffikin, & Morrissey 1992,12,23,25). 
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European Union. This, however, is still a relatively new issue and its consequences are, 

therefore, not yet clearly visible. Nevertheless, in the public discussion, the opening of 

borders (both to the West and to the East) has been seen as a possible threat, especially 

as concerns crime and drug problems. 

Altogether, the Western transformation and its effects upon Finland serve as a context 

and a starting point for analysing the Finnish influential groups' perceptions of social 

problems. As concerns Finland, I will start my analysis from the assumption that, 

despite the unclear direction of the change, there truly are pressures to dismantle some 

of the foundations of the welfare state - mainly on economic grounds. For the 

implementation of social policy, for example, the transformation has meant that in 

dealing with social problems, the role of the state has decreased and the roles of the 

family and individuals have increased (cf T6rr6nen & Hanhinen 1998,10). As I will 

argue in the following chapter, this same trend can also be recognised in Estonia and 

Russia. 

2.3 The common framework: the changing roles of the state, the market and civil 
society 

Regardless of the many fundamental differences in the processes of social change in the 

East and the West, the societies in transition or transformation have some important 

similarities. Generally speaking, in all these societies, the roles of the state, the market 

and civil society are changing. More specifically, common tendencies that are supposed 

to affect the framework of defining social problems include a growing disbelief in state- 

guided universalist welfare building, the rise of neoliberalism and individualism, a hope 
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for the strengthening of civil society and the reconstruction of citizenship rightS6 . None 

of these components of social change are exactly the same in Estonia, in Russia and in 

Finland, but they are similar enough to be discussed under the same heading. 

To begin with, in spite of the very different scale on which the changing role of the state 

is manifested in Estonia, in Russia and in Finland, the social change has, in each of 

these countries, brought about a diminishing reliance on state institutions as the 

providers of welfare. 

After the collapse of communism, the state very rapidly lost its omnipotent authority in 

Eastern Europe. It has been argued that much of the ongoing transition can be 

conceptualised in terms of splitting up encompassing and multifunctional institutional 

compounds into smaller and functionally more specific units. Investment decisions are 

being separated from the state, the state is being separated from the party, the media 

from state control, social services from enterprises, local governments from central 

government etc. (Elster et al. 1998,31-32). The trend to democratisation has had 

important implications for the development of welfare. In introducing a policy of de- 

statisation, the post-communist countries have wanted to abandon state-ownership, as 

well as state subsidies and welfare provision, and encouraged private initiative and 

responsibility. These aspirations and measures of the political elites have been backed 

by international organisations such as the INM and the World Bank. Also, various 

justifications and rationales have been giVen for abandoning the ideology of 

6 Each of these categories includes concepts which, in Western social science, have been defined in 
multitude of ways. It is also open to question just how they can be applied in post-communist countries 
where, for example, the concept of civil society has just "re-emerged. " Each of the concepts will be 
defined here with the accuracy that I think is necessary for conceptualising and understanding the 
framework of the study. 



59 

comprehensive state intervention: political (the reconstitution of pre-Soviet society), 

moral (the change of work and social ethos), psychological (freeing people from state- 

dependency), and economic (relieving the state's burden) (Blom et al. 1996,10, quoted 

in Tbrr6nen & Hanhinen 1998,14). 

As pointed out in the previous chapter, the state is now seeking to redefine itself in 

Western countries, too, after more than a century of continuous increase in state 

intervention. It is a commonly held view that the role of the state as the provider of a 

wide range of public services is self-evidently coming to an end. In many countries, the 

process of privatisation and the introduction of quasi-markets in the delivery of core 

public services have become permanent features of the welfare state landscape. 

Moreover,, as Leonard has put it, the postmodern emphasis on difference and the 

accompanying disillusionment with "big state" solutions to social problems are leading 

to small-scale, local forms of welfare and to community based advocacy and consumer- 

controlled projects and agencies. This is often justified by pointing out that welfare 

organisations that are close to the people they serve are more able to relate to the diverse 

needs and social identities of a specific population with its particular configurations of 

gender, class, culture, ethnicity, and other social characteristics. (Leonard 1997, xii, 1). 

In addition, the welfare state is challenged by globalisation, which seeks to redefine the 

relevance of the welfare state. One common argument is that the globalised economy 

has contributed to the decline in the influence of the nation-state and, therefore, national 

governments in the 1990s are less able to deal with the risks of globalised economy, 

whether they be economic, social or environmental risks. The language of 
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competitiveness and more flexible labour markets increasingly translates itself as a 

series of policies of retrenchment- social policy becomes equated with social costs and 

is therefore perceived to be a burden on competitiveness and employment. (Mullard & 

Spicker 1998,193). 

Generally speaking, globalisation pressures are forcing countries to converge upon one 

another. One example of this is the spread of neoliberal ideas throughout the Western 

and Eastern worlds. According to Nikolai Driakhlov, the end of the Cold War and the 

collapse of communism have led to the triumph of certain liberal democratic values. 

Furthermore, while not arguing that Russia, for example, has the same type of social, 

economic, or political system as its Western counterparts, he nevertheless states that 

similar pressures "to convert into liberalism" exist in both worlds. (Driakhlov 1996,80). 

In fact, it is a commonly held view that one of the main aspects of post-Soviet 

development has been a reliance on a neoliberal agenda, based on the traditional 

separation of state and market,, with the emphasis on unleashing the power of the market 

(e. g. Smith & Swain 1998,26). In addition to the separation of state and market, 

neoliberal thinking emphasises the autonomy of the individual as well as civil society 

that is independent from the state. These issues will be discussed in more detail in the 

following chapters. 

The rise of neoliberalism and individualism 

As stated earlier, the rise of neoliberalism, and in particular the rise of Thatcherism, has 

been challenging the social democratic hegemony in the Western welfare states since 

the 1970s. The categories of social democracy and neoliberalism are wide, and it would 
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be neither desirable nor practical to go through all the various definitions in this study. It 

should be noted, however, that neoliberalism has two strands. The main strand, which is 

the origin of the New Right, is conservative. According to Giddens, this neoliberalism, 

or Thatcherism, stands mainly for minimal government, autonomous civil society, 

market fundamentalism and strong economic individualism. In addition, it sees the 

welfare state as a mere safety net, unlike social democracy which supports the idea of a 

comprehensive welfare state that takes care of its citizens "from cradle to grave. " The 

other type of thinking associated with free market philosophies differs from the 

conservative one in that it is libertarian, on moral as well as on economic issues. 

(Giddens 1998,5-6,8). 

Jerzy Szacki, who has written a thorough study on the rise of liberalism in Eastern 

Europe, rejects the term "neoliberalism" in an Eastern European context. According to 

him, the liberalism now emerging in Eastern Europe is closer to the old form of 

liberalism forgotten in the West a long time ago. As concerns the definition of 

liberalism, Szacki, following the ideas of C. Wright Mills, points out that "as a kind of 

political rhetoric liberalism has been banalized- now it is commonly used by everyone 

who talks in public for every divergent and contradictory purpose. " (Szacki 1995,22). It 

seems that the same has happened with the concept of neoliberalism. Both of these 

concepts are often used lightly, without any kind of definition. They are normally used 

as general descriptive terms referring to one and the same thing: the basic principles of 

liberalism. 

According to Szacki, as far as liberal social philosophy exists, it is a philosophy that 

speaks the language of the rights of the individual. The emphasis on individual rights 
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clearly distinguishes liberalism from the great schools of social philosophy which take 

the needs of the community as their starting point. The needs of the community can, 

after all, be understood in any of a multitude of ways: as the needs of the nation or of a 

class, the people, or any other social collectivity. 

In general, the liberals argue that the role of the state must be limited for the sake of 

individual freedom, and that the minimal state is the most extensive state that can be 

justified. Any state more extensive than that violates people's rights. The state, the 

argument continues, is needed to protect the freedom of the individual from the 

depredations of others. Therefore, it has the basic functions of maintaining order, 

providing defence, and perhaps, to some degree, acting as an arbiter in disputes between 

individuals. This is the limit to which the state may act. If it extends its influence 

further, the freedom of the individual is infringed. (Mullard & Spicker 1998,54). 

Altogether, Szacki has a point in his summary when he states that "in a sense, the 

nlý ausurd conception of the state as a night watchman, which has been regarded as a 

distinctive characteristic of old and classic liberalism 
, in fact does capture the spirit of 

the liberal idea about the state, because what is most important in social life takes place 

without the participation and initiative of the state. " As concerns the economy, 

liberalism has been strongly associated with laissez-faire thinking. According to Szacki, 

despite its narrowing scope of application over time, the principle of laissez-faire has 

never been abandoned by liberals as the most general principle of social engineering. 

(Szacki 1995,34). 

Furthermore, as regards the basic principles of liberalism and the Western 

transformation , it 
is relevant to point out that, against Keynesian practice, the liberals 
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condemn corporatism. In the words of Maurice Mullard and Paul Spicker, the market 

liberals have argued that "decisions made behind closed doors" are likely to be more 

arbitrary and unjust than the market place and it is, therefore, always better to leave the 

decisions to the market and individual self-interest. In addition, Keynesianism is seen as 

the source of a range of problems, including inflation, inefficiencies and unemployment. 

Within a liberal market framework, unemployment is regarded as the result of rigidities 

in the market, of market regulation and intervention, the 11 impact of trade unions and the 

high level of social security benefits. In practice, the shift in macro-economic thinking 

from Keynesian to a market approach has meant that governments have abandoned the 

concept of creating employment through fiscal policy. Instead, the emphasis is on 

supply-side economics and economics of flexible labour markets, which shift the focus 

to reducing the influence of trade unions in wage bargaining and to lowering social 

costs. (Mullard & Spicker 1998,58,193). 

On the whole,, all the basic principles of liberalism are the same as those of 

neoliberalism, presented earlier by Giddens. That is why, when later I refer to "the 

liberal style of thinking" I will use the currently more popular term of "neoliberalism" 

rather than "lib6ralism, " unless there is a specific reason for referring to other types of 

liberal thinking. 

In any case, the interesting thing about this type of thinking is the fact that neoliberal 

values are experiencing a true renaissance in countries which have almost no liberal 

tradition and which, a bare few years after the political fall of socialism, cannot be 

called liberal in any of the innumerable senses of the word. In Eastern Europe, a 

surprisingly large number of people confess to some form of liberalism. In many circles, 
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being a liberal is regarded as a sign of normality, European thinking, progressiveness, 

and other cardinal virtues marking the passage from real socialism to a new system. 

From the point of view of many participants and observers, the break-through of 1989 

was nothing short of a historical victory of liberalism over socialism and the start of the 

Eastern European countries' return to their natural path of development from which they 

had been shoved aside, many years earlier, by communism. (Szacki 1995,1-4). 

According to Szacki, the supporters of liberal thinking do not see it as just another 

ideology among the many orientations that have sprung up like mushrooms, but as 

something more: the harbinger of a new society that should be built as quickly as 

possible. Discussions on some "third, " still unknown, path have waned; the direction 

seems clearly marked, and the debates are ever more often confined to how and how 

quickly to proceed in this direction. The liberal style of thinking has thus become one of 

the most important tools for arranging the political scene and guiding the discussions on 

the direction of the reform. (Szacki 1995,3). 

Furthermore, Szacki argues that another factor advancing liberal values in Eastem 

Europe is the renaissance that liberalism has recently experienced in the West. Even 

though the present condition of liberalism in the West is not what its supporters in 

Eastern Europe would hope, having shown an exaggerated tendency to associate 

liberalism with the economic policies of Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher, there is 

little doubt that , in the last half-century, the climate of opinion in the West has changed 

in favour of capitalism and the free market. (Szacki 1995,6). 
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How strong the renaissance of liberalism is in, for example, the Nordic countries is open 

to question but, as far as the post-communist countries are concerned, Szacki is 

probably right when he states that liberal ideology can be expected to retain its 

attractiveness for many years to come. The reason for this is its unrivalled ability to 

satisfy the strong need in these countries to oppose the remains of the old way of 

thinking while offering hope of something much better in the future. (Szacki 1995,7). 

It is also true, however, that although the East European countries experienced a 

))neoliberal" shock in the first years of transition and became acquainted with various 

aspects of the market economy, it is evident that no "liberal revolution" has, as yet, 

taken place (Szacki 1995,9). It has also been argued that, given both the pre-communist 

and communist traditions, the future models of democracies are likely to place great 

stress on collective rather than individual action, and the state will probably retain its 

pre-eminence as the dominant political and economic actor, at least in the foreseeable 

future (Schbpflin 1997,279). Furthermore, for example Anton Steen (1997) suggests 

that collective responsibilities are so deeply rooted in the East European mentality that 

strong liberalism does not seem very likely. One could also assume that the social 

consequences of shock therapy would make any overly liberal policies questionable. 

Here Poland is a good example. 

The Polish transition started soon after the mid- I 980s Western economic boom that had 

seemed to confirm the efficacy of neoliberal economics. The key figures in 

transformative economics, such as Leszek Balcerowlcz) understood the effect; these 

same theorists have, very credibly, also been called Thatcherites. The architects of fast- 

track privatisation and the people of Poland were, however, absolutely unaware of the 



66 

social and economic consequences, such as mass unemployment, that the counti-y was to 

face. They seemed to assume that the state would be able to control the spread of 

joblessness. According to Aleksander Marcinkowski and Jerzy B. Sobczak (1995), the 

emergence of mass unemployment destroyed the idealised portrait of market economy 

that had been common in the Polish society during socialism (see also Sobczyk 1995). 

At any rate, by 1993 the exag - gerated expectations of rapid economic transition, held by 

politicians, people and Western economic advisers alike, had been exposed as such 

(Bryant & Mokrzycki 1994,6). Consequently, Balcerowicz and his program became 

popular scapegoats for socio-economic ills in the Polish society, and in the fall of 1993 

the communist parties returned to power. Since then, assorted pressure groups have 

been making strides towards entirely stopping the liberalisation and marketisation of the 

public sector and guaranteeing it a special, legally protected and economically 

privileged position in the economic system. As a consequence, according to Voytek 

Zubek, liberalism seems to lack a proper political vehicle that would reintroduce it into 

the political mainstream in the foreseeable future. 7 (Zubek 1997,196,198). 

As stated earlier, one of the basic principles of neoliberalism is the sovereignty of the 

individual. The'rise of neoliberalism is, therefore, often closely connected with the 

process of individualisation. In addition, Western sociology regards individualisation as 

one of the main components of the ongoing social change, whether it be approached 

from the point of view of postmodernity, reflexive modernisation, post-Fordism, post- 

traditional, post-scarcity or risk society. 

It is interesting to note that the Polish influential groups interviewed for the Baltica study would 
probably have strongly disagreed with Zubek as, despite their demands that the state should take action to 
tackle unemployment and other major social threats, their reliance on neoliberalism and free markets was 
unflinching. (Sobiech 1998, Hanhinen 1998). 
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Like liberalism, individualism probably has as many definitions as there are definers. 

According to Giddens, for example, a post-traditional society is a society characterised 

by individualism that is associated with life styles, life politics and life projects which 

presume individual choice and autonomy. 

From the point of view of welfare policy, the process of individualisation is quite 

significant. Post-traditional society still has a place for welfare, but it is a form of 

welfare that enables personal autonomy, and choice. (Giddens 1994). In postmodern 

terms, in contrast to the homogeneous approach of the welfare state, postmodernity 

seeks to give primacy to difference and pluralism (Mullard & Spicker 1998,146). 

Offe, too, emphasises the role of individualisation in the Western transformation. He 

states that the diminishing political support for the welfare state cannot be fully 

explained by economic and fiscal crisis arguments or by political arguments; nor can it 

be countered with claims about the justice and legitimacy of existing welfare state 

arrangements. Instead, what the ongoing social change leaves behind is a pattern of 

deep distrust of social policies as "public goods, " which tends to unravel such policies, 

if we look at them in terms of gains and losses, exploitation, free-riding, redistribution - 

that is, individualist "economic man" categories. (Offe 1996b, 172). 

As concerns Eastern Europe, the starting point for the discussion on individualisation is 

naturally very different. As Szacki, slightly dramatically, points out, "the evil of 

communism was that it deprived the individual of the right to dignity, made him an 

object of manipulation, stripped him of his identity and forced him to live in conflict 

with his conscience" (Szacki 1995,84). After the collapse of communism, however, 
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tendencies towards increasing individualism can be recogn, sed also in the Eastern parts 

of Europe. According to Szacki, one unmistakable sign of an opening up towards 

liberalism has been the growing popularity of two ideas, namely the idea of the 

autonomy of the individual, adopted as a starting point in politics, and the idea of civil 

society as a sphere of activity independent of the state: activities are undertaken 

spontaneously by individual subjects, who among themselves establish new 

relationships, reach agreements and, consequently, create new forms of public life. As 

Adam Seligman writes, "it is after all the very existence of autonomous, agentic 

individual that makes civil society possible at all. " (Szacki 1995,77,110). 

All in all, as far as Estonia, Russia and Finland are concerned, it is evident that no 

neoliberal revolution has, as yet, taken place. Nevertheless, on the basis of the above 

theoretical considerations and the debate on welfare policy in the countries in question, 

it can be argued that there is a tendency towards more liberal social policy, emphasising 

the autonomy of the individual and diminishing the role of a "p aternali sing" state in 

taking care of social problems. In addition, whether due to a rise in neoliberal thinking 

and individualism or, simply, to a lack of willingness or ability to take care of social 

problems on the part of the state, the social change in the East and the West does 

involve a hope of transferring at least some of the welfare functions from the state to 

clVil society. 

The rebirth of civil society 

In Western countries, arguments emphasising the need to increase mutualism, 

voluntarism and self-help have been an integral part of the criticism targeted against the 
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Western welfare states. As discussed in the previous chapter, hostility to big 

government is a first and prime characteristic of neoliberal views. Furthermore, the 

thesis of the minimal state is closely bound up with a distinctive view of civil society as 

a self-generating mechanism of social solidarity (Giddens 1998,11). 

Offe has made a similar point by stating that perhaps the only new argument within a 

broad discourse emphasising the long-term incompatibility between the welfare state 

and a liberal market society is the proposition that the damage that the welfare state 

inflicts on the liberal order is not so much immediately economic but moral in nature. 

Proponents of the argument have suggested that the fiscal crisis and the economic 

inefficiency crisis of the welfare state are mediated through a moral crisis. Its critics 

have argued that, due to its abstract formal-legal modus operandi, the modern welfare 

state has cut itself loose from the moral resources, common values, and potentialities for 

solidarity within civil society, thereby rendering these resources useless and adherence 

to solidarity commitments worthless. (Offe 1996b, 149-150). 

It is also true, however, that in the West the actors of civil society have played a guiding 

role as designers and proponents of social policies and social policy institutions. 

Therefore, as concerns the Western welfare states, "the rebirth of civil society" refers to 

a strengthening of the informal sector between state and market and) also) to the 

increasing independence of various civil organisations from the state, with which many 

of them have so far allied themselves. 

In post-communist countries, "the rebirth of civil society" has a very different meaning. 

it is a well known fact that the whole concept of civil society was abandoned and even 
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discredited in socialist countries, and it is only after the breakdown of the Soviet Union 

that the concept of civil society has gained new actuality (cf, Lagerspetz 1996, 

Sztompka 1991). In other words, in socialist countries, there was no intermediate and 

autonomous sphere between the economy and the market'. Furthermore, as Offe has put 

it, there was a complete absence of strong, competent, mutually recognised, 

representative and co-operatively minded collective actors (Offe 1996b, 239). 

Consequently, one could simply argue that there was no civil society in the Soviet 

Union. 

The issue is, however, a little more complicated than this. In fact, there existed 

numerous associations outside the communist party. In several countries, there were 

also other parties and so called mass organisations. The trade unions comprised almost 

the whole population. In addition, there were youth and women's organisations, 

international friendship organisations, sports clubs etc. According to Gbran Therborn, 

what was lacking in Eastern Europe is not really covered by the Western notion of civil 

society. Rather, it is something that could be called autonomous public, the possibility 

to express a genuine opinion in public. (Therborn 1995,324-325). 

Szacki, too, argues that the absence of the term did not mean absence of the concept, 

which appeared almost simultaneously with the dissident movement under such names 

as )) independent culture, " "parallel structures ... 
.. alternative society" or "independent 

society. " Thus, above all else, the idea of civil society in Eastern Europe appeared as an 

8 As Nfikko Lagerspetz has pointed out, the concept of civil society is an old one, and the term has been 

used in many different senses. What unites the different definitions is that they all refer to a sphere which 
is relatively independent from the state. In this sphere, there can be interaction within and between social 
organisations of various kinds. (Lagerspetz 1996,43). For the purposes of this study, civil society is 
defined simply as "a sphere of social interaction between economy and state, composed, above all, of the 
intimate sphere (especially the family, ) the sphere of associations (especially voluntary associations, ) 
social movements and forms of public communication. " (Cohen & Arato 1992, ix). 
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anti-state idea9 (Szacki 1995,90-91,94). Sztompka takes this idea even further by 

stating that the revolution of 1989, for which a decade of growing opposition against 

communist system prepared the ground, was "a revolution in the name of civil society" 

(Sztompka 1991,309). Although Sztompka refers only to countries of Central Eastern 

Europe, he would not be far from the truth even if the idea were transposed to Estonia. 

In Estonia, some initial attempts at restoring civil society were made at the end of the 

1980s, when the Popular Front grew into a mass movement. It had the support of almost 

all Estonians, and could challenge the authority of the government and the communist 

party of the republic. (Lagerspetz 1996,40). Moreover, a free press developed, a multi- 

party system was developed at the grass roots level, the citizens had the new experience 

of voting in free elections, and the society became more open to the outside world 

(Kutsar 1997,80). The 1990s have seen a boom in civil society organisations. Many of 

these organisations have been showing an interest in the field of social welfare, It 

should be noted, however, that most of them have concentrated on publicising their 

members' problems rather than actually providing assistance or services. (Leppik 1995, 

28). 

If the rebirth of civil society has been somewhat problematic in Estonia, in Russia it has 

been positively stumbling. Among many others, Stojanov argues that the economic 

groundwork for a true civil society does not exist in Russia because, due to its socialist 

past, it has no actors with "real" and positive interests. And there is no other instance 

beside the state that could create the required conditions for their development. 

9 It is noteworthy that much as in Eastern Europe, the return to the idea of civil society in the West is also 
anti-statist, for there is a movement under way to oppose the impersonal structures of state administration 
by forming as direct relationships among citizens as is possible. (Szacki 1995,94). 
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(Stojanov 1992,221). Plirainen has, similarly, paid attention to the fact that, although 

the public sphere in Russia is developing and assuming the functions of a mediator 

between the official and the private, the logic of operation at many Russian public 

institutions, especially In the sphere of politics, will continue, f to be or some time 

reminiscent of that of primary groups or official state organs, regardless of the fact that 

the institutions already have the outer appearance of institutions of civil society. 

(Piirainen 1997,223-224). 

The idea of civil society in post-communist countries is well captured by Sztompka. 

According to him, "in the course of the struggle and accompanying intellectual debates 

the concept of civil society has acquired three distinct meanings. " Firstly, there is the 

sociological concept, which has antecedents in the classical theories of human 

communities and groups: those of Ferdinand Tbnnies and George Simmel. From this 

point of view, civil society is a synonym for community or mezzo- structures, i. e. the 

intermediate sphere in the variety of human groups between the micro-level of the 

family and the macro-level of the nation-state. As noted already, from this perspective, 

the main weakness of communist society has been defined as the sociological vacuum 

that exists between the level of primary groups and the level of the national society. It 

will take time before this sphere regains normal proportions but, according to Sztompka, 

the "sociological vacuum" is certainly not there anymore, for there has been a veritable 

explosion of new organisations and political parties after the collapse of the Soviet 

Union. (Sztompka 1996,122-123). 

Another sense of the concept, revived by Eastern European intellectuals, is the 

economic concept, related to the classical legacy of Karl Marx and Max Weber. Here, 
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civil society refers to the autonomous sphere of economic activity and relationships and 

to a mode of production rooted in private ownership, moved by entrepreneurial 

initiative. The actors operating in that sphere are labelled "bourgeois" in traditional 

language and "the middle class" in modern terminology. Again, Sztompka's argument 

is that civil society, in this sense of the term, has been at least partly reconstituted- a 

rudimentary market now exists, and a sizeable middle class has emerged. (Sztompka 

1996) 123). 

The third sense of the concept may be called the cultural concept. From this point of 

view, civil society is synonymous with "developed emotional community, " bound by a 

tight network of interpersonal loyalties, commitment, solidarities, and trust. 

Furthermore, it means the identification of citizens with public institutions, a concern 

with the common good, and a respect for laws. Thus, civil society is the arena of social 

solidarity defined in universalistic terms: it is the we-ness of national community and 

the feeling of togetherness that transcends particular commitments, loyalties, and 

interests. As regards ciVil society in its cultural sense, Sztompka makes an important 

point with his notion that "those in democratic opposition who picked out such a 

meaning for civil society were fighting against a vicious legacy of the communist 

regime: growing fragmentation, atomisation, uprootedness, and anomle. " (Sztompka 

1996) 124). 

These three distinct senses of civil society are also useful in comparing the development 

of civil society in Estonia, Russia and Finland. It is self-evident that in Finland, like in 

all Western welfare states, the structures of civil society according to either the 

sociological or the economic concept have been there for decades. In these senses, civil 
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society has also been at least partially reconstituted in Estonia and Russia. However, if 

we use the cultural concept, it is doubtful whether - or to what extent - there has been a 

rebirth of civil society in any of these societies. 1n all three countries, it has, so far, been 

the state and not civil society that has been the arena of social welfare. Now that the 

state's role is diminishing and civil society is not yet willing or able to take 

responsibility for dealing with social problems, it appears that the post-communist 

countries may not be alone in facing growing fragmentation or anomie. 

Ralf Dahrendorf has provided an answer to the questionof what is needed to avoid such 

fragmentation. and anomie. In addition to civil society, he speaks about morality and 

institutions. According to him, "morality tells us what to aim for and what to avoid: it 

not only inspires decency and humanity in everyday life but also the wish to see life 

changes spread to all humans, and the actions which flow from this desire. Institutions 

are the instrument of improvement; at their best, they give reality to the aspirations of 

the open society, like the institutions of democracy which enable us to elect those by 

whom we are governed but, more important still, to remove them from office if we feel 

that they have gone astray. Civil society provides the lifeblood of liberty; its creative 

chaos of associations gives people the chance to live their lives without having to go 

begging to the state or to other powers. " Dahrendorf concludes aptly with the statement 

that "perhaps the concept which best sums up all these hopes is citizenship. " 

(Dahrendorf 1997,50-5 1). 



75 

Reconstruction of citizenship rights 

As regards the concept of citizenship, it should be noted that it has two dimensions- 

)) nationality" and "citizenship proper. " The former is a purely legal status which 

embodies the legal bond of affiliation of an individual to a particular state and which 

has to be respected by other states according to the rules of international law. By 

contrast, citizenship proper defines the role of the individual as a competent member of 

the polity. Roughly speaking, the concept of nationality applies in the international 

sphere, whereas the concept of citizenship is relevant in the national sphere. The two 

concepts are inseparably connected in that, today, no single state grants the rights and 

benefits of citizenship to individuals who do not possess its nationality - while in the 

reverse case, nationals of a particular state may be excluded fTom the rights and duties 

of citizenship in this state. It is particularly in the cases of external and internal 

minorities that both nationality and citizenship can become a problem. (Elster et al. 

19987 88). 

Eastern Europe provides many examples of the tightening of access to national 

citizenship. In a'number of post-communist countries, citizenship laws have been drawn 

up to exclude either former colonising citizens (Russians in Estonia) or oppressed 

minorities (the Romany population in the Czech Republic and Slovakia) from access to 

some of the benefits of citizenship. From the point of view of welfare policy., an 

important factor here is the possible consequential exclusion from social assistance 

rights. (Deacon et al. 1997,17). 
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In Western countries, the development of citizenship rights is closely connected with 

the development of the welfare state. In fact, the welfare state can be seen as the high 

point of a lengthy process of evolution of citizenship rights. According to the famous 

analysis of T. H. Marshall, modern citizenship is the fruition of a democratisation that 

spans three centuries. In the eighteenth century, the foundations were laid with the 

principle of legal-civil rights; political rights emerged in the nineteenth century and, as a 

preliminary culmination of the democratic ideal, we see the consolidation of social 

citizenship in the twentieth century. (Esping-Andersen 1996,1). Thus, citizenship in 

modern Western societies consists of three interdependent components: political 

democracy, the welfare state and market economy. According to T. H. Marshall, these 

three components must exist in equilibrium with each other in order to guarantee full 

citizenship rights. (Dean & Melrose 1999,82). 

Furthermore, like many others in the early post-war period, T. H. Marshall expected that 

welfare systems would progressively expand, matching economic development with the 

ever fuller implementation of social rights. (Giddens 1998,10). However, despite what 

early modernisation theory believed some decades ago, the new emerging industrial 

democracies do' not appear set to converge along the Western welfare state path. 

According to Esping-Andersen, this raises the question "was Marshall, then, wrong to 

assume that modern civilization is cumulative and irreversible? " (Esping-Andersen 

1996)1). 

As concerns legal and political rights, T. H. Marshall was right, considering that these 

rights have been firmly established in most parts of the advanced, industrialised world. 

The same cannot be said for social rights, which remain subordinate to other kinds of 
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rights. While civil rights are enforceable through the courts and political rights through 

the electoral system, social rights are altogether more vulnerable, having no distinctive 

foirum for their expression or realisation. The enforcement of existing social rights is 

dependent upon administrative procedures, and the development of social rights is 

dependent upon the political process. (Dean & Melrose 1999,90). 

In fact, the questioning of social citizenship has played a part in the Western 

transformation. As stated earlier, it is a widely held opinion that the welfare state has 

become incompatible with other cherished goals, such as economic development, full 

employment, and even personal liberties (Esping- Andersen 1996,1). The principles of 

social citizenship have been questioned especially by neoliberals, and the impact of this 

can be seen in the privatisation or "marketisation" of state welfare provision. (Dean & 

Melrose 1999,89). 

1n addition, the ongoing transformation is changing the role of the citizen, and a new 

relationship between the citizen and the state is emerging as a consequence of this (cf 

Virtanen 1995,80). The essential question in this change, a question that draws together 

the other components of social change discussed above, is "how is a shift from state to 

civil society and the market in welfare policies going to affect the principles of social 

citizenship? " This question is also relevant in the context of Eastern transition, in spite 

of the fact that the development of citizenship rights has taken a very different path in 

the countries of Eastern Europe. 

The status of citizenship, associated with the work of T. H. Marshall) has connotations of 

human dignity, civilised society and an incluslonary ethos. As George Kolanklewlcz 
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points out, all of these were destroyed in Eastern Europe through the workings of a 

system that reduced individuals to atomised objects, subordinated morality to political 

and ideological imperatives and excluded them through the perfidious nomenklatura 

mechanism. (Kolankiewicz 1992,142). Moreover, the absence of political and civil 

rights made it possible for the socialist regimes to marginalise non-state sources of 

welfare. As discussed above, communist ideology denied the existence of civil society 

and institutions providing welfare independently of the state. (Cf, Rose 1993,228)ý 

Regardless of the absence of civil and political rights, the people in communist 

countries did have rights associated with social citizenship. According to Richard Rose, 

democracy is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition for the provision of 

education, health care or social security. For four decades, Soviet regimes demonstrated 

that a welfare state can deny civil and political rights to its subjects and defend such 

actions in terms of collectivist values. (Rose 1993,222). Thus, before the transition, the 

communist countries were "undemocratic welfare states" in the sense that there existed 

state based social benefits but no political rights. It is doubtful, however, whether the 

concept of social rights can be applied to communist countries. One could also argue 

that there were'no social rights, only benefits that were used to maintain a productive 

labour force. The lack of citizenship rights in the Soviet Union can be additionally 

stressed by pointing to the fact that social rights are only secondary or enabling rights, 

whereas the rights that were completely missing, i. e. civil-legal and political rights, can 

be considered as primary rights, 

Nevertheless, the former communist countries provide a good example of how quickly 

political and civil rights can be achieved. In fact, in a matter of months most East 
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European countries successfully overthrew their authoritarian regimes and introduced 

freedom of speech, assembly and free elections (Rose 1993,236-237). The matter of 

reconstructing social citizenship is, however, a more complicated and less self-evident 

one. The question of how the issues of social justice and citizenship are resolved (or 

defined) in post-communist countries has become very crucial in determining the nature 

of the new social policy regimes. (Deacon 1993,187) 

As concerns the reconstruction of social citizenship, both in Eastern and Western 

Europe, it is important to note that, in recent analysis, the focus has shifted. citizenship 

rights are no longer regarded as established on the grounds that economic and social 

goods are provided for society members. Citizenship is viewed as requiring the active 

articulation by citizens of their often diverse needs and the active involvement of 

citizens in the societal mechanisms that exist to meet their needs. Thus, according to 

Bob Deacon, the issue of citizenship is precisely whether all or only some of society's 

members are ready and able to be active agents in the articulation of and meeting of 

their own and others' welfare needs. (Deacon 1992,4-7). In other words, are the actors 

of civil society willing (or able) to act on behalf of extensive social rights in case the 

state does not giiarantee them anymore? 

Altogether, T. H. Marshall extended the idea of citizenship to refer to the social rights 

associated with welfare, and the idea of citizenship has, so far, been used to refer to a 

general and inclusive status in which all people have a right to receive social and public 

service. However, citizenship is not something lnherent in each person, but a status, and 

it may be conditional on some form of qualification. This inevitably involves some 

controversy about who is, and who is not, a citizen. Furthermore, if the idea of 
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ferently as a result of citizenship means anything, it is that people will be treated dif 

having it. If the right to welfare is based on membership of a community, there must be 

those who are not considered members, and who are, therefore, not citizens. (Mullard 

Spicker 1998,81-82). In other words, the concept of citizenship has the added function 

of distinguishing "those who belong" from "outsiders" (Virtanen 1995,80). In this 

respect, the concept of citizenship is closely related to the concept of social exclusion. 

The idea of social exclusion has many purposes and meanings attached to it. A. B. 

Atkinson approaches it from the point of view of poverty by arguing that, if poverty is 

seen as the deprivation of a certain minimum right to resources, then people are seen as 

entitled to a minimum income., a prerequisite for participation in a particular society. 

This, in turn, can be linked to citizenship in that a certain minimum level of resources is 

necessary in order that people may enjoy effective freedom. (Atkinson 1998,24). 

Giddens explains the connection between social exclusion and citizenship by using the 

concepts of inclusion and exclusion. To put it simply, inclusion is related to equality 

and exclusion to inequality. In its broadest sense, inclusion refers to citizenship, to the 

civil and political rights and obligations that all members of a society should have. it 

also refers to opportunities and to involvement in public space. For example , in a 

society where work remains central to self-esteem and standard of living, access to work 

is one main context of opportunity, education being another. (Giddens 1998,102-103). 

In addition, Giddens points out that equality is a relative concept. According to him, we 

have to ask "equality between whom, of what and in what degree? " We can ask, for 

example, "how far the immigrants should be accorded basic citizenship rights and 
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material protection. " (Giddens 1998,40-41). This question is particularly relevant in the 

context of Eastern Europe, where the excluded ones, i. e. the ones without full 

citizenship rights, are often people of different races or nationalities. As concerns 

Western welfare states, it can be argued that equality of status is not necessarily 

guaranteed for all; people have a right to welfare, but it does not mean that they will 

have the same access to services or an equivalent standard of welfare (Mullard 

Spicker 1998,83). 

According to Giddens, inclusion and exclusion have become important concepts for 

analysing and responding to inequality because of the changes occurring in Western 

industrial countries. In stating that it is particularly the increase in information 

technology that has drastically affected the nature of manufacturing production and cut 

the demand for unskilled labour, Giddens is referring to post-Fordism, which has been 

discussed earlier. As a consequence of the changes, the traditional working class has 

largely disappeared and the old working class communities have altered in character 

and, in many cases, become isolated from the wider society. (Giddens 1998,103). 

Scott Lash similarly argues that, as societies become increasingly superimposed on the 

information and communication structures, exclusion from them becomes exclusion 

from citizenship. Thus, the "old" citizenship rights, featuring equality before the law 

and the political and social rights of the welfare state, have been transformed into rights 

of access to the information and communication structures. Consequently, the new 

lower class is deprived of both the obligations and the rights of what - according to Lash 

- is no longer social but predominantly cultural citizenship. (Lash 1994,132-133). 
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I would not go as far as Lash when he argues that the old citizenship rights have already 

been transformed into something new. Especially as concerns the civil and political 

rights, there is no reason to expect any radical changes. However, as has been pointed 

out in this chapter, it does seem evident that the principles of social citizenship are now 

being questioned as a result of the transition and transformation processes. 

In a sense, the discussion on social citizenship closes the circle of all the components of 

social change debated in this chapter. To sum up: the roles of the state, the market and 

civil society are changing in both Eastern and Western countries. From the point of 

view of welfare policy, the important tendencies in these changes are the rising 

neoliberalism and individualism and a hope that the institutions of civil society will 

strengthen and take at least some of the responsibility for welfare. Consequently, the 

social rights of citizens are on a less firm ground than they used to be during the 

"'golden age of the welfare state" or during socialism. The reconstruction of social 

rights, in turn, may lead to new forms of social exclusion which, considering the focus 

of this study, has twofold importance. when it is closely linked with the concept of 

citizenship, it is part of the changing framework of defining social problems. In 

addition, however, it can become a social problem in itself 

2.4 Conclusion 

The question that still remains unanswered is "how are the transition and transformation 

supposed to affect the framework of defining social problems? " The answer is not 

simple, since there are at least three assumptions that can be made on the basis of the 

theoretical and empirical infor 1 mation presented in this chapter. Firstly, if we take as a 
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starting point those theories of transition that regard it as a dramatic and rapid change 

where everything begins with "a clean table, " we could assume that transition also 

opens up unlimited possibilities or options for the defining of social problems. 

However, I reject this starting point, based on the assumption that the common 

framework presented in this chapter is not just a collection of theoretical suggestions 

about the direction of social change but a framework which truly guides the influential 

groups perceptions of social problems. The question, then, is just how dramatic this 

change towards more market and individual oriented societies can be expected to be? 

A second, more credible, assumption can be made on the basis of those theones that 

emphasise the importance of the history and culture to which the transition societies are 

bound. From this point of departure, one can assume that the "definitional" space is, in 

fact, limited by cultural and historical factors. The widely debated socialist legacy, for 

example, may influence the perceptions of social problems in Estonia and Russia. 

Correspondingly, the social democratic hegemony in Finland may still obstruct the 

change towards neoliberalism. The important questions that arise, when we take the 

)7 path dependency" type theories as a starting point of analysis, are "how are social 

problems defined in a situation where there exists two sets of values - the old and the 

new; to what extent are the "new" values completely new, created in a unique historical 

situation; and to what extent do the old, pre-socialist values come out as new ones? " In 

other words: to what extent do the definitions of social problems reflect continuity or 

discontinuity? 

Thirdly, the empirical evidence clearly shows that the social consequences of the 

transition have been severe, especially in Estonia and Russia. The fact that many socIal 
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problems bave been aggravated is supposed to be reflected in perceptions of social 

problems. This, together with the assumption that perceptions of social problems are 

bound to historical traditions and cultural values, suggests that the changes in the 

framework of defining social problems are not necessarily very dramatic. 

However, the influential groups that, due to their social position, can be regarded as the 

leaders of social change are among the first to internalise the new values. Therefore,. I 

expect that their perceptions of social problems are guided rather by the new values, 

which emphasise the role of individuals, the market and civil society as theresponsible 

bodies for people's welfare, than by the social consequences which are not supposed to 

touch them personally, at least not very dramatically. Furthermore, I start my analysis 

from the assumption that the similarities of Eastern and Western social change actually 

lead towards similar types of changes in the framework of defining social problems, 

regardless of the fact that the pace of change can be assumed to be different due to the 

different paths taken in individual countries. 

In addition to the context of defining social problems, presented in this chapter, there 

are other significant factors which affect perceptions of social problems, namely the 

values, norms and interests of influential groups. Most importantly, however, the 

perceptions naturally depend on what kind of issues are regarded as social problems, i. e. 

how social problems are defined. 
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CHAPTER 3. STUDYE'ýG SOCIAL PROBLEMS - THEORETICAL 

APPROACHES 

In this chapter, I will search for a definition of a social problem that is suited for the 

studying of perceptions of social problems in social change in a comparative research 

setting. I concentrate on a theory orientation named social constructionism, according to 

which social problems are the result of collective definition processes, rather than 

objective conditions in themselves. Social constructionism is a "Western invention, " 

and it has been used extensively in the studying of social problems, for example in 

Finland. As the former socialist countries have their own distinctive traditions for 

defining and understanding social problems, it is necessary to consider the applicability 

of this approach in a post-communist context. In addition, in order to fully understand 

the perceptions of social problems in post-communist countries, I will widen the context 

to include not just the transition: I will also examine how social problems were defined 

in the time of socialism. At the end of the chapter, I will summarise the theoretical 

guidelines that will be used in analysing definitions of social problems. 

3.1 Objectivism versus subjectivism 

The Western social sciences have a long tradition of studying and defining social 

problems. However, none of the existing traditions or their definitions have reached a 

dominant position. Rather, there seem to be nearly as many definitions of social 

problems as there are studies on them. Moreover, all of the definitions seem to share the 

characteristics of generality and openness to various interpretations. 
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To begin with, theory orientations concerned with social problems can be divided 

roughly into objectivist and subjectivist approaches. Objectivism is based on the Idea 

that certain phenomena are problematic and detrimental by nature. Social problems are 

thus seen as objective conditions that can be measured and reported, for example in the 

form of statistics. The objectivist approach has been very common in studies of deviant 

behaviour, where the research of social problems has been aimed to produce unbiased 

knowledge of the factors distinguishing the deviant from the non-deviant. In this type of 

studies, the causes of social problems are usually sought among background variables 

such as age, sex, and family background, making the deviant seem like a "victim" of 

heredity or environment. 

The subjectivist orientations stand at the other extreme and point out that not all harmful 

conditions are social problems, nor do they become ones unless someone defines them 

as such. The first attempts at building a theory of social problems based on the idea that 

social problems are socially constructed date back to the 1920s. Later, following the 

ideas of Emile Durkheim, who proved that deviant behaviour and social problems are 

eternal because'they are relative, the subjectivists have emphasised that every society 

and era has its own problems, related to definitions which depend on the prevailing 

power structures, values and norms and the knowledge people have about problems. 

Although subjectivist perspectives have become increasingly popular, and are now 

applied in most studies of social problems, there are still many scholars who reject 

subjectivism in favour of objectivism. Their attacks have concentrated on the relativity 
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of the subjectivist approaches, claiming that it can lead to a situation where "real" 

problems, like poverty, will never gain the researcher's attention (Best 1993,134). 

The subjectivists, for their part, have been particularly severe in their criticism of social 

constructionism, which concentrates on studying the processes whereby conditions 

become defined as social problems. David R. Simýon and Joel H. Henderson, for 

example, have criticised the interactionist view (of which they consider social 

constructionism. to be a part) for being more a description of a political process than a 

scientific theory, because it does not focus on the causes of troubling conditions; nor 

does it try to solve them. According to these critics, the main problem in subjectivist 

approaches is that they reject the fact that harmful conditions exist, whether a problem 

is acknowledged or not. Taking this criticism to heart, Simon and Henderson have 

formulated their own definition of a social problem, based on the ideas of C. Wright 

Mills. (Simon & Henderson 1997,19). 

In Ae Sociological Imagination, Mills noted that earlier sociologists had wrongly 

attributed social problems to individual deviance. He argued that social problems are 

caused by institutional contradictions and not by deviant individuals. Mills' contribution 

to the theory of social Problems was that he called for sociological imagination, which 

allows one to conceive of the relationship between seemingly private troubles and 

public issues. He argued that, to use sociological imagination, one must be able to 

interrelate the structural causes of social problems with private troubles and public 

issues. Private troubles occur within the character of the individual and within the range 

of his immediate relations with others. Perceptions of private troubles and solutions to 

them are also found within the family, workplace, school, or neighbourhood. Private 

troubles are thus resolvable within the immediate environment of the individual. Public 
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issues or social problems, however, are of a very different nature, as they transcend the 

local environments of work, family, and community. Furthermore, Mills believed that 

many social problems involve a genuine crisis in institutional arrangements. in such 

crises, private troubles become widespread and turn into public issues. (Mills 1959> 

Simon & Henderson 1997,8-9). 

"Crisis in institutional arrangements" also features in Simon and Henderson's definition 

of a social problem, according to which "a social problem is a socially patterned 

condition involving widespread physical, financial or moral harm that is caused by 

contradictions stemming from the institutional arrangement of a given society. " The 

definition also includes the statement that "such harms exist whether or not they have 

gained the attention of the mass media or politics. " 

Simon and Henderson are right in arguing that the interactionist perspective, or social 

constructionism, does not offer a theory of social problems in the scientific sense, 

because it does not contain causal or independent variables. However, none of the 

existing orientations or theories offers an all-inclusive definition of a social problem. 

Furthermore, theories that offer causes and solutions for social problems are few and far 

between; there are not many examples besides the Marxist or neo-Marxist theories 

which see capitalism as the cause of all social problems and total social change as their 

chosen solution. (Cf. Senn & Senn 1993,238). These theories are, however, rarely used 

anymore in explaining the existence of social problems. 

The objectivists as well as the subjectivists have their advantages and disadvantages, 

and I do not consider it very fruitful to try to prove any of these orientations right or 



89 

wrong. Rather, researchers should choose an orientation/orientations according to the 

exact topic of their study. I turn to a subjectivist approach, because it offers the best 

means for studying perceptions of social problems and the changing ftamework of 

defining social problems. For a study aiming at evaluating the possible course of social 

change, studying social problems as objective conditions would bring out little useful 

information, What matters is, rather, learning about the perceptions of social problems 

of those individuals or groups which have the power and the possibility to influence the 

course of social change. In addition, the objectivist orientations are inadequate for the 

purpose of explaining the differences that undoubtedly exist between perceptions of 

social problems in different countries. 

Social constructionism is a perspective in which the idea of social problems as social 

constructions has been developed most thoroughly. In this study, I will follow its basic 

ideas quite precisely, but if another orientation proves to be of use in the analysis I will 

not reject the insights it provides. Mills' classification of private troubles and public 

issues, for example, has proved useful in the interpreting of some results. 

3.2 Social constructionism 

Social constructionism originated from criticism targeted against objectivist theories. 

However, subjectivist definitions of social Problems had been developed long before the 

emergence of social constructionism by a number of scholars, among them Clarence 

Marsh Case and Kelso Frank who, in the 1920s, argued that "the term social problem 

means any social situation which attracts the attention of a considerable number of 

competent observers within a society, and appeals to them as calling for readjustment or 
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remedy. " In addition, Case and Frank pointed out that "every generation has its own 

peculiar social problems and each social problem has its own history. " It is also 

noteworthy that , in this first definition, the spotlight is on those who define social 

problems, much as in social constructionism fifty years later. The early definitions were, 

however, exceptions in a time when social problems were generally defined in terms of 

any one major factor. (In Senn & Senn 1993,216-217). As noted above, this was also 

the case in Marxism, which concentrated on capitalism as the determining cause of 

social problems. 

From the late 1930s to the 1970s, in North-American sociology, studies of social 

problems were dominated by four perspectives, namely social disorganisation, value 

conflict, deviant behaviour and labelling. These were the perspectives that set the 

groundwork for social constructionism, which both combined and criticised their main 

components. 

From the point of view of social disorganisation, society is seen as a complex and 

dynamic whole where the parts are co-ordinated. When there are changes in one part of 

the system, the others will try to adjust to the new situation. If this adjustment fails, 

what follows is a situation of disorganisation, which can lead to social problems. 

Moreover, the social disorganisationists believe that the smooth functioning of a society 

is made possible by agreed rules which provide guidelines for appropriate behaviour for 

people in the performance of their various roles. Deviations from these rules are seen as 

causing social problems. (Simon & Henderson 1997). Altogether, social disorganisation 

denotes a failure of rules and diminishing control of primary groups, caused by social 
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changes (e. g. technological, demographic and cultural changes. ) (Rubington & 

Weinberg 1995,57-59). 

In the value conflict perspective, social problems are seen as social conditions that are 

incompatible with the values of the groups whose members succeed in publicising their 

demands for eradicating conditions which they regard as problematic. The root causes 

of social problems are conflicts of values or interests. Competition and particular types 

of contact among groups create the conditions under which such conflicts develop. The 

essential content of this perspective is that social problems are considered to consist of 

two components: the objective condition and its subjective definition. (Rubington & 

Weinberg 1995,90-9 1, FuUer &Myers 1989,10 1). 

SiMilarly to social disorganisation, the deviant behaviour perspective emphasises the 

importance of primary groups. According to it, social problems reflect violations of 

normative expectations, The cause of deviant behaviour lies in the inappropriate 

socialisation that takes place within the context of primary groups. The theory of 

deviant behaviour has been strongly inspired by Robert Merton"s anomie theory. 

According to Merton, anomie appears in societies where there is disequilibrium between 

the commonly shared cultural goals and the means for achieving them. (Rubington & 

Weinberg 1995,133, Robertson 1988,195). 

The deviant behaviour perspective concentrated attention on the causes of deviance, on 

deviant behaviour systems, and on social control. In the labelling perspective, which 

arose largely from the questions left unanswered by the deviant behaviour perspective, 

finding the causes of social problems is regarded unnecessary. Instead, it seeks to study 
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the process of and responses to social differentiation. The notion that social problems 

and deviance exist in the eye of the beholder is central to the labelling perspective. The 

approacb is rooted in symbolic interactionism, formulated by George Herbert Mead and, 

later, elaborated by Alfred Schutz. Within this perspective, a social deviant is defined by 

social reactions to an alleged violation of rules or expectations. Deviant behaviour is 

thus seen as performance of a certain role that is determined in everyday interaction 

with other people. (Rubington & Weinberg 1995,182-185,357, Piiralnen 1993,41). 

The birth of the social constructionist perspective is marked by two articles published in 

the journal Social Problems in 19731. In the articles, the founders of social 

constructionism, John 1. Kitsuse and Malcom Spector, questioned the belief that it is 

possible to know the objective status of a certain condition (Miller & Holstein 1993,7), 

They argued that none of the perspectives introduced above can answer the questions of 

"what truly makes a situation out to be a social problem in the first place" or "why some 

situations got designated as social problems while others did not? " With the exception 

of social disorganisation, however, the previous approaches were not regarded as totally 

useless, What Spector and Kitsuse did was they subjectified more fully the labelling 

perspective and combined it with the value conflict perspective. They stated that social 

constructionism has an affinity with the labelling perspective, as it shares an interest in 

the process by which a phenomenon comes to be defined in a specific way. Similarly to 

social constructionism, studies in the field of labelling perspective focus on the 

definition process: the people who define problems, the situation under which a person 

' John 1. Kitsuse & Malcom Spector (1973): Toward a Sociology of Social Problems: Social Conditions, 
Value-Judgements, and Social Problems, Social Problems 20, no 4. 
Malcom Spector & John I. Kitsuse (1973): Social Problems: A Reformulation. Social Problems 21, no 2. 
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or situation is labelled problematic and the consequences of this labelling. Furthermore, 

both perspectives share the idea that ignoring the definitional processes makes the 

studying of acts or conditions difficult or impossible. (Rubington & Weinberg 1995, 

288-293). 

On the whole, set in the context of previous theory orientations, Spector and Kitsuse ask 

a different set of questions: "who defines a situation as a social problem, what kind of a 

definition they formulate, how they present their arguments to others and how these 

arguments are responded to. " (Rubington & Weinberg 1995,290-29 1). They formulated 

a definition of a social problem according to which social problems are "the activities of 

individuals or groups making assertions of grievances and claims with respect to some 

putative conditions. " Furthermore, they argued that "the emergence of a social problem 

is contingent upon the organisation of activities asserting the need for eradicating, 

ameliorating or otherwise changing some condition. " (Spector & Kitsuse 1987,74-76). 

The social constructionists adopt a radical subjectivist position, concentrating on the 

processes by which people designate some social conditions as social problems rather 

than on the objective conditions themselves. According to their definition, a condition 

that is defined as a social problem does not even have to exist. It is enough if some 

groups identify a condition as a social problem and demand actions for it to be solved. 

Social constructionists call this activity claims-making. Furthermore, when social 

problems are defined, the claims-makers also define their causes and suggest solutions. 

In social constructionism, this is regarded as an important part of the analysis. In the 

words of Joseph R. Gusfield, "it is part of how we think and how we interpret the world 

around us, that we perceive many conditions as not only deplorable but as capable of 
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being relieved by and as requiring public action. " Thus, the concept of a social problem 

does more than point to deplorable situations. It suggests a social responsibility for 

resolving the resolvable. (Gusfield 1989,431-432). 

In addition to any presented claims, the researcher doing social constructionist analysis 

can concentrate either on the claims-makers or on the whole claims-making process, i. e. 

on how and by whom claims are presented and how they are responded to (Hakkarainen 

& Asp 1993,212). One way of approaching claims-making activities is to study the 

practices of the professions that participate in the definition process. According to 

Gusfield, social structure can be divided into two significant parts, i. e. the occupations 

where people work with social problems and the occupations that inform and entertain, 

including those in schools as well as the mass media. These are important parts of the 

process by which the public experiences social problems, interprets them, imbues them 

with meaning and creates and administers public policies. (Gusfield 1989,432). The 

role of the mass media in shaping the images people have of social problems has 

received a lot of attention from the social constructionists. It is a commonly held view 

that the mass media generally raise, select and define issues to be launched as social 

problems in public debate and decision-making. The media also serve as a forum for 

various actors who seek support for their views on social issues (Lagerspetz & 

Hanhinen 1994,20). 

The importance of certain professions is also emphasised in the so called public arenas 

model, according to which the collective definition of social problems occurs in 

particular public arenas where social problems are framed and where they grow. These 

arenas include, for example, the executive and legislative branches of government, the 
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courts, the news media, social action groups, books dealing with social issues, the 

research community and professional societies. (FElgartner & Bosk 1988,58-59). 

Following the ideas in this model, influential groups can also be considered as 

representing the public arenas where social problems are discussed and defined. 

One of the basic assumptions of the public arenas model is that public attention is a 

scarce resource and that each arena has a carrying capacity that limits the number of 

social problems it can deal with at any one time. The discrepancy between the number 

of potential problems and the size of the public space for addressing them makes 

competition among problems crucial to the process of collectiVe definition. The number 

of social problems is thus determined not by the number of harmful or dangerous 

situations and conditions facing the society but by the carrying capacities of public 

institutions. 

Another characteristic shared by the arenas is the existence of a set of selection 

principles that influence which problems are the most likely to be addressed there. 

(Hilgartner & Bosk 1988,61). Many studies have proved that simple, dramatic problem 

formulations are more likely to survive competition. This is evident, for example, in a 

study of the treatment of social problems in Finnish newspapers: the results showed that 

drug problems were frequently reported with sensational headlines despite the fact that 

the drug problem in Finland was still relatively modest, at least on an international 

scale. (Hanhinen 1994). 

Finally, in spite of the shared characteristics, each arena has its own special nature ) 

which means that a particular issue can be defined as a social problem in one arena but 
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not in others. Furthermore, because the selection principles are influenced by widely 

shared cultural preoccupations, political practices and economic interests, certain 

problems fit into a certain culture better than some other problems. (Hilgartner & Bosk 

1988). 

As noted earlier, social constructionism has been strongly criticised outside the field, 

However, the most influential criticism has come from the subjectivists, who have 

claimed that social constructionists base their analysis on hidden, objectivist 

assumptions. According to Steve Woolgar and Dorothy Pawluch, social constructionism 

is internally inconsistent. They argue that, while social constructionists identify their 

focus as subjective judgements or claims, the analyses usually assume a knowledge of 

objective social conditions. In addition, when researchers focus on studying only the 

definitions on social problems, excluding the conditions that possibly cause them, they 

suppose that definitions commonly change while the conditions remain the same. The 

substance of the criticism is that the analysts' assertions of the constancy of a certain 

condition or behaviour can itself be construed as a definitional claim. Thus the social 

constructionists inevitably adopt an epistemologically inconsistent position, because the 

researchers can*not avoid making assumptions on objective conditions. (Woolgar & 

Pawluch 1985,216-217). 

This criticism marks an important turning point in social constructionism which,, as a 

result, divided into two orientations: strict and contextual constructionism. Claims- 

making activities can now be interpreted differently, depending on whether the 

researcher follows a strict or a contextual approach. In strict analysis, which is the 

orientation Spector and Kitsuse approve of, a researcher should concentrate only on 



97 

claims-making processes and avoid discussing social conditions. The definitions may or 

may not be accompanied by empirically verifiable claims about the scale, intensity, 

distribution, and effects of the imputed social conditlons; theoretically, no such 

information is needed. (Best 1993,133). 

Contextual constructionists study claims-making within the context of culture and social 

structure. Contextual analysts remain focused on the claims-making process, but they do 

make assumptions on social conditions. Most importantly, they assume that knowledge 

of social conditions may help to explain why particular claims emerge in the way they 

do, when they do. According to Joel Best (1989), knowledge of social conditions can be 

incorporated in many ways in the social constructionists' analysis of the definitions of 

social problems. In addition to using social conditions to explain the emergence of 

claims, an analyst may refer to social conditions to explain, for example, why some 

claims receive attention or shape social policy. 

Within the field of social constructionism, most research follows the guidelines of the 

contextual rather than the strict orientation. Nevertheless, the "strict constructionists" 

have not given'up. In response to the criticism targeted against the strict approach, a 

new orientation, the most recent one thus far, was presented in the publication 

"Reconsidering Social Constructionism. " In this large collection of constructionist 

writings, Peter lbarra and John 1. Kitsuse wanted to specify the subject of social 

constructionist research. To suggest new lines of theoretical development, they 

proposed that the central term putative condition should be replaced with the term 

condition category. By condition category, they mean "typifications of soclally 

circumscribed activities and processes - the society's classifications of its own contents 
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- used in practical contexts to generate meaningful descriptions and evaluations of social 

reality. " The condition categories vary in terms of abstraction and specificity, but they 

are the terms used by claims-makers when they discuss what social problems are all 

about. Mainly the condition categories are units of language. (Ibarra & Kitsuse 1993, 

30-31). 

By proposing a new subject for social constructionist study, lbarra and Kitsuse wanted 

to highlight the symbol-bound, language-bound character of social problems. In 

practice, this means directing research towards the rhetoric of social problems 

discourse. In principle, this new approach could provide some help in analysing data 

that consist of discussions on social problems. However, at least so far, the "rhetoric 

analysis" has remained rather vague and methodologically weak. Another reason for 

rejecting the new approach is the fact that it overlooks the role and importance of social 

context in the process of defining social problems. At the end of this chapter, I will 

specify how social constructionism is applied in this study. 

3.3 Social problems and social change - the problems of applying social 
constructionism in post-communist countries 

Social constructionism has been developed and applied mainly in North-American 

sociology. On the other side of the Atlantic, critical remarks have been presented 

concerning its applicability in an European context. Harry H. Bash (1995) has 

contrasted North-American sociology in general, and its theories on social problems in 

particular, with the European tradition of studying social movements, and he argues that 

the North-American and the continental European sociological traditions reflect 

divergent stances on the matter of history and its relevance in sociological inquiry. For 
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continental Europeans, the past has served as a prologue from which it follows that the 

present can only be apprehended meaningfully in terms of its historicity. For American 

sociologists, the present has appeared largely as a historically unencumbered factuality 

that could be moulded, pragmatically, toward one or another preferred future. 

For research on social problems this has meant that, in an American context, social 

concerns that seem to afflict the present and otherwise orderly progression have 

appeared somewhat like socially pathological phenomena, blemishes that require 

remedying. Furthermore, Bash claims that constructive intervention in such problems 

has depended on the systematic analysis of each given case, determining its 

morphological structure and isolating those anatomical features that have contributed to 

its pathological state. Most importantly, there has been no need to probe into any 

antecedent social structural conditions which might have given rise to these problems as 

unanticipated by-products of sociohistorical change. In the European tradition, however, 

socially disruptive circumstances have been conceptualised within the context of their 

inescapable historical continuity. Thus, what might otherwise have been regarded as a 

cluster or constellation of time-specific, episodically erupting, discrete social situations 

or events have instead been integrated into the continuity of historical flow. (Bash 1995, 

159-162). 

In other words, much of the North-American definitional tradition of the study of social 

problems, and social constructionism in particular, implicitly starts from the assumption 

of structural stability in a society. The problem of ahistoricity has also been 

acknowledged by the social constructionists themselves. Gusfield (1989), for example, 

urges the social constructionists to take care not to separate the study of meanings from 
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the study of their historical and institutional settings. In addition, Anna M. Santiago has 

called for broader social constructionist research questions and explanations and the 

building of empirical models which incorporate the idiosyncracies of time, place and 

history. Furthermore, she has pointed out that, so far, social constructionism has rarely 

been applied in comparative research settings. Her conclusion is that , in cross-national 

or cross-regional studies, social constructionists should widen the scope of their studies 

to include cultural values and examine how they shape perceptions of social problems. 

(Santiago 1993,207-208). 

Social constructionism does not totally exclude the dimension of social change. Ronald 

J. Troyer, who has compared social problems and social movements with the aim of 

examining whether they are actually the same thing, argues that social change is present 

in both. In both orientations, the dimension of social change comes along through the 

fact that the focus is on different types of actors demanding social change. However, 

one of the differences between the social movements and social problems orientations is 

that there is variation in the specification of the entities desiring change, as the social 

movement definitions invoke larger entities than does the social constructionist 

definition of social problems. Nevertheless, neither of the approaches identifies social 

conditions as its primary subject matter. (Troyer 1989,45) 

There are also theories that bring social change along as an explaining factor. A well 

known example is Durkheim's theory of anomie. According to it, anomie occurs when 

rapid social change causes large numbers of people to recognise that there are no rules 

to guide their behaviour. As a consequence, they lose faith in both major social 

institutions and the rules they seek to enforce. The result is a high rate of crime and 



101 

deviant behaviour, such as suicide. (Simon & Henderson 1997,26). The previously 

presented social disorganisation perspective also recognises the failure of rules and 

diminishing control of primary groups caused by social change. However, in social 

disorganisation the emphasis is on primary groups, whereas in. anomle theory it is on 

social institutions. The fundamental idea is, nevertheless, the same: deviant behaviour is 

caused by social change. 

In social sciences, the concepts of social problem and social change are commonly 

combined in "objectivist" empirical studies, which aim at studying, for example, how 

economic depression affects the occurrence of social problems. Some general 

arguments concerning the relations of social problems and social change have also been 

presented from the "subjectivist" standpoint. Jorma Sipild (1986), for one, has pointed 

out . that a rise in social problems is very oftein. related to changes iti the economic 

structure. What matters is not the actual increase in the prevalence of a certain social 

condition but its harmfulness to the economy. A good case in point is alcohol abuse, 

which became a social problem when industrialisation caused a new kind of discipline 

to be demanded of workers. 

All in all, as can be seen from this brief look at orientations connecting social problems 

and social change, once again there is a lack- of relevant theories. In understanding 

societies going through profound social change, this is obviously a matter of crucial 

importance. Again, I turn to social constructionism, the applicability of which, despite 

the critical remarks, has been tested in the Finnish context as well as in the socialist and 

post-communist contexts. 
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One example of this is a study that compared definitions of social problems in leading 

newspapers in Finland and Estonia (Lagerspetz & Hanhinen 1994). The period analysed 

covered the years 1985-1992. The comparison revealed that the Finnish press pays more 

attention to problems related to alcohol, environment,, and unemployment, the Estonian 

material showing more interest in crime, problems of culture and education, and 

poverty. Some of the differences are consistent with the prevalence of named problems 

in the two societies. Measuring by many standards, we can say that there is more crime 

and poverty in Estonia, and a higher rate of unemployment in Finland. However, the 

study also showed that the prevalence of a social problem does not necessarily 

correspond to the attention paid to it. For example, there is no reason to believe that 

alcohol problems would be more severe in Finland than in Estonia. What can be 

claimed, instead , is that in Finland as well as the other Nordic countries, alcohol issues 

have come to be viewed as a self-evident part of overall social policy, while in Estonia 

there is no analogous interest in them. 

Another example is a comparative study of the United States and the former Soviet 

Union. In this study, Rouse and Unnithan (in Santiago 1993) aimed to trace the social 

construction of alcoholism. They examined the assumption that different ideologies 

produce distinctive definitions of social problems and erect distinctive institutional 

structures to resolve the problems. As a result, Rouse and Unnithan reported that 

according to the "national view" in the United States alcoholics were immoral 

individuals, whereas in the Soviet Union they were considered parasites, Moreover, they 

found that, although the ideologies supporting the definitions of alcoholics were very 

different in the countries compared, there was a convergence between the strategies 

adopted to deal with alcohol-related problems. The authors speculated that the reason 
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for this convergence had to be that the two countries represent alternative forms of 

complex industrial society. 

In addition,. Mary Buckley had a very social constructionist point of view when she 

analysed the "careers" of drug abuse, crime, prostitution, rape and suicide in public 

social problems discourse in the Soviet Union. She also gave an example of one issue's 

failure to receive the "status" of a social problem in her analysis of the problem of 

"poor conditions of abortion clinics. "' According to Buckley, the horrors of abortion 

clinics were a problem for Soviet women for decades. In the 1980s, they became an 

issue in women's samizdat. This agenda, however, was a powerless one. Only a few 

citizens were aware of it, and male dissidents usually failed to take women's issues 

seriously. In addition, the official press and political arenas ignored the problem, and it 

was only in the 1980s that it became an issue as it reached the attentive public through 

articles in women) s magazines. Nevertheless, the problem of "how to improve the 

quality of care in abortion clinics" was a low priority issue for the Supreme Soviets in 

1990 and, as before, the fact that the Soviet Women's committee was troubled by it did 

not suffice to bring improvements. As this example shows, Buckley, like social 

constructionists, stresses that issues or social problems have "careers" and that their fate 

depends on how they are constructed, who reacts to them and how, the political clout of 

backers and opponents, the availability of financial resources to tackle them, and the 

political willingness of leaders and politicians to act and to implement necessary 

policies. (Buckley 1993,37). 

Despite these examples of the application of social constructionism in various places 

and historical circumstances, the criticism against the ahistoricity of this approach needs 
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to be taken seriously considering the focus of this study. According to Jussi Simpura 

and Cristoffer Tigerstedt (1995), contextual constructionism, which accounts for 

political, historical and cultural changes in explaining how social problems emerge in 

the agenda, is suitable for countries like Finland where a major part of the social 

structure still remains largely intact. The problem arises in the revolutionary societies 

where approaches that concentrate on the micro- and meso-level may prove insufficient. 

All in all, as far as the problem of ahistoricity can be overcome at all, it is done by 

paying attention to the historical and contextual factors that shape the modes of thought 

and action of those involved in the process of constructing social problems. In this 

study, transition and transformation and their social consequences serve as a context 

against which the data are analysed. In addition, as concems the post-communist 

countries, in order to capture the presumed changes in the framework of defining social 

problems I will need to widen the context to include not just the transition but also the 

time of socialism. 

3.4 Defining social problems in socialism and early post-communism 

It is a well known fact that, under the communist regimes, social problems were 

removed from the political agenda in order to maintain a positive ideological profile; it 

was only after the dissolution of the Soviet Union that the previously forbidden topics 

became an integral part of political discourse and academic research. 

The Soviet social problems were often called "phenomena alien to socialism. " The 

problems afflicting capitalist societies, like crime, prostitution, drunkenness etc. were 
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supposed to wither away under the more egalitarian, just and rational social organisation 

introduced by the socialist system. What was defined as undesirable, at any given time, 

reflected the prevailing norms in social policy; in the Soviet case, the norms were 

authoritatively determined by the political decision-makers and guardians of official 

values. Thus the link between social problems, political institutions and values was 

unusually clear-cut and explicit. (Hollander 1991,10,14-15. See also Simpura & Levin 

1997). 

One of the social problems ignored by the authorities was poverty. With the 

"Stalinisation" of the media, in the 1930s, the very word "poor" was banned from 

official documents as a description of any social group or condition in the land. 

Following the dogma about how Soviet society had achieved almost perfect social 

homogeneity, the ideologies and politicians completely avoided all issues that could 

undermine that belief Consequently, the social stratification of Soviet society was 

totally ignored by the authorities. The situation improved, somewhat, only after 1961 

when, as part of Khrushchev's liberalisation campaign, the systemic study of so-called 

minimum family budgets was started in a number of Moscow research institutes 

(Matthews 1980,114). 

Although poverty was not officially acknowledged, it was a reality for many Soviet 

people. According to some estimates, despite the substantial improvement in living 

standards since the late fifties 
, income per capita in 1967-1968 was below the poverty 

level for some 35-40 per cent of the Soviet population (Atkinson & Micklewright 1992, 

239. ). In the 1970s, homelessness and shantytowns were problems that touched many 

Soviet citizens, but it was only after glasno, yt that some of these problems became 



106 

public issues. (Buckley 1993,36). According to Mervyn Matthews (1989), the early 

1980s saw very extensive dissatisfaction in the USSR with the important aspects of 

material well-being. The redistribution of incomes was not working the way it was 

expected to, in a socialist society. A study of living conditions, from 1988, reveals that 

the higher the social status of a person, the higher the income level -a relationship that 

was supposed to be typical only of the b ourgeoi s- authoritarian society (Rimashevskaya 

1998) 40). Official estimates of the extent of poverty are only available from 1988, 

when Goskomstat calculated the number of persons with an income per capita beneath 

the subsistence level (78 roubles per month. ) According to the estimate, 14 per cent of 

the people were living below the poverty line. (Atkinson & Micklewright 1992,24 1). 

On the whole , in order to form a picture of Soviet social problems, we have to rely 

mainly on estimates and definitions from the outside. Paul Hollander has divided Soviet 

social problems into three categories. In the first group, he includes forms of antisocial 

behaviour, such as the problems of crIme, delinquency, prostitution and ethnic and 

racial discrimination. The second group consists of various types of escapist behaviour, 

including alcoholism, drug addiction, and suicide. In the third, there are the various 

structural-situational conditions that have, at some point, constituted social problems. 

The problems in the third group have the most direct connection with the political 

ordering of the society. In this group, Hollander includes scarcities of e. g. housing and 

consumer goods, deficiencies in public health, rural underdevelopment and uneven 

modernisation. (Hollander 199 1,11). 

Furthermore, according to Hollander, there were three main causes for social problems 

in the Soviet Union. The first was the general process I of modernisation, which disrupted 
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traditional ways of life and modes of production and created social disruptions by 

interfering with previously stable social relationships, making behaviour more 

uncontrolled and -uncontrollable. Soviet sociologists have also paid attention to the 

social consequences of modernisation and to problems that arise when "people of 

different cultural and moral levels and of different backgrounds and ways of life mix, " 

(Kasyukov & Mendeleiev 1976, in Hollander 1991). In this case, their definition of a 

social problem comes close to that of the Western social disorganis, atlonists, who 

emphasised the primary groups' diminishing control, caused by social change, as a 

source of deviant behaviour. 

The second cause was the self-conscious application of political-ideological criteria to 

the process of modernisation, along with the associated reorganisation of society that 

created problems peculiar to Marxist-Leninist one-party systems, such as "rural 

backwardness. " As for the third cause) Hollander reminds us that some social problems 

were created through the application of official conceptions of rectitude and the 

corresponding definitions of deviance. (Hollander 1991,12). 

JIR(%egardless of its insistence on the distinctiveness of socialist modernisation and the 

superiority of the new social institutions, the Soviet ideology created its own pressures 

and requirements to discern and identify social problems and to define situations or 

forms of behaviour as politically unacceptable and hence socially problematic. Such 

problematic situations arose,, for example, from the official view of the survival of 

religious attitudes and behaviour, crimes against public property, and low birth-rates. 

(Hollander 1991,11,15-16. See also Lapidus 1983 for the problem of low birth-rate). 
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Leslie Holmes has analysed the public presentation of the problem of corruption in the 

socialist states. In some cases, a quasi-spontaneous "revelation" of the problem was set 

up by the communist party, ultimately in order to strengthen the legitimacy of the 

prevailing regime. From the point of view of communist state leadership, the reporting 

of corruption may have had many positive effects: it could have led to a reduction in 

corruption or proved the leadership's commitment to the law and moral norms. 

Furthermore, at the end of the 1980s, when the need for economic reform in the Soviet 

Union had become obvious to the leadership, discussions on corruption might have 

taught people the "righf' values and modes of action for legal, controlled 

entrepreneurship and market relations. Several of the campaigns against social problems 

in the socialist countries can be viewed as means for fulfilling the legitimation needs of 

the regime. In social constructionist terms, they were not the result of claims-making 

activities by independent social actors, although they were often presented as such. 

(Holmes 1993, Lagerspetz 1994,13). 

According to Lagerspetz, the whole social problems discourse of the Soviet Union, 

since the October Revolution, can be seen as an infinite row of campaigns. One typical 

way of settingup a campaign followed the model described by Svennik Hoyer, Epp 

Lauk and Peeter Vihalemm. On receiving orders from above, a newspaper would find a 

person under whose name to publish an article on the problem chosen as the target of 

the campaign. Some time later, the leading organs of the party would announce their full 

support for the initiative presented in the article, and soon a number of letters from the 

"simple working people" supporting the campaign would be published. (Lagerspetz 

1996ý 81, Hoyer et al. 1993). 
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All in all, under the communist regime everything rested on the party apparatus' 

decisions. The trade unions, the mass youth organIsatlons and the economc chambers 

had no independent political voice, as there were no plans to let autonomous collective 

actors articulate welfare needs from below. (Elster et al. 1998,234). In other words, the 

state monopolised the process of making claims and solving problems. This affected 

academic institutions, too. In the pre-perestroika period, regardless of the fact that there 

existed an extensive network of scientific institutes studying social problems, the 

sociological research was often part of an official conspiracy to present a distorted 

picture. No systematic survey research on public opinion was allowed before 1988. 

A CL 

. Mucr the mid-1960s, a limited number of studies on peoples' attitudes were permitted, 

but one characteristic of these studies was that the respondents were expected to affirm 

their positive commitment when asked how dissatisfied they were. The defining feature 

of private opinions was a combination of ignorance and fear. Consequently, public 

opinion as an independent social institution that affects the political process did not 

exist. (Wyman 1997,3-5,20). 

Lagerspetz has pointed out that what the sovietologists and the Soviet leadership had in 

common was a'complete lack of the actor's perspective. They had no insight into what 

the governed population actually thought or felt. Furthermore, the all-pervasive culture 

of secrecy meant that many Soviets were themselves unaware of the seriousness of 

many of the social problems they faced (Wyman 1997,3). Thus, in the end, the all- 

encompassing censorship was able to conceal social processes not only from the ruled 

but also from the rulers. (Lagerspetz 1996,36). 
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Lagerspetz's argument is, however, somewhat misleading. The communist party 

bureaucracy did , in fact, have a lot of knowledge of social problems-, it was just 

carefully kept secret from the public. How effectively the censorship actually worked 

has been well illustrated by Jane Leftwich Curry in her analysis of classified censors' 

documents smuggled from Poland in 1977. These documents reveal how little the image 

which the Polish leadership sought to create for its public reflected the reality of 

everyday life in Poland - the reality was filtered out at the censor's desk. The leaders' 

aim was to present evidence to the people that they lived in a perfect society, so that the 

people would, in turn, see problems as being of their own making. For example, as 

discontent about inflation, shortages, poor working conditions and housing problems 

increased, so did the prohibitions against discussing it. According to Curry, the 

leadership clearly hoped that people would see their problems as unique and as their 

own fault, and not as problems shared by everyone, (Curry 1984,151-152,154). 

Eventually this censorship and lack of self-knowledge became one of the motives of 

glasnost and an issue in public debate. Demands such as "socialism must become 

acquainted with itself " were now expressed in public. Tat'yana Zaslavskaya argued, in 

her remarkable' article in Pravda, that "if we continue to keep from the people 

information about the conditions they live in, say, the degree of environmental 

pollution, the number of industrial accidents, or the extent of crime, we cannot expect 

them to assume a more active role in economic or in political life... Glasnost is therefore 

indispensable for genuine feedback and for creating mechanisms for two-way 

communication between government and society. " (Lapidus 1991,139-140). 
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In fact, the recognition of social ills changed quite radically when Gorbachev came to 

power. One of the mainsprings of the Gorbachev leadership's campaign for social and 

economic reform was widespread consumer dissatisfaction. Among the first statements 

of Andropov's and, then, Gorbachev's regime was also a recognition of social 

inequality in the Soviet Union. As a consequence, a practically new concept, "social 

justice, " was advanced by post-Brezhnev leaders (Shlapentokh 1989,226). In addition, 

glasnost promised greater awareness of social difficulties and constructive debate about 

solving them: the debate was fuelled by the increasingly dynamic media, which began 

to provide more round-table discussions and probing investigative journalism. Between 

1987 and 1990, new newspapers appeared in Russia every year, enlivening the debate 

and controversy. According to Buckley, all these newspapers were vital to the process 

of redefining society and polity. (Buckley 1993,26,29). 

All in all, glasnost performed three main roles. Firstly, it exposed long-neglected 

problems, thereby generating iSSUeS2. This process caused some truth to be incorporated 

into social commentaries and provoked questioning of issues that had previously been 

ignored. Secondly, it delimited problems. Journalists specified characteristics for the 

problems or suggested contours through images and moods. Sometimes they indicated 

links with other problems. Thirdly, in some hands, glasnost resulted in increasingly 

rigorous analyses of why particular problems existed and what could be done about 

them. Most of the early reporting, however, focused on the whats and hows rather than 

the whys. Still, in many instances, description alone was a powerful tool. It unmasked 

' Questions that had long been taboo, such as drug abuse or teenage suicides, now entered the public 
agenda. For instance, in 1987-1991 problems relating to social deviance received more media coverage 
than in the entire half-century from 1930 to 1980. (Buckley 1993,72). Furthermore, official statistics 
became accessible and, as a consequence, for example the huge number of drunkards and alcoholics 
became an issue for public discussion (Simpura & Levin 1997,16). 
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past deceptions, corrected earlier omissions, and brought details to the attention of the 

readers and viewers, There was markedly less concern than before for making sure that 

any social problems, singled out for public attention, be portrayed as isolated or 

anomalous phenomena, alien and unrelated to the major institutions and characteristics 

of Soviet society'. Nevertheless, there was still manipulation, exaggeration, and 

persistent silence on some topics. Not only the degree of openness but even the nature 

of its application varied across social issues. (Buckley 1993,72-73, Hollander 1991, 

13). 

Besides the effects of perestroika and glasnost policies, the Estonian framework of 

defining social problems changed due. to internal political developments. The beginning 

of a new era in domestic politics was marked by the Joint Board Meeting of Creative 

Unions in April 1988. On that occasion, the leading intellectuals took a stand against the 

leadership of the republic. In addition, at that juncture, several of the society's problems 

were addressed for the very first time. Among the problems presented were the 

demographic situation of Estonia and extensive migration ftom other Soviet Republics, 

the environmental situation, and a general lack of democracy at all levels of party and 

state administration. The period thus initiated became known as the Singing Revolution, 

in which the very fundaments of the political and economic order were questioned and 

the old official definitions of reality were challenged by new ones. (Lagerspetz 1996, 

59-60ý 129). 

3 Gail W, Lapidus has similarly emphasised the change that occurred in defining the causes of social 
problems. According to him, the trend towards greater realism was accompanied by the growing 
realisation that a wide range of social problems could well have been structurally rooted and reproduced 
under socialism. Furthermore, discussions on a wide range of social problems increasingly accepted the 
universality of social problems in all social systems and explored why and how they are socially 
reproduced. (Lapidus 1991,144). 
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Especially at the beginning of the Singing Revolution, the mass media had a crucial role 

in the process of political emancipation. In Estonia, as well as in the other Baltic states, 

the relationship between the media and the ruling structures had varied greatly during 

the post-war period. In the Stalinist era, the mass media formed part of the ideological 

state apparatus. During the thaw and stagnation periods, much of the media acted as a 

vehicle for cultural opposition, withstanding the onslaught of Soviet ideology and 

political subordination. In 1998-1989, the media became a channel for direct political 

opposition and the most effective mechanism in the struggle for liberation. (Lauristin & 

Vihalemm 1993.,, 272). Much as in Russia, glasnost also brought about a remarkable 

increase in the number of different newspapers and periodicals in Estonia. (Lagerspetz 

1996, Lauristin & Vihalemm 1993). 

In Estonia and Russia, the emergence of social movements was a new phenomenon, and 

it affected the definition process of social problems. These movements brought up new 

and fresh interpretations of reality, introducing "different" Problems, which they 

attempted to present as serious issues (Buckley 1993,28). In addition to nationalist 

movements, there arose religious groups and environmentalist movements. Still, the 

nI, ausence of civil society meant that, especially in Russia, the forming of groups was 

limited and the politically active groups tended to be products of the system. 

Consequently, their opportunities and possibilities for action were highly restricted- 

environmentalist movements may have been a growing force in the sub-elite politics of 

many societies in the late communist period, but they did not become a major force in 

politics (Holmes 1997,276). Thus, policies were still very much defined and formulated 

C'. 

from above and the mass public remained outside the political agenda, notwithstanding 

disputes and conflicts among the leaders, negotiations among the bureaucrats, and 
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pressures from specialists. (Buckley 1993,28,35). Thomas Remington has also pointed 

out that, to a great extent, public debate still followed the pattern of the sponsored 

"discussion campaigns" which had been a standard feature of party ideological work 

since Khrushchev. Upon assuming the party leadership, Gorbachev inherited some of 

these campaigns, redirected others and initiated his own in order to mobilise public 

support for his program of social reconstruction. (Remington 1991,102). 

Finally, after the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the omnipotent authority of the state 

was rapidly replaced by more genuine and independent claims-makers. Furthermore, 

social problems became political issues, which was evident, for example, in the 

campaign for the Russian elections in 1993. During the election campaign, the leaders 

of all political blocks and parties commented upon social issues and social policy, 

keenly aware that voters were troubled by the problems of poverty, inflation, 

unemployment, crime etc. Different leaders emphasised different social issues. Gennady 

Zyuganov of the Communist Party of the Russian Federation stressed labour, justice and 

prosperity for everyone, whereas Vladimir Zhirinovsky and his Liberal Democratic 

Party emphasised the need to combat crime. The divided democrats delivered varied 

social message&. Amid the professionals of Russia's Choice who argued for a normal 

market, a softer Ella Pamfilova spoke of "the need to care about the suffering of 

ordinary people. " Anatoly Sobehak talked about extensive housing repairs, guarantees 

of a minimum standard of living and the protection of invalids. Nikolay Travkin's 

Democratic Party of Russia declared the tackling of poverty and deteriorating services 

as its main social policy. Women of Russia gave priority to a social program with 

, guarantees for the unemployed. The centrist Civic Union warned of the danger of :: P-, 

hidden unemployment escalating into an explosion of real unemployment In the future. 
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The media were now also widely used in presenting the "claims" to the electorate. The 

Russian Movement for Democratic Reforms, for instance, provided hours of television 

coverage to social problems. Altogether, the whole election campaign illustrated the 

politisation of social problems and highlighted competing public discourses about how 

to tackle them. (Buckley 1994). 

According to social constructionists, the mass media are among the most powerful 

arenas for claims-making. As noted earlier, the significance of their participation in the 

social problems discourse grew markedly during the period of glasnost. Now it is 

evident that both the printed and broadcast media are immeasurably more autonomous 

than they used to be, in most parts of the post-communist world. The range of views is 

also much broader. 

For example, in Russia the mass media have given extensive coverage to social 

problems. This was illustrated in a study of alcohol, drugs and crime in the St. 

Petersburg press during the years 1984 and 1992. The study also reveals how the 

definitions of social problems changed during the study period. According to the 

authors, the year 1989 represented a turning point: during that year, there was a 

continuing rise in the number of articles on alcoholism, drug problems and crime. In 

addition, previously neglected problems were now widely discussed in the Leningrad 

press. Among these issues were national relations, unemployment and the problems of 

poverty and inequality. Also, the attention paid to ecology, social security and the 

medical services grew notably compared to previous years. (Afanasyev & Gilinskij 

19942 65). 
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An analysis of the 1991-1992 period revealed new features in the presentation of social 

problems. Firstly, the total number of articles treating alcoholism, drugs and crime as 

social problems decreased. Compared to 1989, the number of articles on ecology, social 

security, and medical services Plummeted. The only social problems that received 

distinctly more attention than previously were unemployment and national relations. 

According to Vyacheslav Afanasyev and Yakov Gilinskij, the overall reduction in the 

number of articles on social problems can be explained by the following trends: firstly, 

in 1991 and 1992, the press was entering a period of economic independence. 

Struggling for survival, newspapers had to give more space to advertising, at the 

expense of other materials. Secondly, the press became aware that its public had tired of 

serious, critical and shocking materials. Instead, the readers were oriented towards 

entertainment and the kind of information that had relevance to their everyday lives. 

As noted earlier, the period of perestroika brought a remarkable increase in the 

significance of social movements as definers of social problems. Nevertheless, in early 

post-communism many social movements became, in fact, less active than they had 

been in late communism. This is understandable in the case of peace movements, as the 

Cold War had been over for a while and the nuclear threat appeared less imminent than 

before. One would, however, have expected a boost to the role of autonomous trade- 

unions; instead, research on the topic suggests that the new trade unions are poorly 

organised and not very effective (Cook 1995). Similarly, none of the green 

organisations have fared well in post-communist elections since 1990. According to 

Holmes, although there continue to be environmental activists, many politicians and 

citizens are more concerned with keeping their jobs and surviving than with worrying 

about the environment. The state of the feminist movements is similarly depressing. 
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There are only a few vague indications that some political parties are beginning to 

include feminist concerns and ideas in their programmes. On the whole, the fact that 

social movements have not emerged on a wider scale can be explained by the stumbling 

development of civil society. Holmes, like the theorists quoted in Chapter 2, argues that 

it will take time for citizens to appreciate fully that civil society and liberal democracy 

are not merely liberating; they also place far more responsibilities on the individual. Till 

now, the citizens have been used to a paternalistic state essentially determining what 

they can and cannot do. (Holmes 1997,279,28 1). Nevertheless, all these changes have 

had, and will have significant consequences to the whole process of defining social 

problems. 

3.5 Changes in definitional frameworks - an outline for a comparative setting 

In the above, I have argued that definitions of social problems are, above all, social 

constructions, bound to a particular time and place. Based on this, I will assume that the 

ongoing transition and transformation processes in Estonia, Russia and Finland do affect 

the influential groups' perceptions of social problems in these countries. The main 

assumption is that the framework of defining social problems is changing in all the 

countries studied: the state's role as the body responsible for people's welfare is 

diminishing, while more and more emphasis is being placed on the role of individuals, 

the market and civil society. For example, issues previously defined as social problems 

may now be considered as the inevitable price of transition to a market economy or as 

the individual's own problems, in which case no state-based solution is demanded. 
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As shown in the short "history" of how social problems were defined in socialism and 

early post-communism, the changes in the framework of defining social problems were 

particularly dramatic in Estonia and Russia. In Finland, the changes have been far less 

remarkable, but the state welfare apparatus has been losing its position as the most 

powerful definer of social problems. 

As this study focuses on perceptions of social problems in societies experiencing 

profound and unpredictable changes, the most suitable means for analysing the data are 

found in social constructionism, which does not take definitions of social problems for 

granted. As Troyer has put it, the major advantage of social constructionism is that the 

life course of social problems in seen as a dynamic, open ended process (Troyer 1989, 

48). Furthermore, to counter the arguments of those who question the applicability of 

social constructionism in post-communist countries, one can argue that, as an approach 

that sees social problems as the outcomes of definition processes and thus leaves them 

"open" to various interpretations, social constructionism is particularly suitable for 

analysing transition societies. 

It is also true, however, that the elements of any definition of social problems can only 

be understood and explained in the context of a specific cultural and historical situation 

(Senn & Senn 1993,239). Due to this fact, and to the criticism that has been targeted 

against the ahistoricity of North-American theories of social problems, my way of 

interpreting the data is compatible with contextual constructionism. In practice, this 

means incorporating knowledge of social conditions into the analysis, which is 

especially important in a comparative research setting in which one needs to take into 
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account various kinds of contextual factors in order to explain the similarities and 

differences between the countries compared. 

According to the advice of Mary S. Senn and Peter R. Senn, those who study social 

problems should distinguish between the constituent parts of a social problem, the 

problem itself, its causes and its proposed remedies. (Senn & Senn 1993,212). This is 

exactly what is done in social constructionist analysis and also in this study. More 

specifically, in analysing how social problems are defined by the interviewees, I will 

pay attention to the following questions: 

1) How serious is the particular social problem? 

2) Whom does it affect? 

3) What is seen to be the cause of the problem? 

4) How could the problem be solved? 

5) Who is responsible for dealing with it? 

6) Which problems are related to each other and in what ways? 

All these questions are important in examining the definition of a given social problem. 

The questions concerning the causes and solutions are essential in order to examine who 

should assume responsibility for the prevention and treatment of social Problems. The 

importance of the last question stems from the fact that there are often vital and 

unrecognised interrelations between various social problems (Simon & Henderson 

1997) 13). Furthermore, the peculiarities of a given social problem as a societal 

phenomenon are better illustrated by comparing it with other problems. 
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Following the basic ideas of social constructionism, influential groups are regarded as 

claims-makers whose definitions of social problems both reflect and influence the 

public opinion and political decision-making. The influential groups and their role as 

definers of social problems will be discussed in greater detail in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4. STUDYING INFLUENTIAL GROUPS - THE DATA AND THE 

METHOD 

The power to define social problems and the capacity to do something about them is 

distributed unequally in every society. The plain reason why it is so important to study 

influential groups is that, compared to some other groups, their perceptions of social 

problems have a better chance of materialising and affecting the welfare policies 

implemented. Furthermore, as I argued in Chapter 2, influential groups are the leaders 

of social change and, therefore, they can be expected to be among the first to internalise 

the new values. 

As Sztompka has put it, in post-communist countries "with the progress of 

democratisation, marketisation and privatisation, large segments of the population 

become involved in the operation of new institutions, link their vested interests with 

their development, and hence fall under their culture-shaping impact. The political class, 

the aware and responsible citizenry, the entrepreneurial middle class, and the 

professional groups grow in scope. They become the avant-garde of the new culture, 

and from them it emanates to other groups, still linked to the vestiges of socialist 

institutions. " (Sztompka 1996,127). 

John Scott has similarly emphasised the importance of the values and norms held by 

those who are attached to dominant social institutions. According to him, social 

institutions are sets or systems of interrelated norms that are rooted in particularly 

important values and are, because of that, general throughout a society. This is relevant 
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because social institutions are closely linked to power. What follows is that norms may 

become partially institutionalised by virtue of a consensus among the ruling groups that 

can impose them on the rest of the society. Thus, the central values that underpin the 

leading social institutions of a society reflect the concerns of its dominant group and 

tend to override the values and interests of more peripheral groups. (Scott 1996,98-99). 

However, the influential groups represent different social institutions, and they do not 

necessarily present a completely united front regarding the values, norms and 

occupational interests which affect their perceptions of social problems. In order to form 

as complete a theoretical framework as possible for the study, it is necessary to consider 

these factors, as they may offer explanations for possible differences between the 

occupational groups as well as between the countries studied. 

In this chapter, after giving reasons for why the influential groups consist of 

administrators, journalists and business people, I will concentrate on the question of 

values, norms and interests. This will be done with the help of existing studies on elltes. 

Although I do not consider influential groups to equal elites, the studies on elites do 

provide useful information about the top-layers of the societies studied. 

The method of the study is presented mainly by discussing the advantages of focus 

group interviews as a method of data collection. This being a comparative study, I will 

also debate questions relating to the comparability of the data. At the end of the chapter, 

will introduce the influential groups interviewed in Estonia, Russia and Finland in 

1995-1996. 
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4.1 Influential groups as definers of social problems 

4.1.1 Administrators, journalists, business people and the question of power 

In each country, the focus groups consisted of administrators, journalists and business 

people. Administrators were selected because they represent the state, business people 

because they look at the world from a market point of view, and journalists because they 

are usually well informed on the overall sentiments of the citizens since they mediate 

the citizens' relations to the state and the market. The purpose of choosing the group 

interviewees from these three different arenas was to make sure that the discussion on 

social problems would be sufficiently diverse and contain all the relevant interpretative 

frames available for dealing with the social problems topical in the particular cultural 

moment. 

Another assumption was that the people working in these fields confront, in their daily 

routines, the social tensions brought forth by the on-going social change. The cultural 

consciousness of the representatives of the mass media stems from the fact that they 

operate at the qross-roads of conflicting voices from which they filter information to 

their audiences. The representatives of administration also observe transition or 

transformation from a lookout spot. Their work, however, puts them in a position quite 

different to that of journalists. Their duty is not only to expose social problems but also 

to intervene in them. Therefore, their occupation usually leads them to handle social 

problems from the perspective of the state. Business people, too, live in the vanguard of 

social change. In post-communist countries, this is related to the construction of a 

market economy; in Western welfare states., the social change is related to a new 

globalisation of the markets. (T6rr6nen & Hanhinen 1998,22). 
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Then, there Is the question of power. Due to their institutional resources, symbolic 

authority and close connections to the larger public, administrators, journalists and 

business people have power: their definitions of social problems, of their causes and of 

the division of responsibilities linked to them are more likely to "come true" than those 

presented by other groups. Thus, the perceptions of the influential groups not only 

pertain to current social problems but have significant social consequences. (Tbrr6nen 

& Hanhinen 1998,23). 

Steen, who has conducted an extensiVe study on elites in the Baltic countries, has 

pointed out that the justification for using the elite as a unit of analysis is the assumption 

that the members of elites hold positions of influence regarding important problems in 

the political process. Elites are supposed to be influential in setting the political agenda, 

in proposing solutions, and in making and implementing policy decisions. Furthermore, 

Steen argues that, by examining several institutions, it is possible to compare how 

persons in leading positions may perceive and influence problems in different ways. 

(Steen 1997,15). 

In spite of their unquestionably influential positions, the persons interviewed for this 

study are not regarded here as members of elites. It should be noted, however, that 

there is no commonly accepted definition of elite. The size of what we define as elites 

will always depend on where we draw the line between those who are in power and 

those who are not. Elite theorists have also discussed the difference between "power" 

and "influence" (e. g. Ruostetsaari 1992) and, according to this distinction, the persons 

interviewed for this study certainly have "influence, " but it is difficult to define how 

much power their positions as journalists, administrators or business people have. 
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Due to these problems of definition, it is clearer to call the interviewees members of 

"influential groups" and not members of elites, despite the fact that, according to some 

definitions, both labels would be appropriate. This is the case with, for example, the 

definition proposed by C. Wright Mills. In his classical analysis, he argues that power 

elites are composed of an inner core and outer fringes. The former consists of those who 

interchange commanding roles in various dominant institutional orders. For example, 

the executive can become a general, the general a statesman and the statesman a banker. 

These people are the core members of the power elite, although they are not necessarily 

familiar with every arena of power. The outermost fringes of the power elite - where the 

interviewees in this study could well be said to belong - consist of "those who count. " 

According to NElls, "each member of the power elite need not be a man who personally 

decides every decision that is to be ascribed to the power elite. " In any case, the people 

in the outer fringes are "the men who, in decisions in which they take no direct part, are 

taken into decisive account by those who are directly in charge. " (Mills 1956,288-290). 

All in all, because the influential groups are, in fact, so close to actual elites, I regard it 

as appropriate and fruitful to use other studies on elites as an aid to theorising their 

position as influential groups in their countries and as definers of social problems. 

4.1.2 The role of values and interests in guiding the perceptions of influential 
groups 

As I argued in Chapter 3, social constructionist analysis concentrates on explaining how 

and by whom particular issues come to be defined as social problems. In addition, 

contextual constructionism emphasises the importance of contextual factors which may 

help to understand the definitions of social problems. However, even contextual 

constructionism disregards the role of values and norms in shaping the modes of 
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thought of those. who define social problems. It also puts very little emphasis on the 

interests that claims-makers may have in making the kind of claims they do. As stated in 

the previous chapter, these issues have been briefly dealt with in the "public arenas 

model" (Hilgartner & Bosk 1988) which pays attention to the differences between 

different arenas and to the fact that the principles of defining issues as social problems 

are influenced by, for example, cultural preoccupations, political practices and 

economic interests. However, when one wants to understand perceptions of social 

problems, these values, norms and interests are of such crucial importance that they 

deserve more thorough consideration. 

The idea that the actions of individuals or groups are shaped by shared norms and ideas 

can be traced back to Durkheim, who argued for the recognition of the centrality of 

normative elements to social life. Durkheim saw these norms and ideas as collective 

representations that come together to form a conscience collective. According to Scott, 

the sociologist who did the most to articulate this view was Talcott Parsons, who 

converted Durkheim's arguments into a more abstract and general theory of society. 

The distinguishing characteristic of normative functionalist theory, which originated 

from Parsons' thinking, has been its emphasis on the crucial significance of values and 

norms in the structuring of social action. The central contention has been that societies 

are organised around "a more or less common set of values" and so constitute "moral 

communities. " Moreover, social order is seen as resulting, above all, from the effect that 

these cultural meanings have on the members of a society. (Scott 1996,95-96). 

In other words, realities are always socially constructed and, because of that, culture has 

a powerful influence on the existing moral order. It is important to note, however, that 
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although people are always cultural, because they are born into and live in a culture, 

they are also individuals, because no two people have identical socialisation histories 

(Pearce & Littlejohn 1997,62). Consequently, the degree of cultural agreement within a 

society that has a common culture may, in fact, be quite variable. While there may be a 

high level of agreement about some things, forming the basis of a dominant system of 

norms, it is also possible that there are competing value systems and other norms that 

are effective only within a particular subculture. Therefore, there are always strains and 

inconsistencies in cultures, especially in those of complex and highly differentiated 

societies. (Scott 1996,98). This point is particularly relevant as concerns transition 

societies, where the rapid changes in social structure call for changes in norms and 

values. Norms and values do not, however, change overnight, which may result in 

serious contradictions for the people trying to survive in completely new circumstances. 

To sum up, in order to understand and compare influential groups' perceptions of social 

problems, we need to be aware of the fact that different individuals, groups and societies 

have different values and norms which may affect their perceptions. In this study, I will 

assume that differences are more likely to occur between different occupational groups 

and societies than between the individuals in a particular group; the members of each 

group share a fairly similar habitus and, consequently, fairly similar norms and values. 

In addition, in order to predict and explain differences between occupational groups, it 

is important to consider what kind of private and public interests the influential groups 

have. In other words, what are they, perhaps, hoping to achieve when they define 

something as a social problem or demand a certain kind of social policy to be 

implemented in their countries? However, before forming any hypothesis on the 
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interests of administrators , journalists and business people, I will look at former studies 

on elites, because they help to understand the interests and general position of elites and 

influential groups in their societies. 

As concerns Estonia and Russia and the post-communist countries in general, previous 

studies on elites have concentrated on finding out "'to what extent the old nomenklatura 

is still in power. " James Hughes, among many others, has stated that elite configurations 

and behaviour are crucial factors in determining how governance and power are 

organised and exercised in any society. Furthermore, he argues that the extent to which 

there has been adaptation and continuity, circulation or turnover of ruling elites is an 

important dimension for any evaluation of post-communist transition. In simple terms7 

the question is whether those in power represent the old elite, who might want to 

maintain stability, continuity and conser-vatism, or the new elite, who might embody 

innovatory democratic and market values. (Hughes 1997,1017). 

The existing studies on elites in transition societies do not, however, offer any 

unambiguous answer to the question of "what happened to socialist elites with the 

transition to pok-communism? " According to Ivan Szelenyi and Szonja Szelenyi., two 

competing answers have been offered to this question. The first suggests that 

revolutionary changes in Eastern Europe did not affect the social composition of elites: 

the old nomenklatura elite has managed to survive at the top of the class structure and is 

now becoming the new propertied bourgeoisie. The second argument claims that the 

transition to post-communism resulted in a structural change at the top of the class 

hierarchy and, therefore, new people are recruited for command positions on the basis 

of new principles. (Szelenyi & Szelenyi 1995,615-616). 
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The dominant view seems to support the first argument. For example, in Szelenyi's and 

Szelenyi's study on elite reproduction in Hungary, Poland and Russia, the main result 

was that there has been a limited outflow from the old nomenklatura, and many of those 

who were in nomenklatura positions in 1988 were still found in top elite positions five 

years later. This was the case especially in Russia, where the old nomenklatura has 

survived at the top of the class structure. Partly, this has happened through the so called 

nomenklatura privatisation in which the former party elite has used its political power 

to gain private wealth. (Szelenyi & Szelenyl 1995,617,62 1, Hughes 1997,1018). 

Stelian Tanase shares the opinion that the circulation of the elite is still very restricted 

and that the continuity of bureaucracy was and is more apparent than any discontinuity. 

According to the author, the process is in different stages in different countries, 

nevertheless, it is the same from Prague to Vladivostok. (Tanase 1999,362). This result 

is confirmed by Steen, who suggests that the new elite in Estonia also comes from 

previous high positions. He estimates that as many as 54 per cent of the members of the 

new elite were in leading positions before the transition. (Steen 1997,38) 40). This may 

have been the case at the beginning of the transition. However, considering the history 

of Estonia's struggle to independence, I am inclined to believe that there has later been 

more vigorous turnover of the Estonian elite. An indisputable indication of this is the 

fact that the 1992 elections resulted in a Parliament that was 99 per cent ethnic Estonian. 

In 1995,, the disproportionate situation was corrected, to some extent, as six ethnic 

Russians were elected to the parliament. (Jdrve & Wellmann 1999,8). 

The view regarding the permanence of the old power elite has also been challenged by 

H. Leiulfsrud and P. Sohlberg, who argue that elites in transition societies are not at all 
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easily identifiable or definable, due to fundamental changes in the whole social 

structure. Using the conceptual apparatus of Pierre Bourdieu, the writers argue that 

periods of rapid change create pressure to capital conversion among groups with 

extensive capital resources. (Leiulfsrud & Sohlberg 1993,67). The same point has been 

made by Eyal et al., who analysed nomenklatura privatisation and stated that there have 

been few limits, in Russia, to the convertibility of political capital to economic capital 

(Eyal et al. 1998,4). According to Leiulfsrud and Sohlberg, these conversions of capital 

are, however, anything but smooth. They are characterised by a struggle between the 

different values of potential capital assets. This struggle can, in turn, be seen as part of 

the actual process of change and disorganisation, which may involve, for example, the 

development of new social fields. In the Baltic countries, for instance, new social fields 

emerged in the administrative and organisational structure after ethnicity (or citizenship) 

became an important capital asset. (Leiulfsrud & Sohlberg 1993,67- 68). 

In addition, Lelulfsrud and Sohlberg point out that elite positions and the forms of 

capital that different types of elites possess are considerably less stable in transition 

societies than in stabilised Western democracies. One example of this is the different 

meaning of economic capital in Eastern and Western societies. The authors argue that 

Bourdieu regards economic capital as wholly unproblematic; it is an absolute resource 

that is universally accepted. However, in the Baltic context (and in post-communist 

countries in general) there is good reason to deal with economic capital as analogous to 

symbolic capital and dependent on social fields other than the economic markets. 

Furthermore, Leiulfsrud and Sohlberg state that the close relationship between 

economic and social capital has to do with the fact that individual and collective actors 

are linked by more than just strictly contractual relationships. All transactions take place 
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against the background of an old social structure and within the context of a new, as yet 

incompletely established market mechanism. Therefore, economic resources are 

mediated in a different way and find a different expression than in countries like 

Finland, where the economy is more formalised and involves mainly formal, contractual 

relationships. To further illustrate their point, the authors state that, in a situation where 

normal means of living, such as wage employment or pensions, are no longer sufficient 

to guarantee a reasonable livelihood, access to network contacts (social capital) can 

become crucially valuable. (Leiulfsrud & Sohlberg 1993,66). 

Leiulfsrud's and Sohlberg's views have been questioned in a more recent study on elites 

in post-communist countries. According to a statement made by Eyal et al., "post- 

communist society can be described as a unique social structure in which cultural 

capital (education, skill, credentials) is more important than economic capital (property 

ownership) or social capital (social network ties) for attaining elite status, and 

privilege. " (Eyal et al. 1998,6,18). Their study is undoubtedly closely argued, but still I 

would not overlook the importance of network contacts, Regardless of how informal or 

formal the contacts between influential persons or the members of elites are, the 

situation in all three countries, Estonia, Russia and Finland , is quite similar. 

According to Steen, the Baltic elite are establishing networks involving the most 

strategic institutions. These networks are based on both the established state 

administration and the new market institutions. In Estonia, many elite persons have 

informed that they have frequent contacts with other members of elites in Parliament, 

central bureaucracy and the mass medi . 
ia- especially with business leaders, whom the 

new market economy has brought in focus. (Steen 1997,118,120). 
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As concerns Finland, the results of the most extensive study on elites conducted In the 

country clearly indicate that the Finnish society is governed by a homogeneous power 

elite, the members of which are in close interaction with each other. Furthermore, the 

study revealed that the elite are in closest contact with the representatives of the mass 

media and private enterprises. Reasons for the homogeneous elite are sought from the 

fact that, during the last decades, the Finnish society has been very state-centred. 

Another influential factor is that , in Finland, the headquarters of the most important 

organisations are all in Helsinki, which creates the prerequisites for personal contacts 

between representatives of these organisations. (Ruostetsaari 1992,56,66) 

We can suppose that Tallinn is, similarly, the centre of nation-wide decision-making in 

Estonia. Russia, however, represents a different case. According to Hughes, in the 

context of weak nation states regional-elites become more important than national ones 

because, after all, it is in the sub-national level that government most impinges upon the 

daily life of citizens. (Hughes 1997,1017). This result is of obvious importance as we 

consider the position and significance of the St. Petersburg influential groups who 

represent Russia in this study. 

Elite networks in Russia follow the pattern observed elsewhere. Hughes, for example, 

has demonstrated that the regional political elite networks are characterised by an 

interlocking of the political-administrative and business elites and an eroding of 

occupational boundaries. In addition, he suggests that the emergence of corporate and 

other private sector elites that are in close contact with administrative elites means that 

networks and coalitions between public and private elites are becoming an increasingly 

important factor in understanding the transition in Russia. (Hughes 1997,1031-1032). 
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On the whole, previous studies of elites In Estonia, Russia and Finland speak strongly CI-J 
for the importance of elite networks by revealing the close contacts that elite persons 

have with each other. As concerns the aims of this study, this raises the question "is this 

homogeneity reflected in the perceptions of different influential groups, or do these 

groups, nevertheless, have strong occupational (or personal) interests that have an effect 

on their perceptions? " 

A well-known answer is that provided by Bourdieu, who has analysed different social 

and occupational groups through the concept of "field. " According to Bourdieu, the 

different fields have a significant impact on the perceptions of the individuals operating 

in them'. He characterises the fields by stating that, although the individuals in a 

particular field do compete with each other, in the end the fields are very coherent, for 

the individuals have common interests. However, each field calls forth and gives life to 

a specific form of interest, and one of the central features of every existing field in a 

society is that the participants in a field constantly work to differentiate themselves from 

the closest rivals. (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992,100,103,117). 

Steen shares the view that the particular elite group into which one belongs does 

determine one's behaviour and attitudes. He suggests that, in comparing elite groups, 

one might expect those most dependent on the state sector, for example the leaders in 

administration, to be the most sympathetic to state responsibilities in the social sector. 

' in the words of Bourdieu, "the notion of field reminds us that the true object of social science is not the 
individual- ... - It 

is the field which is primary and must be the focus of the research operations. This does 
not imply that individuals are mere 'illusions, ' that they do not exist: they exist as agents - ... - who are 
socially constituted as active and acting in the field under consideration by the fact that they possess the 
necessary properties to be effective, to produce effects, in this field. And it is knowledge of the field itself 
in which they evolve that allows us best to grasp the roots of their singularity, their point of view or 
position (in a field) from which their particular vision of the world (and of the field itself) is constructed. " 
(Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992,197). 
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(Steen 1997,57 296). This argument receives support from many researchers who have 

considered the interests of elites or influential groups. Szacki, for one, states that, due to 

the fact that the core of the state bureaucracy was shaped under real socialism, in 

questionable cases the average civil servant tends to choose an 6tatist solution rather 

than try to find an alternative one (Szacki 1995,161). 

The reasoning might be slightly different, but the interests of administrators are 

supposedly the same in the more stabilised democracies. Mullard and Spicker, for 

example, have pointed out that access to information puts public sector officials in a 

monopoly position. In a complex society, ministers have to rely on the advice of their 

civil servants. However, those who work in the public sector also make choices through 

rational self-interest. Public sector employees have been willing to strike for wage 

increases and better working conditions, utilising their monopoly position as the 

providers of welfare. (Mullard & Spicker 1998,60). Consequently, one could assume 

that in Finland the professionals of education, who form the other group of 

administrators, would have a self-interest in putting forward problems occurring in their 

field in order to get more resources from the state. 

Altogether, the existing evidence on elites and different occupational groups' interests is 

somewhat contradictory, and it is thus impossible to build a strong hypothesis 

concerning how the occupational interests or self-interests of administrators, journalists 

and business people supposedly guide their perceptions of social problems. On the one 

hand, it could be argued that in Estonia and Russia, as well as Finland, the 

administrators still have a clear self-interest in emphasising the role of the state in 
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Ii it preventing and treating social problems. One might even expect them to emphasise i 

simply because they are so "used to 6tatist solutions. " 

On the other hand, if we consider the ongoing transition and transformation processes 

and the growing importance of the market, also reflected in the fact that economic elites 

are becoming increasingly more influential in the close networks of elites, then all the 

influential groups could be assumed to be "market oriented. " This orientation could 

strongly guide their perceptions of social problems towards the direction suggested 

previously, i. e. that the state is losing its significance as a frame of reference in defining 

social problems. 

As concerns the post-communist countries, this point of view receives support from 

Steen, according to whom the Baltic elites in general are less oriented towards 

)) equality" and more "market oriented" than the public in general (Steen 1997,255). 

Similar results have been reported by Szelenyi and Szelenyi, whose analysis of Hungary 

and Poland showed that the discrepancy between the rhetoric of the new political elite 

and the value system of the society became apparent as early as in 1990. While the new 

elite began to push hard for a free market, individual responsibility, privatisation, and 

the elimination of the welfare state, public opinion polls showed that there was strong 

public support for egalitarian values and for the welfare state. (Szelenyi & Szelenyi 

19951,634). These results further confirm the assumption that the new elite has, in fact, 

internalised the "new values" whereas the public is still lagging behind. 

In any case, all of the issues discussed above also have importance considering the 

method of this study. As Jenny Kitzinger has put it, "those using focus groups should 
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pay close attention to the composition of groups and how the characteristics of a 

particular group may influence what has been said" (Kitzinger 1994,112-113). 

4.2 Focus group interviews as a method of data collection 

Many reasonable arguments are in favour of focus group interviews as a data collection 

method. A focus group interview is a good way to uncover the processes of defining 

social problems, because the method brings out the commonly shared cultural ways of 

seeing the world and understanding its processes. The group is like a miniature 

community in which the views are collectively tested. An often emphasised advantage 

of the focus group interview is that it creates a proper environment for the emergence of 

a multitude of perspectives of conceptuali sing the phenomenon under discussion. 

Therefore, it lays out what the areas are that the members of the group agree and/or 

disagree on and where they meet. (Morgan 1988,18, T6rr6nen & Hanhinen 1998). 

The literature on the focus group method gives contradictory advice concerning whether 

the participants should know each other or not. In this study, each group was formed of 

people representing the same institution. This was done following the suggestion of 

David L. Morgan (1988), who recommends that the social backgrounds and lifestyles of 

the participants should not differ much; some common ground is needed to make sure 

that they are able to talk to each other. 

Regardless of the composition of a group, it is important to note that the group process 

is not only about consensus and the articulation of group norms and experiences. 

Differences between individuals within the group are equally important. The differences 
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between participants allow a researcher to observe not only how the people theorise 

their own point of view but also how they do so in relation to other perspectives and 

how they put their own ideas "to work. " This process, in itself clar'fies what the people 

are saying. In addition, diversity within a group ensures that the people are forced to 

explain the reasoning behind their thinking. Furthermore, different assumptions are 

thrown into relief by the way in which the participants challenge each other, the 

evidence they bring to bear on an issue, the sources they cite, and what arguments seem 

to sway the opinion of other members of the group. (Kitzinger 1994,113-114). 

All these are issues which I paid attention to when I was analysing the data. For 

instance, when the participants did not agree on a particular issue, they did use multiple 

ways of forming convincing arguments. This was very fruitful for my analysis of 

discussions on the most preferable welfare models, which was the topic that the 

interviewees most often disagreed on. 

Another commonly noticed advantage of using focus groups is the fact that, in group 

interviews, mutual interaction between participants replaces their interaction with the 

interviewer, leading to a greater emphasis on the points of view of the participants. In 

fact, the use of interaction as part of the research data is supposed to be the 

distinguishing feature of focus groups. However, as Kitzinger has correctly pointed out, 

very few studies concentrate on the conversation between participants, and very few 

have ever included quotations from more than one participant at a time (Kitzinger 1994, 

104). The latter grievance is redressed in this study, for I do use rather long quotations 

which involve many speakers; in many cases, these were the most illuminating ones as 

concerns how the interviewees formed and presented their perceptions. However, due to 
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the length and poor structure of focus group data, I do not analyse the interaction 

between participants. 

This is also the reason why no semiotic tools were used in the analysis. Instead, 

"thematic reading" was regarded to be appropriate for the research task. Moreover, the 

analysis uses afactist perspective. This approach to data is commonly used in analysing 

structured or "open-ended" interviews. It can help the researcher see the actual 

behaviour, attitudes and real motives of the people studied. (Alasuutari 1995,47). 

According to Pertti Alasuutari, the central characteristic of the factist perspective is that 

there is a clear-cut distinction between the world or reality "out there" and the claims 

made about it. Another characteristic of this -perspective is a pragmatic or common- 

sense notion of truth as applied to the reality which the researcher is after when 

conducting interviews: the texts, interviews and speech used as research material are 

assessed as more or less honest and truthful statements about the outside reality. 

(Alasuutari 1995,47,63). 

The focus of my analysis is on "the claims made about the reality out there" but I have 

taken Alasuutaii's advice about always needing to define the "cultural position" of the 

data before drawing conclusions from the data set or parts of it. (Alasuutari 1995,45). 

For qualitative research in general, the context is usually highly relevant both to 

understanding what is going on and to validating analytical claims. According to 

Jennifer Mason, the researcher will always want to do some contextualising, whatever 

the purpose, especially when he/she is investigating the nature of social processes. In 

practice, this means bringing to bear other data that can help make sense of, and make 
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the most of, the data in hand (Mason 1994,95). Of course, making references to other 

research and relevant literature is also a way of proving that the observations and 

interpretations are valid. Furthermore, as Alasuutari has pointed out, the model of 

explanation must fit in, as neatly as possible, with the empirical data of the study. It 

must be coherent and logical, and it needs to be supported by as many observations 

- I- about the data as possible (Alasuutari 1995,45,152). 

As we have seen, there are many ways of assuring the validity of interpretations. 

Qualitative research and focus group interviews, however, have problems with 

generalisability. According to Henry Teune, one general rule as concerns 

generalis ability is that the more enmeshed within the system the component of analysis 

is, the greater the chances that its characteristics and behaviour will manifest 

characteristics of the system as a whole (Teune 1990,50). Alasuutari, in turn, suggests 

that, instead of analysing generalis ability (which should be reserved for surveys only, ) 

we should look at how the researcher demonstrates that the analysis relates to things 

beyond the data at hand. In this study, as so often in qualitative studies, the problem is 

resolved by referring to other research on the topic at all stages of the study (cf, 

Alasuutari 1995,153). The available statistics on social problems, for instance, proved a 

helpful tool in contextualising and explaining the influential groups' perceptions of 

social problems. 

4.3 Notes on comparability 

The task of comparing qualitative data across countries is a new challenge to social 

sciences. However, for several reasons, in recent years there has been an lncrease in 



140 

comparative studies. According to Else Oyen, the main reason, or the major "external 

force" behind this, is the growing internationalisation and the concomitant export and 

import of social, cultural and economic manifestations across national borders. This 

globalisation process is changing our cognitive map and, as a consequence, some 

cultural differences are diminishing while others are becoming more salient. 

Furthermore, due to the "globalisation of problems, " many national issues are not 

merely national anymore. The air we breathe is polluted from faraway sources, the 

suppression of minorities has become public property throughout the world whenever 

caught by television cameras, and an understanding of the poverty in the Third World 

cannot be isolated from a consideration of the wealth accumulated in the rich countries. 

(Oyen 1990,1-2). All these factors are in favour of comparative studies on social 

problems. 

In addition, as Senn and Senn have pointed out, most literature on social problems is 

idiosyncratic and devoted to the problems of a specific country at a specific time. Only a 

very few comparative international studies look at what are perceived to be social 

problems at one and the same time but in different places. The authors continue by 

stating that "it is very likely, however, that the process by which a social issue becomes 

to be defined as a social problem is not arbitrary" and that, therefore, "in principle one 

should be able, on scientific grounds, to predict what conditions will become to be 

defined as social problems. " (Senn & Senn 1993,238). In practice, this task may be too 

ambitious, but a comparison of the definition processes of social problems in different 

countries will surely help us to understand the specific social, cultural and political 

factors that guide perceptions of social problems in any particular country, since a 

society's uniqueness becomes more apparent when the society is contrasted to others. 



141 

Doing cross-national comparisons is, however, problematic. The major question Is "how 

can one compare countries with different histories and cultures, particularly without 

perfect knowledge of these countries? " 

Literature on comparative research offers some guidelines. Teune, for example, 

emphasises that, what ever kind of cross-national comparisons we make, we must have 

theoretical justification for selecting the countries and time points we do, because if the 

choice of countries has its roots in theory, then the countries are potentially theoretically 

relevant (Teune 1990,45). 

The second lesson learned from previous comparative studies is that the existence of 

fundamental differences between nations does not, in itself, constitute an obstacle to 

comparisons; however, it is crucially important that the national context is taken into 

account in formulating the qualities or variables reflecting this difference. As Leiulfsrud 

and Sohlberg aptly point out, the national characteristics will appear completely 

meaningless if they are examined out of context. (Leiulfsrud & Sohlberg 1993,64). 

Some researchers, like Mikhail Bakhtin, Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (1990) 

claim that "it is only in the eyes of another culture that foreign culture reveals itself fully 

and profoundly. " On the basis of my experience in comparative studies, no researcher 

should ever underestimate the importance of taking the context into account. As 

concerns this study, it is easy to illustrate why the contextual factors are crucial. Let us 

consider, for example, the questions of "how do we compare the definitions of poverty 

in different types of societies" and "to what extent are the influential groups talking 

about the same thing when they talk about poverty? " Although, from the social 
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constructionist point of view, social problems are, above all, the results of different 

kinds of definition processes, these questions cannot be answered without extensive 

knowledge about the context. We need to have some knowledge about the historical, 

cultural and social context at the moment something is defined as a social problem. We 

need to know the tradition or history of the particular issue, the interests of the so called 

claims-makers in making the kind of claims they do - the list of factors that can affect 

perceptions of social problems is endless. 

The third point I want to make about comparative research concerns the problems in 

comparing Eastern and Western countries. As Michael Burawoy and Katherine Verdery 

put it, when one is making comparisons between post-communist and other countries, 

there is a danger of comparing the former with ideal-typical conceptions of the West 

and with textbook notions of the free market and liberal democracy. In other words, the 

transition societies are seen only in terms of deficits and their specificity, and their 

distinctive dynamics are missed. (Burawoy, & Verdery 1999,15). 

The way to overcome this problem is to treat countries as unique cases and make 

comparisons only at a later stage. According to Leiulfsrud a-nd Sohlberg, this is the 

usual strategy in cases in which there appear to be unsystematic differences that cannot 

be properly grasped. The case approach typically involves the idea that the individual 

case has unique qualities, or that it constitutes such an isolated system that the only 

sensible thing is to approach it as an isolated entity. (Leiulfsrud & Sohlberg 1993,63). 

This study, too, is case oriented. In practice, this means that I will not conduct a 

straightforward comparison between Estonia, Russia and Finland, regardless of the 
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theoretical framework that would justify the comparison theoretically. Instead, for the 

reasons discussed above, the countries are dealt with as separate entitles. Estonia and 

Russia will be analysed in the same chapter since, after all, they do share a similar 

historical context, which enables a relatively mechanical comparison between these 

countries. In the end, I will compare influential groups' perceptions of social problems 

across Estonia, Russia and Finland. This secondary comparison is based on the main 

results gained from the case studies. Thus, instead of aiming at a detailed and 

mechanical comparison, I will focus on "general trends in development. " 

All in all, since the study aims at comparing perceptions of social problems, several 

measures have been taken in order to assure the comparability of the data. Careful 

planning of the research setting included, first of all, designing the interviews so that the 

questions and the texts used as stimuli for the discussion were culturally comprehensible 

in all countries (see Appendix A). The interviews were carried out by native researchers 

and., therefore, test interviews were arranged in order to make sure that the interviews 

would be conducted following the same procedures. Finally, in each country, the 

interviewees were selected according to similar principles. 

4.4 The ýdata 

In Estonia, the data were collected in Tallinn during the time period from November 

1995 to February 1996 2. Typically, one interview lasted from two to three hours. A total 

2 The interviews were conducted by researchers living in Estonia. Some results based on the same data 
have already been reported in the autumn of 1998. (Lagerspetz et al. 1998). The interviews were later 
translated into Finnish, the native language of the author of this study. 
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of five groups were interviewed, among them two groups of journalists, two of business 

people, and one of administrators. All groups included both men and women, and their 

size varied from four to eight persons. The two groups of business people were chosen 

so that they would represent different spheres of society with different interests: the first 

group was comprised of leaders of the state-owned enterprIse "Eesti Energla, " one of 

the largest enterprises in Estonia, with a key position in the production and distribution 

of energy. The other consisted of managers in private-owned firms. The group of 

administrators was made up of medium level officials of the Ministry of Social Affairs. 

The journalists represented two weeklies, "Eesti Express" and "Maaleht, " the 

circulations of which, at the time of the interviews, were 54,900 and 43,700 

respectively. (Lagerspetz et al. 1998). "Eesti Ekspress, " founded in September 1989, is 

an independent, priVately owned general-interest weekly which has dominated the 

market in terms of circulation figures and influence from the outset (Lauristin & 

Vihalemm 1993,263). In terms of audience, these two weeklies represent distinctly 

different sections of the population. "Eesti Express" is a political and cultural weekly, 

mainly known as the trend-setter among you I nger readers residing in the greater Tallinn 

area, while "Maaleht" focuses on regional and agricultural concerns and is mainly read 

by people living outside the bigger cities. (Lagerspetz et al. 1998). 

As concerns Russia, the perceptions of the influential groups in St. Petersburg are used 

as an example for the purpose of investigating perceptions of social problems in the 

Russian society at large. As with Estonia, the interviews were carried out in 1995-1996 

by local researchers. The main results have been reported in Afanasyev 1998, and the 

analysis made here is based on the "secondary" interpretation of the data. 
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In St. Petersburg, three groups were IntervIewed, each containng five persons. The 

journalists all represented "Smena, " a St. Petersburg dally, which has the third largest 

circulation among St. Petersburg newspapers. The business people were the heads of 

private companies, representing the medium level of local enterprises. The 

administrators were chosen from the Legislative Assembly of St. Petersburg, the 

supreme legislative body in St. Petersburg, into which fifty deputies are elected by the 

citizens every four years. (Afanasyev 1998,157). 

In Finland, the group interviews were conducted in Helsinki during the spring and 

summer of 1995. A total of six groups were interviewed, two from each field of 

professional expertise. The first group of newspaper journalists was from the biggest 

independent newspaper in the country, namely "Helsingin Sanomat, " and the second 

group was from the most influential politically dependent leftist newspaper, "Demari. " 

Interviewees from the field of administration were recruited from state administration. 

The first group consisted of civil servants from the Ministry of Education and the 

second group of civil servants from the Ministry of Finance. Business people were 

represented by two groups from the largest companies in Finland at the time: "Neste" 

and "Nokia. " The former is a state-owned company, operating in the field of energy 

industry, and the latter is a private company specialising in telecommunications. 

Ten persons were invited to participate in each group. In practice, the size of the groups 

varied between 6 and 10 persons. In terms of gender, they can be called mixed groups- 

only one group, composed of interviewees from "Neste, " was "gender-biased, " with 

only one woman in it. The interviews took place at the Social Research Institute of 
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Alcohol Studies, and the sesslons lasted from one to two hours. (Hanhinen & Tbrr6nen 

1998)60). 

In each country, the interviews were tape-recorded and video-taped, so that the speakers 

could later be recognised. Throughout this study, the names of the interviewees have 

been changed and, in order to further protect the identity of the interviewees, the 

institutions represented by the speakers are not given with the quotations. Other 

characteristics of the interviewees (e. g. nationality) are reported in the course of the 

analysis if they are considered relevant for explaining the results. As the following 

chapters will show, all the participants seemed motivated to discuss the topic of the 

study, which resulted in long interviews and very rich data. 
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CHAPTER 5. INFLUENTIAL GROUPS' PERCEPTIONS OF SOCIAL 

PROBLEMS IN ESTONIA AND RUSSIA 

The influential groups' perceptions of social problems in Estonia and Russia are 

analysed by examining their definitions of social problems. This involves answering the 

following questions: which issues are regarded as the most serious social problems, 

what causes these problems, and what kinds of solutions are suggested for them? 

Following the contextual approach of social constructionist theory, the results will, in 

most cases, be interpreted with the help of "contextual information" about social 

conditions. 

The interviewees' perceptions of the most expedient social policy for their country are 

one focus of this chapter, and another is finding out how definitions of social problems 

have changed during the period of transition and how they vary between Estonia and 

Russia. At the end, I will discuss the results of the analysis and suggest a new 

framework of defining social problems. 
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5.1 The seriousness of different problems 

The first questions put to the influential groups concerned their perceptions of the most 

serious social problems in their societies, in the respondents' places of residence and in 

their families. A summary of what the interviewees perceived as the most serious social 

problems on a societal level is presented in Table 5.11 

'A more detailed table on influential groups' perceptions of social problems in Estonia is presented in 
Appendix 5.1 (Table 1). Information concerning Russia is obtained from Afanasyev (1998,158). 
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As Table 5.1 indicates, one significant feature in the influential groups' definitions of 

social problems is the striking similarity between the groups and countries studied. 

Nearly all the groups, in both Estonia and Russia, agreed that crime against person, 

poverty, poor health of the population and housing prohlems were among the most 

serious social problems in their countries. It should be noted here that, in Estonia, the 

category of "problems of privatisation7 covers mainly problems in the privatisation of 

housing, i. e. "housing problems. " A few Russian groups emphasised the importance of 

environmental pollution and, in Estonia, the problems of alcoholism and drunkenness 

were listed among the most serious social problems. In addition, ethnic problems were 

mentioned by one group in each country. 

The picture becomes more scattered when we examine perceptions of social problems at 

the local or individual level. In Estonia,, most groups were quite vague on the matter. 

The problems visible at the local level were the most thoroughly discussed by a group 

of managers representing private enterprises: clearly visible social problems in their 

residential areas included, for example, crime, declining birth-rate, drunkenness and 

alcoholism, poverty and unemployment. The fact that, unlike the participants in any 

other group, most members of this group lived outside the capital area of Tallinn may 

well explain their interest in local social problems, since all the groups agreed that 

social problems were even more severe in rural areas. The social problems of crime, 

poor health of the population, poverty, problems of education and problems of 

privatisation had all affected the lives of the Estonian interviewees or their families in 

some way. 
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In Russia, the majority of the inte-rviewees mentioned the problems of poor health of the 

population and environmental pollution as social problems that afflicted their families. 

In addition, some of the respondents brought up crime and poor housing conditions in 

this context. Interestingly, however, none of the interviewees mentioned poverty. All in 

all, the Russian interviewees put much less emphasis on personal experience when 

defining the most severe social problems in their country. This notable difference 

between the countries studied will be debated at the end of this chapter. 

According to social constructionist theory, a phenomenon cannot be regarded as a social 

problem unless the claims-makers demand that it be solved (e. g. Spector & Kitsuse 

1987). Thus, "the need for an urgent solution" is an important dimension in the process 

of defining social problems. 

When this dimension is included in the analysis, the ranking of the most serious social 

problems changes somewhat. When the Estonian interviewees were asked to indicate 

the social problems that most urgently need to be solved in their country, crime against 

person was, again, mentioned as a priority by all groups. The second and third most 

urgent problems were declining birth-rate and problems of education. In Russia, all the 

groups mentioned poverty as one of the most pressing social problems. Crime against 

person, poor housing conditions, poor health of the population and environmental 

pollution also ranked high in this respect (Afanasyev 1998,163). 

In order to fully grasp the logic according to which something is defined as a serious 

social problem, it is necessary to compare that something to issues that are regarded as 

less problematic. A useful categorisation of social problems has been provided by Saija 
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Jdrvinen, who has studied public opinion on social problems in Finland. Jdrvinen has 

divided social problems into four categories. According to her, issues that are regarded 

as very serious, prevalent and in urgent need of solution can be called fully-fledged 

social Problems. Phenomena for which there is considered to be a "medium need for 

solution" can be defined as existing and prevailing social problems. Her third category 

of potential social problems consists of issues for which there is less need for solution 

but which are, nevertheless, classified as social problems. Finally, the last category 

includes minor or marginal issues and non-existent social problems. (Hanhinen & 

Jdrvinen 1996). Following Jdrvinen's classification, the social problems in Estonia and 

Russia can be organised in the following way (Table 5.2 

2 Due to insignificant differences between occupational groups, the comparison presented in Table 5.2 
only includes the countries studied. 
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Table 5.2. Classification of social problems in Estonia and Russia. 

ESTONIA 

Fully- fledged 
social problems 

Existing and prevailing 
social problems/ 
Potential social problems 

Minor or marginal 
issues and non-existent 
social problems 

Crime against person 
Poverty 
Poor health of the 
population 
Problems of privatisation 
Declining birth-rate 

Problems of education 
Alcoholism and drug 
abuse 
Ethnic problems 
Unemployment 
Economic problems 
Homelessness 

Problems caused by 
smoking 
Prostitution 
Inequality between men 
and women 
Domestic violence 
Deterioration of cultural 
life 
Unemploymeýit 
Environmental pollution 
Homelessness and 
poor housing conditions 

RUSSIA 

Crime against person 
Poverty 
Poor health of the 
population 
Poor housing conditions 
Environmental 
pollution 

Problems of education 
Alcoholism and drug 
abuse 
Ethnic problems 

Problems caused by 
smoking 
Prostitution 
Inequality between men 
and women 
Domestic violence 
Problems of 
privatisation 

The issues considered as the most serious social problems, calling for an urgent 

solution, can thus be defined as fully-fledged social problems, in other words social 

problems par excellence. Most of these social problems, already presented in Table 5.1) 

were also dominant topics in all the group discussions. Poverty and crime in Russia are 

exceptional in that they were not thoroughly discussed in the group sessions. According 

to Afanasyev (1998), the explanation for this is their obvious nature as social problems, 

Nevertheless, these Particular problems were listed among the most serious and in 
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urgent need of solution. In the following chapter, the logic behind all the fully-fledged 

socialproblems will be examined in greater detail. 

Problems of education and ethnic problems, for example, can be called existing and 

prevailing social problems. In Estonia, problems of education, although seldom 

regarded as being among the most serious social problems, were relatively frequently 

mentioned among the social problems which need an urgent solution. 

The status of ethnic problems was more contradictory in both countries. Russian 

journalists did mention it among the most serious social problems, but all other groups 

placed it at the end of their list. As far as the problem was discussed, the interviewees 

brought up current issues like anti-Semitism: 

Ivan (Russia, Journalists): Also ethnic problems... anti-Semitism met in everyday life, 
aversion for individuals of certain nationalities - "Caucasian, " "Oriental, 11 "Middle 
Eastern... " In the newly built districts, where migrants ftom the former Soviet 
Republics tend to settle, inparticular. (Afanasyev 1998,160). 

In Estonia, ethnic problems were an often discussed topic but a problem for which no 

solution was required. It is also noteworthy that, when defining this problem, the 

interviewees referred to "all kinds of trouble" caused by the Russian-speaking 

population, but not once to the widely debated issue of the rights of ethnic groups in 

Estonia. Furthermore, unlike in Russia, the Estonian interviewees took a strong stand on 

the issue of Russian minorities in Estonia. Some of the interviewees tried to argue that it 

was only a fraction of the Russians that actually caused any harm. 

Peeter (Estonia, Business people): ... here we have a small group of people, I can't call 
them Russians, but they are people who do not have a nationality. Ihey do all kinds of 
things and their doings stick out like a sore thumb. At the same time, there are lots of 
civilised "culture-Russians; " some of the people I know could be very useful to Estonia. 
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Unfortunately, they are not very visible, and many people are left with the impression that 
"the Russians" consist of only those who are noticed because of their negative behaviour. 

However, the prevailing view in all groups was quite the opposite. 

Tnt (Estonia, Business people): I would like to add that I see a close connection between 
insecurity and ethnic problems, because it wouldn't be the first time my cellar has been 
emptied during the winter. It was a year ago, what happened was... the certainly knew Y 
who did itI, but because he was one of those monolingual people... that is the reason it 
was downplayed, because if you are an Estonian, crimes committed by a Russian are 
downplayed by the Russians. That is how I figure it happened Thus, in my opinion, 
ethnic problems are strongly present in Estonia. 

Other social problems that remained somewhat obscure throughout the group 

discussions were alcoholism and drug abuse. In Estonia, these issues were mentioned 

among the most serious social problems. Bowever, they were not discussed very deeply 

in any of the groups. All in all, as becomes apparent in the next quotation, these 

problems can be categorised as potentialsocial problems. 

Katrin (Estonia, Business people): I would put crime against person first and then I 
would mention the use of narcotics and drugs. It is probably not so widespread and 
natural, but the danger is starting to threaten us and I don't know how we can begin to 
fight the consequences... In this list. smoking is a seeming problem. You cannot 
compare that with crime. 

In addition to smoking, a number of other issues regarded as seeming problems or non- 

existent social problems were mentioned during the focus group sessions. Both in 

Russla and in Estonia, among these were prostitution, the inequality between men and 

women and domestic violence. 

Every issue - whether regarded as problematic or not - would be worth a closer 

examination which would certainly help to understand the logic of defining all social 
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problems. Some of the issues regarded as minor or marginal by the interviewees will be 

debated at the end of the chapter but, due to limited space, I will concentrate mainly on 

the so called fully-fledged social problems, namely crime against person, poverty, poor 

health of the population, housing problems, declining birth-rate and environmental 

pollution. These were the problems that, according to the interviewees in Estonia and 

Russia, form the core of what I will call here "the vicious circles of socialproblems. " 

5.2 The vicious circles of social problems 

Throughout the data, the most serious social problems, or the so called fully-fledged 

social problems, are all seen to be interrelated, in vicious circles. These vicious circles 

afflicting Estonia and Russia are described in the following quotations: 

Kaie (Estonia, Business people): I agree that poverty is the cause of other problems. 
And it causes crimes against property. 7-he police cannot keep any kind of order with 
such low salaries. Of course, declining hirth-rate that is also caused by poverty brings 
about anxiety. Thus, in the future, the situation is going to he extremely tense. But now 
the problems caused by privatisation are obviously topical, which also creates tension. 

Raivo (Estonia, Administrators): It IS difficult to discern poverty, homelessness and 
unemploymentftom each other. They are all related In a similar vein, we can assume that 
if the health of the population is deteriorating, we have no hope for economic and social 
well-being. These are very tightly connected IfI had to bring out problems out of this list, 
then one would be criminality, the other poverty in a broader sense... so I would include 
many things into this. 

Ivan (Russia, Business people): Housing 
comes ftom that - living standards, foi 
accustomed to certain housing conditions, 
living like that. Aey cannot break the v 

conditions are the key issue. Everything else 
instance. It means that people have grown 

to a certain way of life, and they simply go on 
cious circle. Poor health, heavy drinking and 

poverty have afirm clutch on them. (Afanasyev 1998,159). 
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Crime 

In both of the countries studied, the key problem in the vicious circle was crime. On the 

basis of the interviews, it seems that crime against person or property is the social 

problem that most visibly reflects the feelings of insecurity caused by the social costs of 

transition. Moreover, as shown by the following quotation, crime was seen as a problem 

that encroaches on every aspect of society. 

Margus (Estonia, Journalists): But we have not yet discussed crime against person. It 
has become a se4f-evident issue. However, 1*t is one of the issues in ftont of us, a 
problem that, as such, threatens the whole society, families, places of residence and, in 
general, everything. It makes our whole lives unstable. 

As noted earlier, crime was similarly regarded as a self-evident issue in Russia - to the 

'n-r+ 
extent that the interviewees did not even bother to discuss it in detail. In Estonia, the 

crucial factor in discussions on this topic was that crime, as a social problem, was 

defined mainly on the basis of personal experience. 

Veiko (Estonia, Journalists): I, for one, can say that crime in the form of crime against 
person is, for me, a serious socialproblem in society, in places of residence and also on 
a personal level. I'm not sure if I would say this if I had not been burgled very recently, 
maybe it would not seem so topicalfor me. 

Rein (Estonia, Business people). - And, of course, in the thirdplace - both in Estonia and in 
Lasnamde, where I live - there is crime against property. Because, nowadays, Lasnamde is 
one of the localities where burglaries are the most common. Practically every single house 
with something to take has been broken into. 

The influential groups' concern with crime is hardly surprising, considering the fact 

that, after the dissolution of the Soviet Union, crime has increased to the extent that, for 

example in Russia, it has been described as a "national disaster" (Ilynsky 1996,220). 

Empirical evidence shows that crime rates have been in steady increase since the early 



158 

days of perestroika, when Gorbachev relaxed the reins of the society. According to 

official reports, crime rates escalated rapidly after 1988, particularly for violent crime. 

(Shelley 1991,252,255). The increase in crime rates was rapid also in 1990-1992. 

According to official statistics , in 1993 there were signs of stabilisation, and in 1994 the 

number of recorded crimes fell by 6 per cent in relation to the 1993 figures. At first 

glance, these figures suggest that the peak was over by 1994. However, as Tanya Frisby 

points out, in reality the crime rate was still increasing, because more people were 

involved in criminal activity, i. e. criminality increased. Moreover, many criminal 

offences could not be recorded as such: the old Soviet Criminal Code was rapidly 

becoming outdated and inadequate for new forms of crime. (Frisby 1998,29). 

As Richard Lotspeich (1995) argues, there were reasons to expect that the transition 

from a repressed social system and centrally planned economy to an open democracy 

and market economy would be accompanied by an increase in crime. According to him, 

there are a number of forces that promote crime during a transition: a weakness in law 

enforcement institutions, rapidly shifting economic regulations, a flourishing shadow 

economy, deteriorating economic and social conditions, the partial nature of many 

economic reforms, and shifts in social psychology, owing to the turbulent and far- 

reaching changes that have destabilised the existing pattern of social norms. As will be 

seen later, many of these factors were also mentioned by the influential groups when 

they were asked to indicate causes for social problems. 

Up to the present, social changes have indeed been conducive to an increase in crime. 

For example in Russia, a considerable part of the population is still living below the 

poverty line; income differentials keep growing, and alcohol and drug abuse are still on 
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the increase. In addition, crime has become more violent, especially in the major cities 

where attacks and assaults, shoot-outs, kidnappings and murders have become common 

occurrences. Among the ordinary people, the influential groups included, all this creates 

general discontent-, resulting in moral and general apathy. (Frisby 1998,30,3 1). 

Moreover, awareness of the problem has increased during the transition, as crime has 

become one of the favourite topics in the media; a fact that was recognised also by the 

interviewees. In part, the popular perception of heightened levels of criminal activity 

has been formed through journalistic reports; in part, it has also stimulated them 

(Lotspeich 1995,555). This is especially the case as concerns organised crime, the 

perceived dangerousness of which is mainly a construct of often superficial and 

sensation- seeking journalistic reports (Bdckman 1997,50). Interestingly, however, the 

problem of organised crime, which has been widely discussed by social scientists (e. g. 

Bdckman 1999) and by the media, was rarely brought up by the influential groups. 

Neither was the problem of economic crimes emphasised in the interviews, even though 

the corruption of state officials has been endemic in Russian history and the transition 

has now facilitated it by providing ever greater opportunities (e. g. Frisby 1998, 

Lotspeich 1995). Together with the fact that especially the Estonian interviewees 

defined the crime problem mainly on the grounds of personal experience, this also 

suggests that crime, as a social problem, is seen more as a "private trouble" than as a 

)) public issue. " 

In addition, as Frisby (1998) has pointed out, the frequent mass media reports of crime 

highlight the degree of danger which people experience in their everyday life. The 

public opinion polls conducted in Russia show that the fear of being attacked or robbed 
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stands above all other concerns, including poverty and unemployment (Ilynsky 1996, 

220). Similar results have been published with regard to Estonia. Although the latest 

official statistics have reported a decrease in the number of serious offences (Eesti 

Statistika Aastaraamat 1999), concern for violence has not declined. On the contrary, 

according to surveys conducted in Estonia in 1993 and 1995, the fear of violence 

increased between these years despite the decrease in crime (Aromaa & Ahven 1995, 

31). 

All in all, the perceptions of the influential groups in Estonia and Russia, together with 

the other empirical evidence, support the commonly shared view that it is justifiable to 

see crime as a social problem par excellence in post-communist countries. 

Poverty 

Another key problem in the vicious circles of social problems was poverty. As with 

crime, when discussing poverty, the influential persons in Estonia and Russia referred 

only to the time of transition. On the whole, poverty was approached from slightly 

differing angles. The Russian influential persons linked poverty mainly with uneven 

privatisation. 

Oleg (Russia, Business people)- The essence of privatisation is that property changes 
owners. It means that poverty, too, results ftom the fact that we failed to give anything 
to these people, pensioners, who had worked all their lives and had thought that the 
state was a kind of social security department, which, in fact, it was. And they got 
nothing. This is what we have met with during office hours. 1his is a privatisation where 
those who have something hold onto it. So most of those who were supported by the 
state budget have been left destitute, they were given nothing in the course of the 
privatisation. (Afanasyev 1998,162). 
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In Estonia, poverty was seen as a problem affecting all levels of society, including the 

working population who, despite their income, have difficulties in subsisting. As with 

crime, poverty, as a social problem, was often defined on the basis of personal 

experience. 

Maarika (Estonia, Journalists): In myjamily, as I probably mentioned already - poverty 
[is one of the most serious social problems]. I mean that we always need money. It is 
indeed dreadful that we all here have pretty good salaries. I'm fed up with always being 
short of money. 

Numerous studies have revealed the dramatic increase in poverty in transition societies. 

One of the essential things about the definitions of this social problem, both in the 

empirical studies and in the group discussions between influential persons in Russia and 

in Estonia, was the recognition of new poverty groups. 

Families with many children, single-parent families, refugees, single pensioners and the 

sick were worst-off in the former Soviet Union already before the transition. Since 

1992, however, other social groups have joined the ranks of the poor. These include the 

unemployed and people working reduced hours, as well as many public sector 

employees, whose wages have not kept pace with inflation and who are often paid only 

after lengthy delays (Morvant 1996,56). The new proletariat consists mainly of 

ordinary people who are dependent on income from the public sector of the economy, in 

the form of either wages or income transfers, and who do not have any sources of 

additional income that would lift their households above the threshold of poverty 

(Pilrainen 1997,240). In fact, the "working poor, " many of whom are employed in 

what, in the West, would generally be regarded as middle-class professions, form the 
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highest proportion of those living below the poverty line (Morvant 1996,58)3. 

According to Standing (1998,28-29), by the end of 1995 over one tbird of the employed 

in Russia had wages below the official subsistence level. In the focus group interviews, 

the existence of the so-called "working poor" was frequently verified by the Estonian 

influential persons. 

NIihkel (Estonia, Business people): I would classify poverty as.. low standard of living, 
low salaries. A person who has a properjob but cannot get by on that salary. 

There have been differing views on pensioners as poor people. Many have argued that 

pensioners have not been among the worst losers in the transition. Others, among them 

Vladimir Mikhalev, have suggested that the majority of pensioners actually fall into the 

category affected by poverty, as their standard consumption pattern matches that of the 

poor. they spend 77 percent of their income on foodstuffs (Mikhalev 1996,13). On the 

basis of the opinions of the Russian interviewees, the latter view would definitely seem 

to be closer to the truth. 

Pyotr (Russia, Business people): Then comespoverty. Poverty is also aproblem specific 
to St. Petersburg, because we have a large number ofpensioners, more than anywhere 
else. Besides, St. Petersburg has lots of subsidised institutions. And the single women 
with kids to sUPPort, who work in these "subsidised" institutions, are among those 
provided with insufficient meansfOr living. (Afanasyev 1998,15 9). 

' Although the concept of "working poor" has recently been introduced as a new concept in post- 
communist countries, it should be noted that Soviet writers recognised the existence of the problem of 
"inadequate pay to meet family needs" as early as in the 1970s, even though they did not label it poverty. 
At the time, material insecurity was regarded to be dependent simply on the wage level of the working 
members of the family, the number of working members and the number of dependants, particularly 
children. (George & Manning 1980,63). 
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The above quotation brings forward another generally acknowledged new phenomenon, 

namely the "feminisation" of poverty. Evidence from Central and Eastern Europe shows 

that women are suffering disproportionately from unemployment, and that cutbacks in 

medical expenditure affect particularly women and young children. In Russia, women 

outnumber men 2: 1 among the unemployed and pensioners, and 94 per cent of single- 

parent households are headed by a woman. (Barr 1994,81). The interviewees did not, 

however, recognise the feminisation of poverty as a social problem, apart from the 

nt.. above reference to the poverty trap of single women with children. As surprising as this 

result may seem, it is nevertheless consistent with the fact that inequality between men 

and women did not rank high as a social problem in either of the countries studied. 

If poverty in Russia was discussed only with regard to certain specific groups, such as 

pensioners and single mothers, the Estonian interviewees discussed poverty more 

extensively. In Estonia, poverty was defined in relative terms, the prevailing opinion 

being that there was no absolute poverty in Estonia. However, the problems of the 

"working poor, " low salaries and a low standard of living, were regarded as one of the 

most detrimental consequences of the transition, afflicting all social strata. 

Maarika (EstoMa, Joumalists): ... notfatalpoverty but inability to adjust to changes in 
life... it has not been brought up here but I think that that is the problem and that 
poverty is the result. The problem is that people don't know what to do with their lives. 
It's the same in my place of residence, all sorts of homeless people gather on my 
staircase and they sometimes really affect my state of mind 

In addition, the interviewees in Estonia paid attention to the wider social consequences 

of poverty, emphasising the problem of a widening gap between the rich and the poor. 
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Sepp (Estonia, Business people) - Then, I would say that it's not poverty that is the most 
important issue but the great difference between the rich and the poor, which contributes 
topoverty.. because poverty, in absolute terms, does not exist. 

For many of the Estonian interviewees, the widening gap between the rich and the poor, 

with the relative poverty that it brought about, was connected with crime, and especially 

crime against property. In linking the two, the influential groups came very close to the 

so-called "socialist" or "left-realist" conceptualisation of crime. This theory-orientation 

starts" from the assumption that social and political antagonism generates criminal 

deviance. The theory presupposes that the idea of relative deprivation is particularly 

easily applied to street crime, which mainly touches the poorer layers of population 

structure. The concept of relative deprivation suggests that, in street crimes or crimes 

against property, the main reason why perpetrators who mainly belong to the poorer 

social classes engage in criminal activity is not so much the absolute amount of poverty 

as the general perception of unjust inequalities in society. (Fatic 1997,16). 

Poor health of the population and environmental pollution 

Poor health ofthe population was brought up as a serious social problem by both 

Estonian and Russian influential groups. It is not surprising that especially the Russian 

influential groups emphasised the seriousness of this problem. Statistics on the health 

status of Russians tell a sad story. For example in 1996, the number of deaths in Russia 

exceeded the number of births by 60 per cent. Maternal mortality is currently five to ten 

times higher than in Western Europe, infant mortality is two to four times higher, and 

the number of deaths from tuberculosis has risen by almost 90 per cent since 1991 

(Twigg 1997,56). Most strikingly, mortality rates for men aged 40 to 49 showed an 87 
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per cent rise between 1990 and 1994 (Standing 1998,3 1). According to Standing, stress 

and associated adverse effects of economic upheaval have been the major factors 

contributing to the rise in mortality. However, when speaking about the poor health of 

the population, the influential groups placed greater emphasis on the role of 

deteriorating health care. From the point of view of the Estonian influential persons, 

"chaos" would be the right word to describe the state of health care in their country for 

them, the problem is that "the public health care system is falling apart. " The 

deterioration of the population's health was also seen as resulting, in part, from the 

careless attitude of the individuals towards their own health. In such cases, the reasons 

for deteriorating health were traced back to socialism, as in the following quotation: 

Ivo (Estonia, Administrators): If -we observe a small child, we will notice a significant 
aspect in her behaviour: if she is holding something in her hand, she holds it very tight: 
"its mine. " And that is what determines her whole world of ideas and emotions. And 
grown-up people are also like that: if they have something that is truly their own, they 
are willing to do a lotfor it, and they value it. Our "health Ily was taken ftom us when we 
were owned by the state. Ae state declared that is was doing everythingfor the people, 
hut injact the health of the population deteriorated In reality, health is something that 
belongs to the person and helshe must learn to value it and take care of it. 

All in all, the problem of poor health of the population was defined as a many-sided 

issue. in Estonia, the "psychological legacy of socialism" and the worsening quality of 

health care were seen as the determining factors behind this social problem, while the 

Russian influential groups saw the problem from a slightly different angle and linked it 

very closely to environmental pollution, which is increasingly obvious in their locality. 

Pyotr (Russia, Business people): ... Secondly, Leningrad is an unhealthy place, 
originally unhealthy. 100 per cent of the children born in Leningrad sufferftom allergic 
diseases. (Afanasyev 1998,159). 
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Unlike with most other social problems, the absolute majority of the interviewees in all 

Russian focus groups highlighted the problem of environmental pollution as affecting 

them or their families. Furthermore, this frequently discussed topic was seen as a 

problem that had been widely neglected. 

Semyon (Russia, Business people). I don't think that ecological problems are given due 
heed, though they are indeed extremely topical, especially in our city, where there's so 
much industrial production and traffic. (Afanasyev 1998,160). 

According to many reports which have evaluated the quality of health care in the former 

Soviet Union, the system was facing multiple problems long before the transition. Mark 

G. Field (1994,180), who has reported on the flaws of the Soviet health care system, 

includes among them the unavailability of funds, the shortage of medical equipment and 

inequality in receiving treatment. Moreover, according to Likhanov, infant-mortality 

rates in the Soviet Union were an obvious sign of social injustice and neglect, cultural 

backwardness and poor health care (in Juviler 1991,200). Despite this inheritance from 

the period of socialism, the influential groups in both Estonia and Russia regarded 

health problems as mainly the product of transition. Thus, according to their experience, 

the situation has truly worsened. In fact, even in transition countries where economic 

and political development has been rapid, its effect on the health of the population is 

slow. The decades of exposure to environmental pollution, poor quality food and poor 

health care cannot be erased quickly (Lbyt6nen 1998,15 1). Furthermore, as Field 

argues, social and economic conditions, the political situation, the everyday behaviour 

of the population and the environment are all very pertinent to health. 

The health care situation can be described as alarming, and the same is true about the 

environmental situation. According to Field, the Russian Federation is beset by a series 
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of environmental problems resulting from the contamination of water, soil and air, 

including radioactive contamination. To give just a few examples: only 15 percent of 

city dwellers breathe air that meets acceptable standards; virtually all of Russia's major 

rivers, including the Volga, suffer from viral and bacterial contamination which is tens 

to hundreds of times greater than norms permissible elsewhere (Field 1994,180,183); 

and near St. Petersburg, Lake Ladoga, the largest lake in Europe, is dying from nitrate 

and phosphate poisoning (Sakwa 1993,, 269). On the whole, the situation with respect to 

health is critical , if not catastrophic. 

It is a vicious circle that we are dealing with here: again, the poor health of the 

population was linked with numerous other social problems. In Estonia, one example 

was the problem of poor housing conditions. 

Krista (Estonia, Journalists)- Yes, the children who were born after the war and who 
have lived their whole lives in Nbmme or somewhere and who are threatened by 
eviction and cannot find a place... And then, lets say, their children have to live there 
with them and they cannot have grandchildren. And this is another thing that also 
affects health. I mean they are nervous wrecks there. 

Problems of housing 

As with the problem of poor health of the population, problems of housing were 

somewhat differently constructed in Estonia and Russia. Poor housing conditions and a 

lack of reasonable and affordable dwellings were problems recognised by all influential 

groups. The main difference between the countries was that, in Estonia, the problems of 

housing were regarded as products of the privatisation process, whereas in Russia the 

interviewees saw their situation in the light of a long history reaching back to the time 

of Khrushchev. 
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Pyotr (Russia, Business people). As you know, Romanov (First Secretary of the 
Leningrad Regional Committee of the CPSU in the 1970s), either of his ownftee will or 
not, embarked on the modernisation of the stock of machine tools in Leningrad's 
industrial enterprises. He stimulated a massive influx of unskilled workers (the so 
called "limitchiks') ftom the countryside to be "stuffed" in the vocational schools, 
which he had been setting up instead of secondary schools. Do you remember? Schools 
were closing down, while vocational schools were being set up. ne "limitchiks " were 
placed ahead of indigenous Leningradians on the housing waiting lists (their housing 
was of low quality, though - built under Khrushchev, for instance), and it turned out 
that people placed in the city centre communal flats, where the kitchen and toilet 
facilities had to be shared -with a number o tenants, had not settled in the new flats; the 
apartment houses built under Khrushchev are, to tell the truth, notfit to live in... And 
now we are facing this problem that dates back to the 1950s and 1960s. (Afanasyev 
1998) 161). 

According to Afanasyev, the above quotation reveals a specific cause for the 

aggravation of social problems in St. Petersburg, namely a certain type of social policy 

pursued by municipal authorities under the Soviet regime, based on the large scale 

import of unskilled labour from other regions to Leningrad (Afanasyev 1998,159,161). 

As the quotation reveals, these workers were placed at the top of the waiting lists for 

housing 4. 

However, the interviews conducted in the course of this study reveal that, in the opinion 

of the Russian influential groups, the situation did not improve with change of regime* 

on the contrary, it became even worse, due to a lack of centralised housing policy. 

4 In Soviet housing policy, the Khrushchev period (1956-1964) was a time when housing construction 
exceeded planned levels for the first time in Soviet history. The number ofnew dwellings was increased 
substantially, so that in 1961-62 the number of new dwellings per thousand inhabitants was the highest in 
Europe. This was done in the name of industrialisation, and the determining factor in housing 
construction was thus the need to provide housing space where industries needed workers. The drive to 
expand the housing stock also meant that in the end, Khrushchev sacrificed quality for quantity. 
Furthermore, in 1957 Khrushchev set up regional economic councils and decreed that local Soviets were 
to take over the existing enterprise-operated housing and utilities as well as certain local industries. The 
consequence of this policy was that, as described by Pyotr in the above quotation, the diminished central 
control made housing policy subject to local political manoeuvring. (Cf. George & Manning 1980,20, 
143-148,155). 
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Anatolly (Russia, Business people): In the past, growth in the field of housing 
development was steady, mostly due to centralised capital investments provided by the 
government. And now, housing development is in no way financed by the Federal 
Government. New mechanisms for coping with this problem (subsidising, extension of 
credit) are being worked out in St. Petersburg right now. And things like housing 
construction cooperatives have simply disappeared 7-his has caused a slump in living 
standards, in fact pauperisation. Enormous stratification. (Afanasyev 1998,160). 

All in all, the impression one gets on the basis of the Russian data is that the situation is 

simply hopeless, particularly in St. Petersburg 5- 

Pyotr (Russia, Business people): Bad housing conditions, that's the major problem in 
St. Petersburg. There is no place in Russia where the housing problem is more acute. My 
experience as an MP has shown me that plenty ofpeople, especially in the city centre, 
suffer from this ill. It is a terrible impediment entailing lots of other social problems. 
(Afanasyev 1998,159). 

In Estonia, housing problems were discussed under the topic of "problems of 

privatisation. " According to Jorunn Wold, in the transition to a market economy, it is 

often privatisation that causes the most problems and takes the most time (Wold 1997, 

129). In Estonia, despite successful large-scale privatisation, severe problems have 

occurred in the sphere of housing. For a number of years, the government policy has 

aimed at privatising, by means of a voucher system, the apartments previously owned 

by municipalities. (Lagerspetz et al. 1998). In April 1993, a law was passed that entitled 

residents over the age of 18 to vouchers, in proportion to the number of years they had 

worked in Estonia, to be used towards the purchase of the apartments. The distribution 

of vouchers in relation to working years meant that immigrants received less than the 

' The seriousness of housing problems in St. Petersburg has been noted many times. For example, 
according to Galina Erenlicheva, housing problems have always been the most pressing in St. Petersburg, 
as no state housing programme has ever been able to solve the problem of communal flats, worker's 
hostels and overcrowded little flats. in addition, the city administration has insufficient finances for 
building, and the prices in the real estate market are very high: all this causes serious psychological stress 
and despair. (Eremicheva 1996,156-157), 
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typical native Estonian. (Mygind 1997,43). However, most of the native Estonians have 

also faced severe difficulties in the privatisation process which is only advantageous to 

those living in centrally located apartments or in apartments in good condition. A 

decision has also been made to return buildings nationalised in 1940 by the Soviet 

authorities to their previous owners (or their heirs. ) Consequently, the inhabitants of 

these buildings cannot participate in the privatisation process. (Lagerspetz et al. 1998). 

In the opinion of the Estonian interviewees, housing privatisation has caused a great 

number of problems, among them the fear of suddenly losing an apartment because of a 

new landlord or "unwanted" new neighbours. 

Maarika (Estonia, Journalists). In addition, problems relating to privatisation are 
problematic in the whole country, and in my place of residence. I have privatised my 
flat now and, most likely, so have some of the other people living in my house. It is an 
open question what will come out of it in the future. I cannot imagine the kind of 
cooperatives that the chaotic group there willform. 

Moreover, problems of privatisation and housing were connected with poverty and the 

fear of homelessness which threatens especially the younger generation. 

Veiko (Estonia, ' Journalists): I'm one of the youngest here, and in my generation there 
are plenty ofpeople who simply do not have an apartment or a realistic possibility of 
obtaining one in the present situation and with their present income. That is a problem. 

Krista (Estonia, Joumalists): I would connect poverty with housing conditions because, 
ifyou couldpay 100-200 thousand immediately when buying an apartment, then there 
would not be a problem in the first place. But not even with the help of a bigfamily can 
you collect such sums of money. 

In fact, it is a well-known phenomenon in transition countries that households in 

economic difficulties quickly find it hard to pay for housing. Under the Soviet regime, 

high subsidies kept the cost of housing low. However, soon after the break-up of the 
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Soviet Union the subsidies were reduced, and housing costs increased quickly. To ease 

the problems of housing, new benefits have been introduced in Estonia. For example, 

according to the system of housing allowances introduced in 1992, if housing costs 

exceed 30 per cent of the household's income, the household is entitled to an allowance. 

According to official statistics, close to 20 per cent of all families were receiving this 

benefit in 1994. (Einasto 1997,52,59). However, on the basis of the interviews, one can 

only conclude that this has hardly been enough to ease the severe problems of housing 

in Estonia. 

Declining birth-rate in Estonia 

Unlike most other social problems discussed among the influential groups in Estonia 

and Russia, declining birth-rate is a problem with an "official" history, reaching back to 

the 1970s and the Soviet Union. In 1975, after a census had revealed a decline in 

fertility, Brezhnev called for an "effective demography policy. " According to Gail M. 

Lapidus, many specialists were sceptical about whether such an effort was needed, their 

reservations were, however, drowned by the arguments of a vocal group of 

demographers, economists and sociologists who had long urged the adoption of pro- 

natalist measures to mitigate the effects of declining fertility in the European areas of 

the USSR. Nevertheless, the debate over the causes of and remedies for declining 

fertility became a national pastime and, eventually, resulted in actions to stop the 

population decrease in 198 1, when the Twenty-sixth Party Congress introduced partially 

paid maternity leave and a new system of child allowances. (Lapidus 1983,218,210, 

220). 
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These measures brought the debate to a close, and it was never revived in Russia after 

the break-up of the Soviet Union. In Estonia, however, the issue of declining birtb-rate 

has become one of the most debated problems. In 1995, my Estonian colleagues who 

participated in the Baltica study suggested that, for Estonia, this problem should be 

added to the list of social problems to be used in the interviews as a stimulus for 

discussion. And indeed, as the results now show, the influential groups also considered 

the declining birth-rate to be a social problem, and one that directly reflects the feelings 

of insecurity in Estonia. The following quotation from the interview with journalists 

from "Maaleht" summarises well the arguments used in defining the declining birth-rate 

as one of the most serious social problems in present-day Estonia: 

Priit (Estonia, Journalists) - It is going to be a problem if natality keeps declining. 
Mai: Economy has to be stable andyou would have tojeel safe and... 
Madis: Everything should be privatised. 
Priit: Again, we come to privatisation and then comes this declining birth-rate. 
Madis- If we have to wait much longerfor thefirst stages to be implemented, then soon 
we won't have anyone to pay our pensions. 
Prlit. - Then, the nation would be extinct. 
Krista: But I think that... well, we have discussed poverty and housing problems of the 
young... I mean the fear of becoming homeless, that is the most important thing at 
present, the fear. If young people don't have the money to buy an apartment, how will 
theyfind dwellings so they can live somewhere together? However, if a person has had 

some kind of a permanent home thus far, then helshe will, of course, survive, and will 
not be terrified of having children. Then, the circumstances are notftightening. 
Madis: Well, in' my opinion... of all the dreadful things, I would first bring out the 
declining birth-rate. It really is an urgent matter. We can continue to live with 
everything else, but diminishing natality affects our ability to solve future problems 
more than anything else. 

As the quotation shows, the problem of the declining birth-rate was closely connected 

with economic and social instability and insecurity, the problems of privatisation and 

housing problems. Furthermore, according to the influential groups, what makes this 

problem so urgent is its importance to the continuity of the newly born Estonian nation. 

it was regarded as a nationalist issue. From this point of view, the fact that all the 
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interviewees were native Estonians can, at least partly, explain why this problem was 

brought up so frequently in the discussions. 

The interviewees' concern about the low birth-rate receives support from official 

statistics. According to the Statistical Yearbook of Estonia, the population grew by an 

average 0.8 per cent a year during the 1980s but has, since 1991, fallen by 6 per cent. A 

comparison between different nationalities shows that the decline in birth-rate has been 

proportionately much steeper among native Estonians than among the Russians living i I in 

Estonia. (Eesti Statistika Aastaraamat 1999). The interviewees did not bring up the 

higher natality among the Russian- speaking population but, in some cases, concern 

about it can be read between the lines: the issue was discussed in highly nationalist 

tones. 

Regional differences 

With regard to Estonia, one essential factor in defining social problems was the notion 

of regional differences that, according to the interviewees, exist in their country. In the 

opinion of all the influential groups, the vicious circles of social problems are worse 

outside Tallinn. Particularly poverty and unemployment were regarded as problems 

typically afflicting rural areas. 

Andra (Estonia, Business people): As concerns the most serious social problems in my 
home town - I'm ftom Southern Estonia -I would suggest the following order ofpriority. 
In South Estonia - lets say the provinces of P61va, V6ru, Valga, and also Tartu - we have 
the biggest bottlenecks in the labour market In other words, unemployment is now a very 
important problem, and it causes other problems as well, for example poverty, and that 
leads to notable growth in the number of crimes against property. 
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Slim (Estonia, Joumalists): 
- ... 

I would say that there is more poverty and unemployment 
I. n the countryside than in Oismcie. There ma be more prostitution in the city than in the y 
rural areas. Bad living conditions - those we have equally in all areas. 

The remarkable differences between the urban and rural areas in Estonia have been 

brought up in other studies as well. According to Unwin, for example, the consequences 

of the rapid transformation of the economy has been felt most strongly in the rural 

agrarian sector. The agricultural sector has been hard hit as a result of the slowness with 

which agrarian reform has proceeded, and also because of the competition it has faced 

as a result of tariff barriers and the farming subsidies enjoyed by its European 

competitors. Until very recently, Estonia's post-independence governments have 

consistently refused to support the agrarian sector with subsidies, arguing that it would 

be inconsistent with their policy of maximising competition and minimising state 

interference in the economy. (Unwin 1998,293). 

Although the difference between urban and rural areas is particularly big in Estonia, at 

least compared to Western societies (Einasto 1997), somewhat similar results have been 

reported in other Baltic countries and in Poland, whose influential groups have spoken 

of regional differences in education, in poverty and especially in unemployment 

(Hanhinen 1998). In fact, regional disparities have been a prominent feature of 

unemployment in all of the transforming economies. A regional look at Estonia reveals 

that Tallinn has the lowest rate of unemployment in the country (The Economist 

Intelligence Unit 1996). The perceptions of the influential groups interviewed in this 

study correspond to official statistics, which show that there is a notable difference in 

unemployment figures between Tallinn and other parts of Estonia. The rural-urban 

polarisation has remained sharp after the interviews. Employment statistics show clearly 
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the decline in agriculture and industry and the enormous increase in jobs in the service 

sector (Blom et al. 1999,9). 

Contrary to expectations, Russia has not experienced massive unemployment, and her 

unemployment figures are, in fact, among the lowest in all transition economies. David 

Kotz has stated that Russian enterprises, despite the fact that many of them have been 

privatised, have not behaved like traditional capitalist businesses. Even though the 

demand for their products has collapsed, enterprise directors have laid off few workers 

(Kotz 1997,180-181). Nevertheless, also in Russia, unemployment has become 

noticeable in some regions, rising up to 7-11 per cent. Like in the other transition 

countries, the hardest hit areas are in regions with surplus manpower, cities and towns 

hosting defence enterprises, and cities where one or two enterprises employ nearly all of 

the population in the area. (Panov 1995,176). 

Unlike their Estonian counterparts, the Russian interviewees did not bring out the 

problems in rural areas or the problem of unemployment. Throughout the study, their 

point of view remained very local; they concentrated on the problems manifest in St. 

Petersburg. The'interviewees in St. Petersburg differed from the interviewees in other 

countries in that, in many cases (e. g. as concerns housing problems, poverty and 

environmental problems, ) they were of the opinion that the situation was worse in their 

city than in other parts of the country. 

The size of the Russian Federation, a country almost twice the size of the USA, makes it 

understandable that the interviewees, experience or horizons did not cover the whole 

country. It is naturally much easier for Estonians to comprehend their society as a 
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whole, considering that even the population of St. Petersburg is roughly four times the 

population of Estonia. Moreover, some of the Estonian interviewees were themselves 

living outside Tallinn, which, of course, gave them a different personal Perspective on 

the problems of rural areas. On the basis of this data, personal experience would seem to 

play an important role in the defining of social problems. 

5.3 Causes of social problems 

Following the basic ideas of social constructionism, one important aspect in the process 

of defining social problems is that the claims-makers identify various kinds of causes 

for the problems. Considering the results presented above, the important question to be 

asked here is "what causes the vicious circles of social problems that so profoundly 

affect the lives of Estonians and Russians and, in most cases, the lives of the 

interviewees thýemselves? " The causes suggested for the specific social problems 

discussed in the interviews are summarised in Table 5.3. However, as the interviewees 

so frequently emphasised, all of the most serious social problems are interlinked. It is 

thus justifiable to generalise that the causes suggested for individual social problems 

usually lead to the vicious circles. 
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Table 5.3. Causes for the vicious circles of social problems. 

ESTONIA 
Causes 

Economic and political 
costs of the transition 

Problems 

Crime 
Poor health of the 
population 

Misguided 
social policy during 
the transition 

Legacy of socialism 
in practical terms 

Psychological legacy 
of socialism 

Feelings of insecurity 

Poor health of the 
population 
Declining birth-rate 
Housing problems 

Housing problems 

Poor health of the 
population 
Poverty 

Crime 
Ethnic problems 
Declining birth-rate 

RUSSIA 

Ethnic problems 

Poverty 
Environmental 
pollution 
Housing problems 

Regardless of its simplicity, Table 5.3 indicates some crucial aspects of the situation. 

Firstly, it brings forward the fact that social problems take many forms and have various 

causes. Poor health of the population in Estonia, for example, is found in nearly all 

categories; in the group discussions, this particular problem was considered to be caused 

by the state's lack of resources, poor management of health care and the careless 

attitudes of individuals towards their own health. 

Secondly, the table indicates that, although many social problems were recognised and 

acknowledged in the Soviet Union, at least in the period ofperestroika, it is the opinion 

of the influential groups in Estonia and Russia that the most serious of current social 

problems are almost solely products of the transition. One of the few references to the 

communist period in the data came from the Russian interviewees, who emphasised the 
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socio-economic policy of the municipal authorities during socialism, as well as the poor 

condition of houses built during the 1950s and the 1960s. However, even they remarked 

that housing conditions had deteriorated further after the Soviet era. This was seen to be 

due to the demolishing of centralised housing policy, for which no substitute had yet 

emerged at the local level. 

In general, in Russia as well as Estonia, misguided social policy during the transition 

was regarded as a common cause for the vicious circles of social problems. In Russia, 

the inability of the administration to adapt to changing conditions and the unsuccessful 

politics of the government were among the most "popular" causes of social problems 6. 

In St. Petersburg, the misguided economic and social policies of the government were 

considered from a local point of view: the city administration was accused of bad policy 

decisions and of having neglected to consider social issues in its privatisation prograM7. 

Sergey (Russia, Business people): The city administration, the structures shouldering 
the responsibility, had a very vague idea about the state of the different strata of the 
society; they were desperatefor a clear-cut system ofpriorities. And, consequently, they 
failed to make plansfor each year, to outline consistent social measuresfor healing the 
Y1 sore spots" inheritedftom the past. (Afanasyev 1998,161). 

Housing problems, resulting from failed housing policy, are listed in the category of 

problems caused by misguided social policy in both Estonia and Russia. In Russia, this 

category also includes poverty, resulting from unjust privatisation and touching 

6 Similar results have been reported by Simpura and Eremicheva (I 997b). According to their survey that 
was based on 100 thematic interviews conducted in the mid-1990s, there was deep distrust of political 
actors and local administration in St. Petersburg. This distrust was not defined as a social problem as such, 
but it figured as an underlying result of various issues. 

' According to Afanasyev, the focus-group members' criticism was mostly targeted against the policy that 
had been pursued by the city administration headed by Anatohy Sobchak, elected in the first city-w1de 
popular election in 1991 (Afanasyev 1998,161). 
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especially the elderly. Estonian social policy, both the government's and the city 

administrations', was regarded as having failed in environmental issues, health care and 

population policy. 

Anneli (Estonia, Business people): I would like to add one thing.... the child allowance paid 
to parents, it should be bigger.. for children under three years old Ihey cannot manage 
with the money they get. And ifyou are a sole supporter and there is no one to help you... 
Urmas. - We really need action to reproduce the society. 
Anneli. - That is the reason for the declining natality. And where is Estonia going if this 
continues? 

Unlike the previous category, problems resulting from the economic andpolitical costs 

of the transition were often seen as inevitable. As concerns Russia, "ethnic problems" 

belong in this category, for they were seen as a result of migration from former Soviet 

republics. In Estonia, the state's inability to combat crime and finance health care was 

explained by the lack of resources. The poorly functioning legal system in Estonia was 

also mentioned as a cause for the increasing crime rate. 

The transition and its costs were the most prevalent causes of social problems in this 

study, although, in some cases, the same social problems could be traced back to the era 

of socialism. The original causes, here dealt with under the umbrella term of the legacy 

of socialism, can be divided into two groups: socialist legacy in practical terms and the 

psychological legacy of socialism. Causes belonging to the former group can be 

identified on the basis of the Russian data. The most illustrative example of this type of 

cause is Khrushchev's housing policy, which still contributes to the poor housing 

situation in Russia. According to some interviewees, the vicious circles had all 

originated during the earlier totalitarian rule. As one of the interviewees put it, "the 
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entire 77-year history of socialism is behind the aggravation of these problems. " 

(Afanasyev 1998,160). 

In Estonia, the legacy of socialism was highlighted by all groups for most of the social 

problems under discussion. Unlike in Russia, however, the socialist legacy was 

expressed in psychological rather than practical or concrete terms. The psychological 

legacy of socialism refers here to a consciousness which was formed in the Soviet era 

and which now, according to the interviewees, has left people unprepared for major 

changes in their lives and unfit to adjust to new types of market relations "overnight. " 

This "socialist consciousness" of the people was linked with a disregard for their own 

health,, and it was thus seen as a cause for the deterioration in the overall health of the 

population. In addition, it was seen as a cause of poverty originating in the people's 

inability to adjust to a changing life. 

Ivo (Estonia, Administrators): What our present-day society lacks is initiative: people 
just wait, many of them stilldo, for someone to come ftom somewhere and bring them 
something. Their own activeness has been suffocated, not stimulated 

Sepp (Estonia, Administrators): People must be taught to live in the new structure. What 
happened was that the structure changed andpeople were thrown into it with a lets-see- 
how-you-get-on-now attitude. 

Finally, ftelings of insecurity were mentioned by the Estonian interviewees as a cause for 

social problems, for instance in connection with the declining birth-rate; at times, it was 

considered to be caused by the insecure economic situation. Furthermore, the interviewees 

recognised that insecurity could be related to the psychological legacy of socialism and the 

lack of new norms. In this respect, social insecurity causes ethnic problems and, most 

importantly, crime. 
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Peeter (Estonia, Business people): We lack a sense of security. You get the impression that 
nothing is done to the matter, that we talk about the problem, but there are no concrete 
changes in the foreseeable future. I guess we let it go too far. A nd that, of course, brings 
corruption with it.. Presumably organised crime goes all the way to the top of the 
pyramid.. I wonder why it is that we cannot simply cut the tumour. Naturally, if the tumour 
gets tothe operator's brain, then the operation might hurt. Maybe organised crime has not 
received enough attention, and now the individual criminals also feel that they are 
relatively safeftom punishment. 

All in all, misguided social policies and the inability of the state or city administration to 

tackle social problems seem to be regarded as the most detrimental factors behind the 

vicious circles of social problems. The question now arises, whether it is the opinion of 

the influential groups that the state should still be responsible for preventing and 

treating social problems. 

5.4 Bearing the burden - to whom should the responsibility for treating social 
problems be assigned? 

While social policy in established capitalist democracies consists mainly of less than 

dramatic marginal adjustments to ongoing demographic, economic, budgetary, medical 

and institutional development, social policy in the post-communist countries takes a 

much more dramatic form, since the transition has increased both the level and urgency 

of the problems of social security and redistribution (Offe 1996b, 230). In this context 

of expansive structural changes and cuts in total social expenditure and dramatic 

changes in the prevalence of many social problems, the essential question is: what kind 

of solutions are now being sought for the prevention and treatment of various social 

problems? As Offe has pointed out, the crucial question should not simply be 

formulated as "what is to be done" but also as "is there anyone capable of doing it? " 
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As concerns the influential groups' perceptions of the most expedient social policy for 

their country, I will focus on examining the roles of the state, civil society and market 

conditions in carrying the burden of social problems. In group discussions, the question 

of responsibility was first approached by asking the influential persons to indicate the 

bodies that should be responsible for treating particular social problems. The results 

from the Estonian data are summarised in Table 5.4. 
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Table 5.4. Responsibility for taking care of social problems. State (S), Individuals (I). 
Summary of the perceptions of the influential groups in Estonia. 

Journalists Business people Administrators 

Eesti Maaleht Eesti Private Ministry of Social 
Ekspress Energi enterprises Affairs 

Care of children 
Crime against person 
Declining birth-rate 
Drunkenness and 
alcoholism 
Environmental pollution 
Homelessness and poor 
housing conditions 
Poor health of the 
population 
Poverty 
Problems of the disabled 
Problems of education 
Problems of the elderly 
Prostitution 
Unemployment 

17 
s 

s 

ss 

1 11 s 
1> sss 

Note: Table 5.4 shows the social problems that, in the opinion of the interviewees, should be the state's 
responsibility. It also shows which social problems the individuals are expected to be able to handle by 
themselves. Civil society as a responsible body is excluded, as the only responsibility assigned to it was 
helping people with drinking problems. 
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As discussed in Chapter 4, in comparing elite groups one might expect those most 

dependent on the state sector, for example the leaders in administration, to be the most 

sympathetic to state responsibilities in the social sector. Correspondingly, it could be 

assumed that those representing other sectors of the economy would give more 

emphasis to individual-based solutions. However, as Table 5.4 indicates, there were no 

notable differences between the different groups in this study with regard to how 

responsibility for treating different social problems was divided between the state and 

individuals. On the ýcontrary, in Estonia nearly all groups agreed on two things. Firstly, 

they saw poor health as a social problem that should be solely the individuals' own 

responsibility: 

Sepp (Estonia, Business people)- Health is an issue that should only concern the 
individual, everyone should take care of their own health. Like a person who drinks and 
drinks and mnokes.. and then it is the state that has to take responsibility. 

Secondly, environmental pollution, although not mentioned among the most serious 

social problems, was brought up in this context as an example of a social problem which 

requires a solution at the level of society. The need for a state-based solution for 

environmental pollution can be explained by the idea that environmental problems are a 

typical example of new global risks that are beyond the control of individuals or even 

grovernments (cf Beck 1992). 

Other issues that were considered to be mainly the responsibility of the individual were 

the care of children and problems of education. Declining birth-rate and taking care of 

the elderly and the disabled were at the other extreme, considered to be mainly the 

responsibility of the state. The state's assistance was regarded as particularly essential in 

the problem of the declining birth-rate. 
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Sepp (Estonia, Business people): And if we lookforward now, then it is the declining birth- 
rate that concerns us. We should have laws that would give practical support to Estonian 
society. 

On a more abstract level, all the groups emphasised that it is the state's responsibility to 

create favourable economic conditions. Within the framework of these conditions , it is 

then the individuals' responsibility to find solutions that suit them. The following 

quotation clarifies the idea: 

Katrin (Estonia, Journalists): It should be the state's responsibility to create placesfor 
studying, for working, so that the people would have places to go to. Aen they could 
ftel that they have a reason to exist in society. If that disappears, then -we'll have all 
those problems starting as personal problems and leading to homelessness and 
declining natality. The state should thus create opportunities for the individuals tofind 
juffidment, and everyone should be responsible for finding suitable solutions for 
themselves. 

All in all, the groups shared the view that, in general, individuals are responsible for 

themselves and their fellow men; the state should only provide help for those who lack a 

social network. 

Tilt (Estonia, Journalists) - Every family should be able to support their own children - 
orphans are, of course, a different matter... don't you think so? And then we have the 
elderly, and things like that.. ma be the state should take care of those who do not have Y 
relatives, and other extreme cases. 

The above quotation reflects the fact that, at this point in the discussion, argumentation 

was consistent with neoliberal ideas of social policy: the state should provide only a 

minimum amount of protection, and only for those who cannot possibly survive 

without, such as the disabled. In Russia, argumentation of this kind was strongly present 

when the interviewees were discussing alcohol problems. As in Estonia, alcohol 

problems were the only social problems that were regarded to be the responsibility of 
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the institutions of civil society (e. g. famlily, church, social movements. ) Another 

similarity between the countries was that there were, again, no notable differences 

between the different occupational groups. On the whole, however, it seems that the 

Russian interviewees put more emphasis on the state's responsibilities, as most of the 

focus group participants were of the opinion that social security, in general, was in the 

state's domain. In addition, Russian influential groups emphasised that the state should 

combat crime and environmental pollution (Afanasyev 1998,173). 

The question of who should be responsible for preventing and treating social problems 

was examined more extensively in discussions on possible future models of social 

policy. The discussion on social policy was stimulated by presenting the interviewees 

with the following imaginary scenarios of social policy: 

The scenario of welfare state social policy: 
In this scenario, citizens can rely on the public sphere, the state and the districts, to take 
care of the most important tasks of social policy. Ais is financed with taxes and other 
payments. 7-he state takes direct responsibilityfor the care of children, the aged, and the 
helpless. 7-he unemployed are helped in the best possible ways by means of educational 
and social policy. Contributions to the retirement funds are reduced by raising the 
retirement age and lowering the level of retirement security. Pensioners' income is 
financed by taxation of wage earners and employers. 

The scenario of neoliberal social policy: 
In this scenario, the public sector has been diminished, and it no longer carries any 
responsibility for social security. Instead, it creates the prerequisites for voluntary work 
and general solidarity. 7he citizens hold more and more responsibility, and many 
people begin to put aside money as extra insurance, to be on the safe side. New private 
companies are established for investing these funds, and private retirement savings 
become a newform of investmentsfor private citizens. The responsibility for taking care 
of socialproblems is given to the civil society, tofamily members, relatives, ftiends and 
civil organisations. 

First of all, it should be noted that, although these scenarios were originally designed so 

that they would be equally understandable in Estonia, Russia and Finland, they were 

interpreted differently in different countries. In Estonia and Finland, the first model was 
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taken as a variant of the social democratic model of social policy applied in the Nordic 

countries. The second scenario was regarded as a model of liberal social policy which 

can be found, in its extreme form , in North-America. In Russia, however, the focus 

groups treated the models as ideologies that were impracticable in their pure form. In 

this respect, the following opinion, voiced by one of the interviewees, can be considered 

typical- 

Pyotr (Russia, Business people): Id call the first model "mythological socialism" - 
it's socialism in its pure form, it had to be ideologically trimmed up to be introduced 
into the world, though in fact that's not what happened. 7he second model Id call 
"distorted capitalism, " as the true capitalist model is something quite different. 7-he 
role of the state is by no means small in any of the capitalist countries, it is vast 
(pensions, education). These models are ideological images more than anything. 
(Afanasyev 1998,172). 

Nevertheles s, the influential persons in Estonia and Russia took a clear stand on these 

scenarios and their basic principles as concerns the roles of the state, the market and 

civil society. Table 5.5 (below) summarises how the scenarios were evaluated by the 

interviewees8. 

8 Again, there were no notable differences between the groups. Detailed data from Estonia showed that 
especially the groups of business people considered the model of neoliberal social policy to be the more 
likely to be introduced in the future, but supporters of the welfare state model could be found in all the 
groups studied. (See Appendix 5.1, Table 2). 
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Table 5.5. Summary of the perceptions of the influential groups on different models of 
social policy and the role of civil society. 

Welfare state model 

Estonia Personally favoured 
by most of the 
interviewees. 
Most likely in the 
near future. 

Russia Most likely in the 
foreseeable future. 

Model of neoliberal Role of civil 
social policy society 

Will be gradually Minimal at 
implemented. present. 

Will hopefully 
improve in the 
future. 

Should be gradually 
introduced. 

Table 5.5 is) of course, a simplification, and it does not include a "third option" -a 

model that would be in between the two opposite scenarios or totally independent of 

them. In the group discussions, the interviewees concentrated on the presented welfare 

models, even though, as Tadeusz Kowalik has pointed out, the contemporary Western 

economies represent a remarkable juxtaposition of "third" ways, with their own 

combinations of public and private organisations, markets and administrative 

regulations (Kowalik 1994,187). In those rare situations when a "third" option was 

sought, the influential persons did not break free of the scenarios but rather tried to find 

a compromise "in between" them. 

State-guided weýfare model versus neoliberal socialpolicy 

As regards the preferred model of social policy, the influential groups in Estonia and 

Russia held very differing views. Unlike in Russia, in Estonia the majority of the 

influential persons personally favoured the welfare state model but predicted that the 

social policy practised in their country would slowly move towards the second, more 
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liberal scenario. In Russia, however, the interviewees did not predict the emergence of a 

social policy based on more liberal ideas of the state's role in the foreseeable future. 

The following quotation from the group Interview of Estonian journalists reveals the 

main arguments presented for and against the two social policy scenarios. 

Katrin (Estonia, Journalists): 
... 

I would choose the second scenario [the neoliberal 
model] and I would recommend it for Estonia, although it is more severe. At present, 
the Estonians are not independent enoughfor us to actually exercise liberal social 
policy. What Estonia needs is a model in between.... which would, eventually, lead lo 
expanding the private sector. 
Maarika: 

... 
1he weýfare state makes people haýflhearted and causes possible misuse of 

the system, which is the case in Finland, for example. In such a society, it is good to be 
handicapped, ill or old, but ifyou are young and healthy then the system 'ýPeels three of 
your skins, " we cannot support that. 
Slim: Unlike the previous speakers, I support the weffiare scenario. Nowadays Estonia 
is going in two directions, but soon a society that wants to join the Nordic countries... 
We will have a similar socialpolicy system, but it will take time. 
Veiko. Personally, I would prefer the second scenario [the neoliberal model]. 
Imagining it in the Estonian context, however, makes it feet unrealistic. We cannot go 
into that in a short period, it requires changes in people's attitudes. But going directly 
into it would he a complete catastrophe. First we will adopt the first [welfare state 
scenario] and then we can go into the second one. 
Maarika: I would like to add that what we lack is citizenship. People don't want 
anything. Citizens' initiatives are terribly minimal People don't want their rights, they 
don't know their rights, and they don't want to take responsibility for anything. If there 
is no citizenship, how can we practise liberal social policy, although I must say that I 
support it. 

The arguments used in the discussions are, in part, comparable to neoliberal criticism 

towards welfare state structures. This is the case when the state-guided welfare model, 

like the one in Finland, is regarded as too paternalistic and expensive, or when the 

quality of private welfare services is seen to be better, compared with that of public 

services, an argument favoured by supporters of the neoliberal social policy. 

Furthermore, in Estonia the neoliberal model was supported because it was regarded to 

be better suited to the mentality of Estonians: "the Estonians usually want to stand on 

their own, they want to organise their lives themselves, " as one of the interviewees put it. 
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The influential groups of Russia, although in favour of the neoliberal model of social 

policy, did not give any reasons for their arguments. 

It has been argued that virtually everything that starts with the word "social" - not just 

"socialism" but also "social democracy" or "social policy" - tends to be discredited by 

post-communist political elites (Offe 1996b, 240). This statement cannot be generalised 

on the basis of this data because the welfare state model, whether personally favoured or 

not, was the only choice the influential persons could see for their countries, either at 

present or in the near future. Reasons for this can be found in the socialist legacy and in 

the simple fact that the people are so accustomed to the state taking care of their well- 

being that, considering the social hardships they now face, they would not survive 

without it; after all, as one of the Russian interviewees put it, "in the past, the state was 

a kind of social security department. " In Estonia, as pointed out in another quotation, 

one part of the socialist legacy is "the lack of citizenship, " which indicates that the 

social rights of the citizens have not yet been fully established. Moreover, in arguing for 

a strong state, the Russians referred to their history, far back when the state always 

played an important role. 

Oleg (Russia, Business people): I guess the model where social policy is implemented 
by the state is more typical of Russia, due to the characteristics of the country's 
historical evolution. Let us recall serfdom: the landlord is the father, while the peasant 
doesn't have to bother with too much thinking - work-ingfor the landlord, he serves 
Russia, etc. In other words, the centralised state has always played an important role in 
our history. And these patriarchalfoundations - thefamily, carefor the young and the 
old, the rule of the community - will, apparently, remain. (Afanasyev 1998,172). 

Deacon (1993), among many others, has predicted that the post-communist countries 

will experience an incursion of market relations directly into the welfare sphere. The 

marketisation of labour and the privatisation of production have jointly created the need 

for specialised complementary social policy agencies and institutions capable of botb 



191 

absorbing the increased risk associated with the new conditions and of substituting for 

the former integrated way of performing social security and service functions. However, 

as Offe points out, such new institutions have to operate in an environment that is 

simultaneously characterised by a sharply rising demand for transfers and an equally 

sharply decreasing supply of fiscal resources (Offe 1996b, 226). Furthermore, as the 

interviewees in both countries also stressed, there is a lack of specific established legal 

and institutional routines that would be required in order to make the private insurance 

companies reliable. Thus, another cause for the necessity of interference by the state 

was the lack of any other reliable bodies. 

Raivo (Estonia, Administrators): Considering the instability of the Estonian state, I'm not 
convinced that I could give funds to some refirement foundation and then be able to use 
them in the fiture. It might mean receiving an apology that a bank or an insurance 
company has gone bankrupt. 

The lack of alternatives becomes even clearer considering that, especially in Russia, 

there has been some disbelief in state-guided universal welfare-building. The origins of 

this distrust differ from those in the Western countries. The criticism stemmed rather 

from the state's inability to collect taxes and redistribute them in an efficient and equal 

way than from any strong belief in market forces and individual freedom. As 

Christopher G. A. Bryant and Edmund Mokrzycki correctly point out, the difficulty 

(especially as far as Russia is concerned) involves a legacy of both popular distrust of 

the state and popular dependence on it (Bryant & Mokrzycki 1994,9). 

In Estonia, the welfare state scenario was favoured more on ideological grounds and, in 

this respect, the Nordic countries were seen as an example. A similar result has been 

reported by Steen, according to whom the majority of Baltic elites see Scandinavia and 

Germany as desirable economic and political models. Steen suggests that the reasons 
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why Scandinavian countries score so high are their geographical location, stable 

democracies and successful regimes that provide welfare for their population. (Steen 

1997)312). 

Following the argumentation of the supporters of Nordic welfare state, every society has 

people (children, the elderly, the handicapped) who have to be helped by the society, In 

addition, the state should provide a safety-net for people who, for reasons beyond their 

control, lose their ability to earn a living. After all, as one of the interviewees 

summarised it, "something could happen, to any one of us. " 

The role of civil society 

In extraordinary situations, social solidarity usually strengthens. Mervyn Matthews 

(1991) and Gail W. Lapidus (1991), for example, have predicted a rebirth of charity 

that, with financial help from the state, could be a step towards providing real help for 

those in greatest need. However, it is a more common view that Central and Eastern 

Europe in general suffer a handicap in this respect. 

There are grounds for arguing that the transition societies are not yet fully constituted 

civil societies. Furthermore, as Aleksandar Fatic has put it, the newly discovered civil 

relationships, to the extent that they have appeared over the past several years, are still 

largely incapable of dealing with concrete and serious social problems. (Fatic 1997, 

154). This view was shared by the influential groups in Estonia and Russia, and a lack 

of civil society as the responsible body for people's welfare was conspicuous 

throughout the data. 
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Echoing Fatic's idea, the influential groups in Estonia emphasised the "lack of 

citizenship, " in the sense that people are not ready to take initiative or responsibility for 

themselves, as a reason for the stumbling development of civil society. They also 

argued that, as long as this state of affairs prevails7 neoliberal social policy will not be 

possible. They also commonly remarked on the absence of a new middle class, without 

which there is no civil society9. 

No (Estonia, Administrators): If, in thefuture, we live in a society which has a very small 
ftaction of rich people... and the rest are allpoor, then the society cannot developfurther. 
It needs a core; a wealthy middle class, which we don't have. Now the middle class barely 
subsists. 

In fact, the role of the new middle class Is often emphasised in the development of 

functional civil society. It is assumed that it could make the existence of a civil society 

possible by stabilising the insecure political situation to the degree that normal social 

development would become probable. According to Taimi Tulva (1994), the 

stabilisation of social classes and strata has not yet occurred in Estonia. Thus far, 

Estonia has resembled an European industrial society in its early stage, when the share 

of middle class is only 15-20 per cent. Another estimate, made by Raimo Blom, Harri 

Melin and Jouko Nikula , indicates that, in Estonia, the share of working class is as high 

as 58 per cent, while entrepreneurs make up less than 10 per cent of the gainfully 

employed population (Blom et al. 1999,13). In addition to the lack of a new middle 

class, another explanation for the stumbling development of civil society and "new civil 

relationships" can be sought in the changing role of social networks. 

9 Altogether, these views indicate that in Estonia, which is in the process of building a new welfare 
system, civil society is seen as a substitute for strong state, as in the USA, rather than as the state's ally, as 
it has been in the Scandinavia. 
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As is well known, under the socialist regime the webs of personal relations formed an 

integral part of people's everyday lives. To some extent, such a private network could 

compensate its members for the insecurity and bureaucratic barriers they had to cope 

with (Lagerspetz 1996,44). Furthermore, the different social networks had a 

considerable role in solving problems of daily life, such as how to purchase goods or to 

find work or a flat (Jyrkinen-Pakkasvir-ta & Poretzkina 1994,2). Now, however, the 

crucial question concerning social relations in the transition countries is: what 

consequences will the transition have, in the long run, for solidarity among groups and 

within social networks? Knud Knudsen, for one, suggests that there are two main 

options. one is that the period of hardship will energise national identity and 

institutions, the other being that the process of transition will lead to a more 

individualistic society and thus weaken social ties among persons and groups (Knudsen 

1996) 110). 

As regards post-communist Estonia, the results of this study suggest that both 

tendencies are present. On the one hand, the interviewees emphasised the importance of 

guaranteeing the existence of the Estonian nation as a whole, and their hopes of building 

welfare structures presuppose the strengthening of national institutions. On the other 

hand, there were references to a shift towards a more individual oriented society. This 

was the case when individual-based solutions were offered. In addition, the interviewees 

recognised a tendency towards weakening social networks. 

Margus (Estonia, Joumalists): After all, it is about greater estrangement and isolation... 
before, we all used to be pretty much on the same level, but now it seems like everyone 
has gone into their shells and people have less compassion towards each other than 
they used to. 

Reet (Estonia, Business people)- I cannot agree with the claim in the second scenario that 
"responsibility has to he shouldered hy citizens, jamily memhers, relatives, friends and 
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private organisations.. ". I strongly disapprove. I'm a taxpayer, I pay my taxes and then 
I've done my part. 

Wlodzimierz Wesolowski (1995) thus seems to be right in arguing that the sociallsed 

idea of civil society will be replaced by a more liberal one, one that stresses the freedom 

of economic action in terms of individual rather than group or community rights. This 

view finds support in other studies as well. Frisby, for example, suggests that, under the 

pressures of market economy, money and not mutual help plays the role of intermediary 

for all social communications. - Money ýdepersonalises social relationships. It creates 

"excessive individualism" which increases the feelings of alienation among people, and 

since social guarantees and job security have become things of the past, money acquires 

the role of sole guarantee of personal security. (Frisby 1998,28-29). Furthermore, as 

concerns weakening social networks, Eremicheva has reported, on the basis of 75 

interviews conducted in St. Petersburg in 1993 and 1994, that "withdrawal" was a 

common coping strategy among the interviewees experiencing severe social difficulties-, 

the respondents were relieving social tension through isolation from social problems 

and by retreating to their own inner world, or the world of their families. (Eremicheva 

1996ý 161). 

Altogether, the question of who should be responsible for preventing and treating social 

problems is far from simple. The opinions of the interviewees were somewhat 

contradictory and depended on how the question was approached. When asked to 

indicate the causes for social problems, the influential groups in both countries pointed a 

finger at misguided welfare policy. . Yet, when discussing the most expedient social 

policy, especlally the Russian influential groups were of the opinion that, although the 

welfare state model should prevail, elements of a liberal social policy should gradually 
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be introduced. There were references to private pension funds and insurance companies 

in the discussion (Afanasyev 1998,172-173). 

In fact, considering the widespread neoliberal tones in today's welfare policy and the 

states' lack of resources, one could have assumed that the influential groups in Estonia 

and Russia would have emphasised the responsibility of individuals or civil society in 

preventing and treating social problems, rather than that of the state. After all, they were 

all, at least to some extent, what one might describe as the winners of transition. As 

regards the elite's views on responsibility for the welfare of the people, the main 

conclusion of Steen's study on elites in the Baltic countries was, similarly, that most 

elite groups are predominantly individualist-oriented, while also open to a degree of 

state involvement (Steen 1997,293). 

The results of this study strongly suggest that, in the end, whether personally favoured 

or not, the welfare state model is the only choice the influential groups can see for 

Estonia or Russia in the near future. The main reason for this is the socialist legacy and 

the fact that there is a great number of people who are still unable to cope with the 

market rules, Furthermore, as Lagerspetz et al. (1998) have pointed out, "the state" is an 

easy answer, as no other actors exist as yet. In other words, giving a different answer 

would require more imagination. Another explanation is that the roots of the social 

problems are seen to be deep in the structures of society and in the processes of 

transition and, therefore, to a great extent, out of reach for individuals. Consequently, 

they require solutions on the level of society. 
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Although the influential groups in Estonia and Russia presented very similar arguments 

concerning the necessity of the state's interference on social issues in the near future, 

the data indicates two striking differences between the countries. Firstly, the Russian 

groups of influence seemed to be much more liberal in their views on preferred social 

policy mýodels. Secondly, as conýcerns the state's capability of managing social 

problems, the Estonians interviewed for this study were, without a question, more 

optimistic than their Russian counterparts. On the basis of the influential groups' 

perceptions in Russia, the answer to Offe's question "is there anyone capable of doing 

it? " would simply be "no, " since the interviewees remained very sceptical about the 

state's or private firms' capability in tackling social problems. Interestingly, the 

optimism of Estonians has been emphasised in several other studies as well; according 

to these studies, Estonians have greater social optimism and more positive perceptions 

of political and economic reforms than, for example, Latvians and Lithuanians (Na-rusk 

1996). 

5.5 The new framework of defining social problems 

Compared to the socialist era, the framework of defining social problems has changed 

significantly. Most importantly, of course, social problems have become political issues 

and can now be defined by more genuine and independent actors. On the basis of the 

perceptions of the influential groups, it seems that the logic of defining social problems 

has also changed considerably, If we go back to Hollander's (1991) classification of 

Soviet social problems (presented in Chapter 3), it can easily be seen that, in the 

transition period, social problems are not constructed through definitions of deviance or 

anti-social behaviour or even escapist behaviour. Crime, for example, is no longer 
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defined as a form of the anti-social behaviour of marginal groups but as a phenomenon 

that encroaches on every aspect of society. As in Hollander's categorisation, the 

problems still arise from structural- situational conditions; now, however, they are 

caused not by processes of modernisation but by those of re-modemisation (if we 

choose to describe transition in those terms. ) 

When we look at the interviewees' definitions of the field of social problems as a whole, 

there are two main findings: the first is that all those social problems which are regarded 

as the most serious are linked solely with transition processes, with the exception of 

housing problems in Russia. The other main finding is that, despite differing social and 

cultural traditions, the definitions of social problems are very similar In both countries. 

Thus, it can be concluded that the thorough debate of economists on the pros and cons 

of shock therapy and more gradual approaches appears rather meaningless in view of 

how equally dramatic the experience of the social consequences of transition has been 

in the countries studied: regardless of approach, the social problems people experience 

are the same. 

As regards the definition process of social problems, the problems of housing offer an 

interesting example of how the constructions of social problems can vary and change 

over time and according to the context in which they are defined. Ivan Szelenyi, who 

has done an extensive study of housing problems under state socialism, argues that to 

understand how housing becomes a social problem one must first understand how the 

social distribution of housing works and that housing has a place in the reward system. 

Szelenyi's studies, conducted in the late 1960s, suggested that housing problems in state 

socialist countries consisted of two elements: firstly, there were inequalities in housing 
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allocation, as those with higher incomes also had better housing, and secondly, these 

inequalities were created by administrative allocation, i. e. by the distinctively social' I ist 

mechanism that was supposed to replace the capitalist market mechanism of allocation. 

Thus, under capitalism the market creates the basic inequalities and the administrat, ve 

allocation of welfare slightly modifies and moderates them, and under socialism the 

major inequalities were created by administrative allocation. (Szelenyi 1983,6,11,26). 

Szelenyi's studies were conducted in many Eastern European countries but excluded the 

Soviet Union. Interestingly enough, however, the Russian interviewees of this study 

spoke of the same problem of "administrative allocation" during the socialist era. 

Unlike in Szelenyi's studies, the privileged were, in fact, unskilled workers who had 

been brought to Leningrad, and not people with higher incomes. Nevertheless, the 

results of this study suggest that, since the transition began, the nature of housing 

problems has changed. Now, inequalities are caused by the market, in terms of unequal 

privati-sation, and, as the Russian interviewees pointed out, by the absence of 

administrative allocation. 

To summarise 'the perceptions of the influential groups on the most serious social 

problems: The vicious circles of social problems emerge in several ways. Poverty and 

housing problems cause social exclusion from consumption 10 ; crime against person and 

property is related to a widening gap between the rich and the poor, and it brings about 

feelings of insecurity; environmental pollution and the poor health of the population are 

10 Cf Atkinson, who states that an important aspect in the concerns expressed about social exclusion is 
that people are unable to participate in the customary consumption activities of the society in which they 
live. Furthermore, according to him, the most evident example is that of housing, but access to durables, 
food expenditure and expenditure relating to recreational, cultural and leisure activities is also significant. 
(Atkinson 1998,88). 
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serious threats to the general well-being of the whole population, including the 

interviewees themselves; and in Estonia, the poor health of the population also affects 

the economic well-being of the nation, as does the declining birth-rate. 

Following the basic ideas of social constructionist theory, the attention paid to particular 

social problems does not necessarily correspond to their actual prevalence. However, in 

this study, considering the socio-economic situation in Estonia and Russia, the 

interviewees' perceptions of the most serious social problems were consistent with 

expectations. 

The influential groups' ranking of social problems appears to contain few surprises. 

However, especially as concerns Estonia, one might have expected more extensive 

discussions on ethnic problems, considering the huge debate on the position of the 

Russian- speaking population in Estonia and the international attention paid to it: 

possible future members of the EU have been asked to give full citizenship rights to 

ethnic minorities as the price of joining the European Union. 

Blom et al. have argued that ethnicity in Estonia is not, in fact, as important an issue as 

it is made out to be, and that recent surveys and opinion polls show that the 

relationships between the indigenous population and other nationalities, primarily 

Russians, tend to be more or'less normal. (Blom et al. 1999,15). It is true that there 

have been no outbreaks of ethnic conflicts, but the results of this study do point to 

tensions underneath the surface. 
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In group discussions, the ethnic issues, although not regarded as serious social 

problems, were relatively frequently discussed under other topics, such as declining 

birth-rate and crime. The lack of interest in ethnic problems as social problems can 

partly be explained by the fact that all of the interviewees were native Estonians. 

Moreover, Steen has suggested that the relative size of ethnic groups today and the 

psychological trauma of occupation are important frames of reference which can be 

expected to influence the views of the Baltic elites (Steen 1997,213). In the debate on 

Estonian citizenship, the Estonian side has generally sought to justify the existing 

legislation which articulates the collective rights of ethnic Estonians on their historical 

territory, stressing the need to protect Estonian culture and to undo the injustice that the 

Estonians suffered during the years of Soviet occupation Qdrve & Wellmann 1999,8). 

The "trauma of occupation7 was also mentioned in the interviews, especially as the 

"bilingual people" were blamed for most of the crimes committed in Estonia. This is 

consistent with earlier studies, where part of the antagonism between the Estonian and 

Russian populations has arisen from the popular Estonian opinion that the Russians are 

more criminal and more violent than the Estonians. According to this relatively 

nationalist public opinion, particularly young male Russians are involved with violence 

more than the general population. (Aromaa & Ahven 1995,11). Altogether, the 

interviewees definitions of ethnic issues tell us something about how the Estonians are 

now confronting their own past. The same is the case with declining birth-rate, for 

which urgent solutions were demanded in the name of "maintaining the society, " On the 

basis of the interviews, it can be concluded that the questions of ethnicity and 

nationality are vital and sensitive issues to Estonian influential persons. Furthermore, on 
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many occasions, their opinions on the Russian minority cannot be described as anything 

other than racist. 

On the whole, the fate of the Russian-speaking population in the Baltic countries is a 

politically sensitive topic on both sides of the Russian border. In 1995, when the 

interviews were conducted, the Russians in St. Petersburg and in the western regions of 

the Russian Federation found it difficult to understand that access to their favoured 

holiday resorts on the Baltic shores could suddenly have been limited or that personal 

and trade contacts had become significantly more difficult. Additional problems of 

ethno-political origin emerged as a completely new category of people in need of 

support appeared in Russia. This group of people consisted of "forced migrants, " mainly 

Russians returning from the now independent republics of the former Soviet Union 

(Simpura 1995,8). Ethnic issues are thus complex and many-sided in both countries, 

and especially so in Russia, if we consider that she is a country with more than 150 

ethnic minorities. Nevertheless, the topic evoked little discussion among the Russian 

interviewees. 

Another surprise is, perhaps, the lack of interest in environmental questions in Estonia. 

This is particularly surprising considering the fact that the environmental question 

played an important role in the Baltic awakening (Dellenbrant 1994,89). As a result of 

Gorbachev's policy of glasnost, popular protests were voiced against the deterioration 

of the environment in all Baltic republics. The Chernobyl disaster naturally speeded up 

the process, but internal sources of popular discontent also existed in large numbers. As 

fl- . - far as Estonia is concerned, Steen is probably right when he suggests that, ever since the 

transition began, the limited resources available have had to be used for developing the 
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economy and meeting social demands and attention has, therefore, turned away from 

environmental problems (Steen 1997,3 10). In the Russian interviews, environmental 

pollution was among the most debated problems, which can, at least partly, be explained 

by the fact that it was one of the only problems that the interviewees considered as 

having a bearing on their own lives. 

In the end, when all the results , including the definitions of social problems, their 

causes, suggested solutions and perceptions of the most expedient social policy for each 

country are drawn together, what emerges is a new framework of defining social 

problems. This framework consists of the following factors: 

1) Personal experience and changes in everyday life: for Estonia, this was a key 

determinant of which issues were defined as the most serious social problems. 

2) Misguided welfare policy: in both Estonia and Russia, this was identified as causing 

the poor health of the population, housing problems and problems of education. In 

addition, poverty and environmental problems in Russia and the declining birth-rate in 

Estonia were seen as partly caused by failed social policy. Altogether, misguided 

welfare policy was one of the main causes suggested for the vicious circles of social 

problems, which may be another explanation for why the most serious social problems 

were regarded almost solely as products of the transition. 

3) The socialist legacy and the state of anomie. These concepts are helpful in explalning 

the "psychological causes" of social problems and in giving reasons for why the vicious 

circles are so difficult to overcome. Furthermore, they are an important aspect of why 
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the influential groups in both countries emphasised the role of the state in solving social 

problems. Each of these factors will next be explained in greater detail. 

Personal experience and changes in everyday life 

In Estonia, the social problems were, in most cases, defined on the basis of personal 

experience. Moreover, the social problems defined as the most serious were very 

"concrete" rather than "symbolic. "" Thus, 
' 

for the influential groups, problems like 

crime, poverty, homelessness and poor housing conditions appeared as concrete threats. 

These problems were seen as threatening the well-being and safety of the interviewees 

as well as the rest of the population. Following the classification of C. Wright, Nfills 

(1959), these problems can be called private troubles, as they can be encountered in the 

course of everyday social interaction. On the other end of the scope are public issues, 

which reach beyond the local environment in which an individual functions. A public 

issue is also a matter that is experienced as a threat to generally accepted values 

(Sobiech 1998). Of the social problems defined as the most serious in Estonia, the 

problem that most clearly falls into the category of public issues is the declining birth- 

rate; in addition to its importance to the economic well-being of Estonia, the declining 

birth-rate was often discussed in connection with nationalist concerns. 

The reason for the importance of personal experience as a determining factor in 

definitions of social problems can be sought in the enormous changes in everyday life 

Following the ideas of Simpura and Eremicheva (19 97a), the symbolic dimensions of social problems 
emerge from the contrasting of reality with ideas about "the good life" or a preferable social order. For 
example "dirt" as a social problem in St. Petersburg can be seen as a symbol of the decay of the old social 
order. By contrast the same problem seen as a "concrete" problem would be one of untidiness of the 
actual physical environment. 
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that have taken place during the transition, for example dramatic changes in the 

consumption pattern and increased feelings of insecurity. 

Before the transition, the daily life of the average Soviet family was simple but, as a 

rule, there was enough money to live on. Problems such as living in small or communal 

flats and long lines in shops were perceived as the greatest difficulties in daily life. 

However, since the beginning of the transition, the implementation of economic reforms 

and the liberalisation of prices have meant decreasing consumption and changes in its 

structure. In Russia, the April 1991 price increase caused a 25-30 per cent drop in the 

standard of living by the end of the year, when wage increases failed to keep pace with 

inflation. During 1992, prices in St. Petersburg rose considerably, which caused 

significant changes in spending patterns. As a result, a much greater proportion of 

family income was spent on foodstuffs. In 1991, the food expenditure of an average St. 

Petersburg family equalled 30 per cent of the family income, but by 1992 its share had 

increased to 50 per cent. Among the lower paid groups, such as white-collar workers, 

the proportion of family income spent on food was more than 80 per cent. By 1994, 

some 80 per cent of all Russian families estimated that they were spending more than 75 

per cent of the family's budget on food. (Poretzkina & Jyrkinen-Pakkasvirta 1997) 129- 

134). 

During the transition period, expenditures on everyday necessities such as food and 

housing have also increased significantly in Estonia. Consequently, in 1994, almost all 

Estonian households had a similar consumption structure: half of the budget, or more, 

was spent on food, 15-20 per cent on housing, approximately five per cent on clothing, 

etc. Possibilities to meet other needs were very limited, and few families had money for 
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purchasing durable goods, paying transport costs, or education or health care. (Kutsar & 

Trumm 1995,47> 50). 

These changes in the consumption pattern have evidently affected the influential 

groups' perceptions of social problems. In the definition process, some of the social 

problems have undoubtedly been contrasted, albeit indirectly, with social conditions in 

the socialist era. A good case in point is relative poverty, a new phenomenon in 

transition countries where increasing and clearly visible inequality has put people in a 

situation of subjective poverty (cf, Einasto 1997,69). As was discovered in the 

interviews, subjective poverty in Estonia manifests itself in the form of social exclusion 

from consumption. 

The "emergence" of relative poverty has been recognised in many studies. For example, 

a poll conducted by the All-Russian Center for the Study of Public Opinion in 1995 

found that 68 percent of the respondents regarded themselves as living below the 

poverty line. Penny Morvant sees the result as an indication of nostalgia for the pre- 

reform days, when all the people were guaranteed the provision of at least the basic 

material needs. In addition, Morvant suggests that the rise in crime, the collapse of the 

health care system and the fact that many goods, though available, are beyond many 

people's reach, have an ýeffect on popular dissatisfaction about living standards. 

(Morvant 1996,57-58). 

In the group interviews, relative poverty was also linked with the increase in crime. The 

Estonian interviewees followed the same track of thought in their arguments as 

Lotspeich (1995) and Fatic (1997), who have argued that, while crime and poverty are 
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often associated, careful research has shown that it is not material deprivation per se 

that causes crime but relative deprivation, i. e. the unequal distribution of the burdens of 

the transition. 

For both countries, it seems that crime against person is the social problem that most 

clearly reflects the feelings of overall insecurity caused by the heavy social costs of the 

transition. In addition to the rapid increase in crime, a number of reasons can be stated 

for why crime is regarded as a social problem par excellence in Estonia and Russia and 

in transition societies in general. Despite a reported increase in crime, several unofficial 

estimates indicate that the crime rate remained significantly lower in the Soviet Union 

than in, for example, the United States, thanks to the control of the society and a 

massive police force. Most importantly, for most of the communist Period, the residents 

of the Soviet Union were proud of the fact that they could walk through the streets at 

night without fearing for their lives (Ilynsky 1996,220). Another important point is that, 

during the Soviet period, citizens often lived without fear of crime because no crime 

statistics were published and the censored media covered up the growing crime 

problem. Thus, most citizens were unaware that, in fact, crime increased throughout the 

1980s. (Shelley ' 1994,13 1). 

According to Andrea Sanjian, crime statistics and similar publications do not reflect the 

insecurity of the transition period. Instead, they reflect long-term trends that had been 

developing long before Gorbachev reached the Politburo. According to Sanjian, the 

collapse of communism and the process of reform did not initiate these trends; they 

have only accelerated them. Moreover, Sanjian states that the crime rates in the former 

Soviet Union were not that exceptional for an industrial and largely urban society; what 
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is important about them, for the post-Soviet society, I is their rapid increase and the 

perception generated among the public of precipitous collapse of the social order. 

(Sanjian 1994,128) Thus, as Louise Shelley has pointed out, societies can accustom 

themselves to consistently high crime rates, but a sudden rise in crime causes anxiety. 

After years of living in a well-ordered society, an unprecedented growth in crime is a 

visible symbol of societal collapse. (Shelley 1994,130-13 1). 

Altogether, considering the depth of the feelings of insecurity caused by the fear of 

crime and other social problems in transition societies, Therborn's (1995) dramatic 

statement that "the East Europeans are the unhappiest people on earth" is probably not 

entirely groundless. Despite all their flaws, the socialist societies were societies where 

people faced few social risks. In addition to the very real social misery of the moment, 

one explanation for why the situation is experienced so dramatically is probably the fact 

that the reality of life after socialism fell short of all expectations. For example, a 1992 

survey on public opinion in the Baltic countries (Liepins 1992) shows that, before the 

August coup in 1991, the inhabitants of the Baltic countries saw their economic 

ic situation quite positively, although none of the respondents regarded the econom' 

policy of his/her country very highly. Moreover, even though the consequences of 

socialism were regarded as heavy, there was genuine interest in starting up businesses, 

and optimistic expectations of success were high. In 1991, when Estonia regained its 

independence, the citizens were still participating in the rebuilding of its economy. They 

had high hopes for the future, impatiently waiting to "live happily ever after. " However, 

in contrast to the overall expectations, the whole population started to experience losses 

in their welfare resources, which resulted in disillusionment, a decrease in social, 
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political and economic participation, and the eventual weakening of bonds between the 

individual and the society. (Kutsar 1997,80). 

Other studies have indicated equivalent changes in the everyday life of the Russian 

people. One study, based on 75 interviews conducted among St. Petersburg families in 

1993-1994, found problems of coping with everyday life that were very similar to the 

ones that this study found in Estonia. According to Eremicheva (1996), the 

interviewees, all of whom were women, shared a sense that their quality of life has 

decreased sharply. Furthermore, they were all afraid of the future. According to 

Eremicheva, this fear was the result of a psychological shock caused by rapid changes 

in everyday life. Most of the problems faced by the women have already been discussed 

in this study, among them the decrease in the quality of life, the threat of 

unemployment, rising crime rates in the cities, the lack of opportunities to solve the 

problems of housing, having to pay for medical care and education, and dirt and 

disorder in the streets. Moreover, like the Estonian interviewees, 
' these Russian women 

reported that much of their family budget was spend on vital needs and that the amount 

of money spent on leisure, rest and entertainment had been radically reduced, 

(Eremicheva 1596,154-155). 

However, despite the similar social context as regards changes in everyday life, the 

results for Russia are very different in this study; in Russia, personal experience was not 

the determining factor in defining the most serious social problems. The only social 

problems singled out by the influential persons as having a bearing on their own lives 

were environmental pollution and the poor health of the population. It is noteworthy that 

only two of the Russian interviewees referred to crime as a problem afflicting either 
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themselves or their families, and none said they had been afflicted by poverty. 

(Afanasyev 1998,159). This notable difference between the countries requires closer 

examination, considering the otherwise very homogeneous perceptions of social 

problems. 

Why was the social situation experienced so differently by influential groups in Estonia 

and Russia? There are several possible explanations, including the fact that the majority 

of the Russian interviewees were men. In the aforementioned study, conducted in St. 

Petersburg, Eremicheva found that, in general, men paid more attention to politics, 

discussing actual political events, while women were more inclined to talk about the 

economic and psychological difficulties in everyday life. Another possible reason is the 

fact that the majority of Eremicheva's interviewees belonged to the group of the new 

poor, a specific group in the sense that they are all educated professionals who, before 

perestroika, had a stable position and social status which have now lost their prestige 

(Eremicheva 1996,154,162). The Russian influential groups interviewed for this study, 

however, seemed to have a very different social position, they stood above the middle 

strata of society and were thus not affected by the social problems afflicting the 

"working poor" and the lower social strata. Furthermore, their social position also 

seemed to differ from that of their Estonian counterparts, who included themselves in 

the middle stratum of society which had been hard hit by many of the social problems 

caused by the transition. 

One can also assume that, in Estonia, the transition has "gone through" the whole social 

structure more or less equally. This has left its mark on the consumption structure, 

which was the same for nearly all Estonians at the time of the interviews. In Russia, 
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however, the social costs of the transition have been less equally distributed, meaning 

that the lower and middle strata of society have been bearing most of the burden, while 

the upper stratum has managed to avoid social problems, such as poverty and even the 

threat of crime. However, as the results of this study suggest, a high social position 

cannot provide any kind of protection against environmental pollution or the health 

problems caused by ItI2 

Another explanation based on the position of the influential groups is linked to the 

differences in political systems. According to Stojanov (1992), the central question in 

understanding the post-communist transformation is: "what part of the state-socialist 

system has collapsed and what part of it is still aliVe under the new conditions? " This 

question of continuity and discontinuity, already raised in Chapter 2, becomes relevant 

yet again: if, in Russia, there is greater continuity as regards the social position of elites 

or influential groups, it can also be supposed that there is more continuity in the political 

culture in general. According to Sanjian, some continuity is to be expected even in a 

political system committed to social transformation; continuity can become desirable 

either in the interests of some minimal stability or because many of the old norms are 

valuable in their own right. (Sanjian 1994,112). 

Whether desirable or not,, as far as political culture is concerned it is evident that there is 

more continuity in Russia than in Estonia, where democracy is working perhaps more 

accurately. This present-day difference in political culture can also explain why the 

12 Another explanation for why the pollution of envirom-nent is experienced as a private trouble in St. 
Petersburg has been provided by Simpura and Ereniicheva (1997a), who found, in their interview study 
conducted in St. Petersburg in 1993, that dirt and disorder were regarded as the number one social 
problem by the 42 interviewees. Their explanation for this surprising result was that dirt and disorder are 
problems encountered daily in the dirty streets of St. Petersburg. In addition, dirt and disorder were seen as 
symbols of the breakdown of the old social ýorder. 
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social situation is not just experienced but also expressed so differently by the Estonian 

influential persons who, despite their seemingly secure position and prestige, share the 

feelings of insecurity of the rest of the population. The point here is that, in doing so, 

they follow the rules of Western democratic systems, where political leaders and elites 

are expected to be well aware of the sentiments of the public and to take them into 

account in their decision-making. This is part of the role that those in high social 

positions are expected to perform (cf Scott 1996,99). 

Misguided welfare policy 

The influential groups in Estonia and Russia were of the opinion that most of the social 

problems were products of the transition. This result seems somewhat surprising if we 

consider that most of the social problems they regarded as the most serious have their 

roots in the era of socialism, measured by many indicators. For example, according to a 

public opinion survey conducted by VTsIOM (All-Union Centre for Public Opinion 

esearch), the shortage of food and consumer goods, crime, environmental pollution, 

housing, and health care were the major concerns of Soviet citizens already in the 

perestroika period (Wyman 1997,39). Furthermore, as mentioned earlier, even birth- 

rates started to decline long before the break-up of the Soviet Union. 

The interviewees shared the opinion that social problems had further deteriorated during 

the transition period, even when they were discussing the heritage of socialism. From 

their point of view, one of the main causes for this was misguided welfare policy, which 

was identified as a determining factor behind the poor health of the population, housing 

problems and problems of education, 
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In Estonia, the lack of state intervention and the poorly functioning health care system 

were blamed for the deteriorating health of the population. According to Judyth L. 

Twigg (1997), the health sector faced enormous difficulties already in the Gorbachev 

era. However, despite the many reported flaws of the Soviet health care system, most 

studies conducted with former Soviet citizens indicate that the idea of universally 

available medical care provided by the state was one of the most positive aspects of the 

Soviet system and its welfare services (e. g. Field 1994,186, Lapidus 1983,234). 

Today, Estonians and Russians find themselves facing long waits for treatments of 

rapidly worsening quality. So far, the governments of Estonia and Russia have tried to 

tackle the problems of health care by introducing decentralisation policies. Furthermore, 

in Russia the government's efforts to prevent the ongoing deterioration have focused on 

the introduction of market forces, to improve efficiency, and the channelling of 

additional revenues into the health care system. However, the implementation of the 

reforms has been very uneven and unable to shelter the health care sector from endemic 

money shortages. In fact, the excessive decentralisation and marketisation have led to 

chaos and, a diminished quality of care. (Twigg 1997,56-57,60). 

In the group discussions, similar trends were recognised in housing policy. The Russian 

influential groups emphasised that the main cause for housing problems was the absence 

of centralised housing policy, for which no functioning alternatives had yet emerged. 

In addition to health care and housing, one sphere of welfare policy where responsibility 

has rapidly shifted from the state to local authorities and private enterprises is education. 

in the group discussions in Russia, the problems of education were somewhere in the 

middle of the list of social problems, but in Estonia they were regarded as problems that 
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needed an urgent solution. Moreover, the problems of education were frequently 

mentioned among the social problems that affected the lives of the Estonian 

interviewees and their families. 

During the socialist era, problems of education were not acknowledged, although Faina 

Kosygina and Solomon Krapivenskii, for example, claim that there were tremendous 

shortcomings in the structure and content of education as well as in the physical 

conditions in Soviet educational establishments (Kosygina & Krapivenskii 1996,154), 

However, according to Vladimir Chuprov and Julia Zubok, as the legitimacy of the 

communist state was brought into question, the flaws in the past educati icy poli 

began to emerge. It was estimated that, at the start of the 1990s, the quality of Russia's 

education and science provision was two to three times lower than that of the United 

States. (Chuprov & Zubok 1996,207). 

In post-communist countries in general, the state has relinquished its monopoly in the 

managing of nursery schools as well as primary and secondary schools after the 

transition. (Palka 1995,162). Due to decentralisation policies and marketisation, there is 

a genuine finanbial threat to educational standards across Eastern Europe. According to 

Ewa Zareba, the collapse of the State Budget has had an enormous impact, as it has 

resulted in the pauperisation of teachers, the imposing of limits on curricula and on 

faculty actiVities, a lack of basic teaching aids, and the deterioration of actual school 

buildings and facilities, (Zareba 1995,175). All of these trends were recognised also by 

the Estonian influential groups, who linked the problems of education mainly to the fall 

in budgetary outlays on education. 
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All in all, on the basis of the intervIewees' definitions of housing problems, problems of 

education and poor health of the population, it can be concluded that the 

decentralisation policy in the welfare sector has not been functioning as expected. The 

main problem, at least at the time of the interviews in 1995-1996, was that the old 

system of welfare had been demolished and the new local social security system was 

still undeveloped or ineffective and largely incapable of alleviating the social problems 

caused by the transition. Thus, as concerns the restructuring of the welfare sector, the 

current system's "mistakes" resemble those of Perestroika; the old structures were 

demolished too quickly and without offering any alternative. 

The socialist legacy 

The third significant factor that clearly guides the influential groups' perceptions of 

social problems is the socialist legacy which, through the values of the people, still 

affects their behaviour. As discussed in Chapter 2, the impact of the socialist legacy is a 

much debated issue in transition theories. Sztompka, for one, has been looking for an 

answer to the question of why intellectuals, journalists and politicians have repeatedly 

expressed "the worry that the communist system is still alive. " According to him, such 

intuitions indicate that there must be, below the visible level, some other level of social 

reality where the vestiges of communism hide untouched and manage to survive in spite 

of institutional reforms. Sztompka suggests that there may be, first of all, a level of 

deeper personal commitment, where values, motivations, drives, attitudes and habits of 

thought are often subconscious but directly reflected in human conduct. Secondly, there 

is an even deeper and more hidden level of cultural code which is typical for a given 

society. By this, Sztompka refers to shared patterns of, or blueprints for, acting and 



216 

thinking which strongly constrain or facilitate social life. They are truly "social facts"' in 

a Durkheimian sense: resistant to change and thus slow to be replaced. (Sztompka 199 1, 

296-297). 

Burawoy and Verdery (1999) challenge analyses that try to account for the confusions 

and shortcomings of the transition process by simply blaming them on socialist legacies 

or culture. According to them, what may appear as "restorations" of patterns familiar 

from socialism are, in fact, something quite different. direct responses to the new 

market initiatives, and thus products of these new initiatives rather than remnants of an 

older mentality. In their opinion, the past enters the present not as a legacy but through 

novel adaptation. Altogether, the authors want to show that the conventional metaphors, 

such as extinction, genesis, and legacy, are limited because they accord insufficient 

integrity to the creative processes of everyday practice. 

The influential groups in Estonia and Russia would not agree with Burawoy and 

Verdery: for them, the problem was that no "novel adaptation" had yet taken place. 

Instead, the influential groups' ideas correspond with those presented by Sztompka. 

Although the exact difference between "a level of deeper personal commitment" and the 

"level of cultural code" remains unclear, the results of this study suggest that, to some 

extent at least, the socialist system is still alive in the minds of the people, even though 

practically all of its major economic, political and social structures have been 

dismantled. Consequently, many of the social problems (e. g. poverty) arise from the fact 

that the people's values, inherited from socialism, are incompatible with the solutions 

now required for the problems in a new social environment. To put it another way, the 

homo sovieticus or homo etaticus has not ceased to exist. 
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According to Stojanov, the main characteristic of the "socialist personality, " which the 

influential groups also referred to, is the passivity of individuals. Under conditions 

where only unplanned behaviour was punished and conformity was held to be the only 

legitimate form of pursuing one's own interests, passivity established itself as a virtue 

and as the decisive behaviour pattern that proved to be functional in the state-socialist 

world. (Stojanov 1992,217). Thus, the results also indicate that the values introduced 

by communism seem to have cancelled out some of the pre-communist values, such as 

"high achievement" which has been a traditional value in Estonia (cf Bamowe et al. 

1992) 187). 

The social legacy of communism, in context with various social problems, has also been 

debated by James R. Millar and Sharon L. Wolchik. According to them, a legacy is 

usually conceived of as an enduring intergenerational transfer from the past to the 

present. Furthermore, they consider the social consequences of communism under three 

headings: (1) legacies that flow from the tacit social contract between the population 

and the state, (2) legacies that represent values, attitudes, and behaviour that the state 

attempted to either instil or extirpate in the subject population and (3) the aftermath - the 

unintended consequences of communist rule. By unintended consequences, Millar and 

Wolchik refer to the fact that, as a result of living under conditions of the Soviet rule, 

large numbers of citizens have come to distrust public institutions and officials. (Millar 

& Wolchik 1994,4). As concerns distrust of public institutions, it is true that, in the 

Russian interviews, public officials were blamed for misguided social policy. However, 

the influential groups still expected those selfsame public institutions to solve most of 

their social problems. Otherwise, the points made by Millar and Wolchik are very 

relevant considering the results of this study. 
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The legacies that represent values, attitudes and behaviour were already discussed 

above. In addition, the results obtained in this study support Nfillar and Wolchik's 

argument that the "social contract" between communist states and their citizens offers 

an important starting point for identifying the social legacies of communism and 

understanding social problems that have come into the open during the transition to 

post-communist rule. According to the influential groups in Estonia and Russia 
, it is 

also clear that many citizens of post-communist societies still attach positive evaluations 

to most of the social entitlements that the communist social system offered (e. g. 

housing, health care, education and pension system. ) As discussed in the context of 

crime, the social contract meant that, for many years, the Soviet citizens exchanged their 

personal freedom for a high degree of order. In other words, there was a trade-off 

between personal freedom and the crime rate (Shelley 1994,130). 

The socialist legacy and the persistence of homo etaticus seem to have guided the 

perceptions of the interviewees on the future prospects of social policy all-inclusively- 

they were regarded as the main reasons for why liberal social policy could not yet be 

implemented in either Estonia or Russia. Again, the interviewees' perceptions verify the 

arguments of Millar and Wolchik, who state that one major legacy of communism is the 

belief that the government is responsible not only for assuring the general prosperity of 

the nation, but also for guaranteeing employment and the provision of the basic material 

needs of the citizens. (Millar & Wolchik 1994,16). Furthermore, the influential groups' 

perceptions of the causes of social problems, as well as their perceptions of the most 

expedient social policy, suggest that the influence of the socialist legacy is stronger in 

Russia than in Estonia, where the transfer away from the state-controlled social securlty 

system was expected to be more rapid. 
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Sztompka has suggested that the persistence of old modes of thinking can partly be 

explained by "the mechanism of socialisation and generation effect. " According to him, 

the bridge between the influences of the past and the future is provided by generations, 

and the strongest socialising impact is effected during the period of youth. 

Consequently, as long as the majority of population consists of people whose young, 

formative years and, therefore, crucial socialising experiences, fall under the rule of the 

communist regime, one can expect continuing vitality of the "block culture. " (Sztompka 

1996) 126). 

This explanation is, at least partly, reversed by a study conducted in 1990 among 

Russian youth (born between 1960 and 1975. )'The study revealed that, although young 

Russians reject the communist heritage in many respects, their support for state welfare 

policies shows continuity with the Soviet past (Dobson 1994,249). This result could 

prove that Szacki is right when he states that the majority of people in former socialist 

societies have become accustomed to 6tatist solutions (Szacki 1995,161). 

However, I would hesitate to explain the perceptions of influential groups by the 

"generation eff&ct" or by the fact that most people are merely accustomed to state-based 

solutions. The middle-aged influential persons interviewed for this study were 

sociallsed into state socialism and, even if they do still point to the state as the 

responsible body for people's welfare, they do not do so for the reasons mentioned 

above but because they regard it as necessary in a situation were the majority of the 

people are still unable to cope in the new environment and where no other alternatives 

exist as yet. In any case, for the time being, the belief that the state should play a major 
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role in the economy and provide its citizens with welfare entitlements appears likely to 

remain as part of communism's legacy. 

The state of anomie 

If the fact that the social ethic of the old system is not providing the necessary social 

guidance for the new economic reform can be considered as one side of the problem, the 

other side is the absence of newnorms and values. The combination of the two results 

in a state of anomie, which can be described using the same concepts Durkheim did in 

1897. In the words of Durkheim: 

"Man's characteristic privilege is that the bond he accepts is not physical but moral; 
that is, social. He is governed not by a material environment brutally imposed on him, 
but by a conscience superior to his own, the superiority of which he feels. Because the 
greater, better part of his existence transcends the body, he escapes the body's yoke, but 
is subjected to that of society. But when society is disturbed by some painful crisis or by 
beneficent but abrupt transitions, it is momentarily incapable of exercising this 
influence; thence come the sudden rises in the curve of suicides. " (Durkheim 1952, 
252). 

Although Durkheim developed the concept of anomie in the context of his ýextensive 

study on suicide , its wider relevance has been commonly acknowledged. Frank Pearce, 

for one., argues that Durkheim's Suicide is not only an exploration of social pathology 

but also a resource for developing a sophisticated account of the relationship between 

certain kinds of rational individuals and certain kinds of rational social orders. 

Durkheim himself did believe that his work had far broader implications than merely 

the provision of an aetiology of suicide (Pearce 1989,134), and he was right, at least as 

concerns explaining the state of normlessness now found in the transition societies. The 

following quotation could well be used to describe this state of normlessness: 
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"In the case of economic disasters, indeed, something like a declassification occurs 
which suddenly casts certain individuals into a lower state than previous one. Then they 
must reduce their requirements, restrain their needs, learn greater self-control. All the 
advantages of social influence are lost so far as they are concerned; their moral 
education must be recommenced. But society cannot adjust them instantaneously to this 
new life and teach them to practice the increased self-repression to which they are 
unaccustomed, So they are not adjusted to the condition forced on them ... Time is 
requiredfor the public conscience to reclassify men and things. So long as the social 
forces thusfreed have not regained equilibrium, their respective values are unknown 
and so all regulation is lackingfor a time. The limits are unknown between the possible 
and impossible, what isjust and what is unjust, legitimate claims and hopes and those 
which are immoderate. " (Durkheim 1952,252-253). 

According to Pearce's interpretation of Durkheim, an opposite situation to anomie is a 

situation where the lives of individuals are totally controlled or regulated by detailed 

abstract rules or supervised by the continuous "critical gaze" of one another (Pearce 

1989) 135). Therefore, anomie in the Durkheimian sense could not have existed in state 

socialism. Interestingly, however, numerous scholars studying Central and Eastern 

Europe are now reporting findings consistent with Durkheim's arguments of a century 

before (Woolcock 1998,173). 

Anomi e also proves to be a useful concept for this study, as it helps to explain the 

causes behind many of the social problems regarded as the most serious in Estonia and 

Russia. In anomie, individuals have a newly-found freedom and the opportunity to 

participate in a wide range of actiVities, but they lack the normatiVe guidance, support 

and identity that are needed in a new social environment (cf Woolcock 1998,173), 

Durkheim's theory becomes particularly relevant in the consideration of the rise in 

crime, as it states that societies in their normal state develop regulatory mechanisms that 

restrain criminal behaviour through formal sanctions and norms. But, as Durkheim 

stated in the first of the above quotations, "when a society is disturbed by some painful 

crisis ... 
it is momentarily incapable of exercising this influence. " What seems to have 
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happened in the transition societies is that the collapse of formal controls has 

exacerbated the collapse of social controls, and the result has been a notable increase in 

both the incidence and the variety of crime. (Cf. Lotspeich 1995, Sanjian 1994). This 

was also the opinion of the Estonian and Russian interviewees- the lack of a new moral 

order and social control was often mentioned as one of the main reasons for the 

increasing crime rates. 

Katrin (Estonia, Journalists) - Actually I think that the real social problem, ftom which 
all the other problems in the list arise... It is a matter of ethics and morals. We lack 
moral support and social control that we could lean upon. No one judges those who set 
bombs, nor the leaders of the economy who commit white-collar crimes. 

In other studies, the state of anomie has been recognised in connection with many social 

problems now afflicting transition societies. While looking at unemployment in Poland, 

Marcinkowski and Sobczak have argued that when the "social space" lacks cultural 

ordering, something similar to Durkheimian anomie emerges. According to them, the 

existing mixture of ideas on how to tackle the unemployment problem suggests that the 

task of finding clear definitions of the social roles and missions attached to 

unemployment will have to wait for the future, (MarCinkowski & Sobczak 1995,57- 

58). The lack of new norms has been quite painfully experienced in the field of 

education where,, under the socialist order, the state defined the objectives of education, 

and they were based on ideology rather than philosophy. As the old system collapsed, 

discarded, so did its philosophy, its principles and its concept of human nature. Zareba, 

among others, has questioned whether this vacuum has yet been filled (Zareba 1995, 

172). 

in addition to pointing to the state of anomie as a cause of social problems, the 

influential groups referred to it indirectly in their discussions on social policy. The idea 
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of the state of anomie is especially relevant in studying perceptions of the role of civil 

society in taking care of social problems, as it offers one explanation for why civil 

society was not regarded as a viable option. 

As remarked earlier, although there was no civil society in state socialism, there 

nevertheless existed important social networks that created a reciprocal web of 

relationships that lay outside both the state and the planned economy. Now, however, 

there is increasing distrust of social networks, according to the interviewees. In the 

group discussions, the diminishing reliance on social networks was linked with the lack 

of social control and the resulting feelings of insecurity. Altogether, as a consequence of 

the lack of social control, trust and reciprocity, the basis of civil society remains weak. 

The connections between civil society and anomie were briefly discussed in Chapter 2. 

It can now be confirmed that the construction of civil society does seem to be one key 

to reducing the state of anomie. As Sztompka (1991) has put it, civil society would 

provide intermediate linkages between state and society, help integrate private and 

public interests, and create informed and motivated citizens who support the economic 

and political reforms. According to Michael Woolcock (1998), many studies on Central 

and Eastern Europe show that the credibility of new democratic governments in these 

regions is linked to their capacity to nurture the institutions of civil society that help to 

prevent anomie and alienation. In addition, some scholars (e. g. Dahrendorf 1997, quoted 

in Chapter 2) have emphasised the importance of citizenship rights as a key to avoiding 

anomie. 
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Nevertheless, in reality, the old social contract between the population and the regime in 

which there was no place for civil society has proved to be deeply rooted. As noted 

earlier, the old social contract allowed the citizens to enjoy a certain level of social 

welfare, although at the expense of their civil liberties (c. f. Tong 1995). According to 

Sanjian, many former Soviet citizens are still sceptical of the merits of their new social 

contract because of the near-total disintegration of the moral order (Sanjian 1994,127). 

Yanqi Tong, in turn, has suggested that what seems to have happened now is that the 

people have refused to sacrifice the economic welfare they enjoyed previously- they 

continue to hold the state responsible for their economic well-being even now that they 

have achieved more political rights (Tong 1995,224,233). 

I would argue, however, that, contrary to the opinions presented above, it is not a matter 

of being sceptical or of refusing to sacrifice anything. instead, quite apart from the 

consequences of the socialist legacy, the state (in Estonia and Russia) is still needed as a 

provider of social protection for its citizens because of the breakdown of the old social 

contract, the loosening ties of social networks and the lack of civil society, all of which 

have surely contributed to the existence of anomie. 
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Table 2. Summary of the influential groups' perceptions of different models of social 
policy in Estonia. The number of persons who regarded the model in question probable 
or preferable. 

Welfare state model Model of neoliberal Model "in between" 
social policy 

Prob. Pref. Prob. Pref. Prob. Pref. 

Journalists 2 1 
Eesti Ekspress 

Journalists 2 3 3 
Maaleht 

Business 2 4 22 
people 
Eesti Energia 

Business 1 2 4 112 
people 
Private 
enterprises 

Adminis- 3 2 2 
trators 
Ministry of 
social affairs 

Total 8 10 13 35 
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CHAPTER 6. INFLUENTIAL GROUPS' PERCEPTIONS OF SOCIAL 

PROBLEMS IN FINLAND 

The ongoing transformation of the welfare state serves as the context and the starting 

point for studying influential groups' perceptions of social problems and future 

prospects of social policy in Finland. As discussed in Chapter 2, the welfare state 

ideology was, until recent years, the relatively stable frame of reference for defining 

social problems in Finland (cf Simpura 1991). Now, however, it is becoming less and 

less evident what kind of phenomena in society will be seen as social problems, due to 

the spreading of neoliberal ideas, the problems experienced by the individual are not 

necessarily regarded as social problems any more. Therefore, as with Estonia and 

Russia, I start the analysis from the assumption that the framework of defining social 

problems is changing, The possible course of this change will be discussed first, on the 

basis of the results of a previous study on social problems conducted in Finland at the 

beginning of the 1990s. Other-wise, this chapter follows the same structure as Chapter 5- 

after examining the influential groups' perceptions of the most serious social problems 

in Finland as well as their causes and suggested solutions, I will present the results as 

concerns what the groups perceived as the most expedient social policy for Finland. 

6.1 Changes in the framework of defining social problems 

The hypothesis concerning the diminishing importance of the state as a frame of 

reference for the defining of social problems has previously been tested in a study on 

the definitions of social problems in a leading Finnish newspaper, Helsingin Sanomat 
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(Hanhinen 1994, Lagerspetz & Hanhinen 1994). The study was based on 373 ed, tor, als 

and other opinion-forming articles, and it revealed that the most frequently mentioned 

issues in editorials were problems in the economy and problems in the political system. 

Each category accounted for 20 Per cent of all mentions of problematic issues. Other 

frequent topics were culture and education, social and public services, and 

environmental issues, each accounting for approximately 9 per cent of all mentions of 

problems. 

The study covered the years from 1985 to 1992. Consequently, the swing from 

affluence to depression, experienced in Finland at the turn of the decade, was highly 

apparent in the data. For example, the subject of statements on economic problems 

changed over the study period: in the period of increasing prosperity, up to 1989, the 

economic problems par excellence were inflation and the narrow prospects of price 

competition in the international market. During the hottest wave of speculation in 1988 

and 1989, the feverish growth of the financial markets and distrust in them became 

issues. From 1990 onward, the rapidly growing foreign debt and the downward spiral of 

the whole economy were brought to the forefront. Finally, the detrimental effects of the 

depression at all levels of society were made visible by articles describing citizens on 

the verge of starvation due to dire financial circumstances. 

Social change was also reflected in articles on social and public services which changed 

notably during the study period. Up until 1991, the major issue in this category was the 

insufficiency of certain clearly defined health and social services. With the depression) 

from 1991 onwards, the scope of the problems extended to cover the entire system of 

health care and social services, with strong emphasis on economic aspects. Another 
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category that showed a clear time variation was poverty and inequality. On the whole, 

these issues received only a little attention. Surprisingly, however, the number of 

statements regarding poverty and inequality was much higher before 1989 than 

afterwards, which is somewhat paradoxical, considering that the deepening depression 

certainly contributed to the prevalence of these problems. The decline of interest in 

these problems may be indicative of the weakening of welfare state ideology. Another 

explanation lies in the fact that Helsingin Sanomat is a newspaper for a large middle- 

class readership, and it is not concerned with the problems of marginal groups, as those 

do not affect its readers. This view is also supported by the fact that unemployment was 

rarely mentioned in editorials or other opinion-forming articles. 

All in all, considering the deep changes in Finnish society and economy during the 

period of the newspaper study, one would have expected greater changes in articles on 

social problems. There were, in any case, signs that the framework of defining social 

problems was changing. For example, during the first years covered by the analysis, it 

was taken for granted that the society would intervene in its citizens' problems, such as 

alcoholism, homelessness, or difficulties in organising day-care for children, generally 

by spending more resources. Towards the end of the study period, a decrease in the 

frequency of references to welfare concepts reflected a weakening of collective 

responsibility and a stronger emphasis on individuality. Consequently, it was no longer 

self-evident that an individual's problems should also be social problems. A similar 

result has been reported by Jarvinen (1997) in her study on the construction process of 

drug problems. The study on drug issues in the Finnish afternoon tabloid Iltasanomat 

showed that , in 1994, the drug problem was seen as being the problem of a few 

individuals; no structural or social explanations were mentioned in connection with it. 
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At the time of publishing the results of the newspaper study in 1994, the authors 

predicted that the cuts in public expenditure would probably continue in the future, even 

under more favourable economic conditions, and that this would bring about farther 

changes in the framework of defining social problems (Lagerspetz & Hanhinen 1994, 

34). This assumption is tested here, although in a different research setting: while for 

Estonia and Russia, one of the most crucial research questions in this study was 7)to 

what extent is the old socialist system still alive under the new conditions? " the relevant 

question for Finland is "to what extent does the welfare state hegemony still determine 

perceptions of social problems? " 

6.2 The seriousness of different problems 

Regardless of how the topic of social problems was approached in the interviews, the 

influential persons listed unemployment as by far the most serious social problem in 

Finland (Table 6.1). In their responses to the questionnaires filled at the beginning of 

the group sessions, unemployment was followed by environmental pollution, poverty 

and economic crimes. Economic crimes were brought up especially by the interviewees 

who worked in the Ministry of Finance and, undoubtedly, had a professional interest in 

this particular issue. On the whole, perceptions of the most serious social problems did 

not differ significantly between the groups. In the questionnaires, business people did 

put more emphasis on drug abuse and less on poverty than the other groups, but in the 

actual interviews their discussions of the most pressing social problems also turned 

rather towards poverty than drug abuse. 
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Table 6.1. Seriousness of different social problems in Finland according to influential 
persons (number of mentions in questionnaire). 

JOURNALISTS BUSINESS ADMINISTRATORS 
PEOPLE 

HS Demari Neste Nokia AýE MF Total 

Crime against person 2 1 2 6 
Domestic violence 2 4 
Drug abuse 3 2 1 6 
Drunkenness and 2 2 1 7 
alcoholism 
Economic crimes 3 1 1 2 6 13 
Environmental pollution 1 5 1 4 2 4 17 
Ethnic problems I - 2 - - - 3 
Homelessness and poor 1 2 2 1 6 
housing conditions 
Inequality between men I I - 3 
and women 
Poor health of the I I 
population 
Poverty 4 3 1 1 3 2 14 
Problems caused by - - - - - - - 
smoking 
Problems relating to income- 2 2 2 1 7 
security and availability of 
social services 
Prostitution - - - - - - - 
Unemployment 7 6 7 7 5 10 42 

HS= Helsingin Sanomat, ME= Ministry ofEducation, MF= Ministry ofFinance 
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The group discussions were conducted at a time when the depression and its social 

consequences to the daily life of many Finnish people had become very apparent. This 

has surely affected the influential persons' perceptions of the most serious social 

problems in the country. The seriousness of most problems, although not of, for 

example, environmental pollution, can thus be explained by a sudden dramatic change 

in their prevalence. Similarly to unemployment and poverty, economic crimes became 

an intensiVely discussed topic in the mid-1990s, when the consequences of the 1980s 

economic boom, which had been characterised by extremely free borrowing and 

lending, started to emerge. Scapegoats were sought, hounded and punished, among 

them politicians and former bank and industrial managers. The other problems in Table 

6.1 which can, at least partly, be explained by the depression are homelessness and poor 

housing conditions as well as problems relating to income security or the availability of 

social services. 

The influential groups' ranking of the most serious social problems was almost the same 

on the local level as it was on the level of the society as a whole. Social problems 

afflicting the interviewees' residential areas included the aforementioned problems of 

unemployment, ' environmental pollution, economic crimes and poverty, but in this 

context the interviewees also mentioned drug problems and crime against person 

(Appendix 6.1, Table 1). Since the interviewees, were all from the greater Helsinki area, 

the result indicates that these problems were especially visible in the capital area. 

When social problems are viewed on the level of the individual, the picture changes 

completely. This was evident when the interviewees were asked to indicate social 

problems that affected either them personally or their families. The most common 
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answer to this question was "none" (Appendix 6.1, Table 1). Some of the interviewees 

mentioned environmental pollution and crime against person, and a few referred to 

unemployment in this context. However, as concerns unemployment, it is noteworthy 

that the inte-rviewees emphasised rather the increasing tax burden than the threat of 

joblessness. On the whole, one can conclude that, unlike in Estonia, "personal 

experience" was not a factor that guided the Finnish influential groups' perceptions of 

social problems. 

Table 6.1 is based on the questionnaires, and it does not reflect the frequency or 

intensity with which different social Problems were discussed. For example, although 

economic crimes ranked high in many questionnaires, in the actual interviews the 

majority of the influential persons felt that the extent of the problem had been 

exaggerated. In all of the discussions, the dominating topic was unemployment. The 

other problems discussed in greater detail were poverty and increasing inequality, 

environmental problems, housing problems and the increasing state debt. Thus, as 

regards the different dimensions of social problems discussed in Chapter 5, social 

problems in Finland can be classified as shown in Table 6.2. 
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Table 6.2. Classification of social problems in Finland. 

Fully-fledged Existing and prevailing Minor or marginal issues and 
social problems social problems/ non-existent social problems 

Potential social Problems 

Unemployment Economic crimes Domestic violence 

Environmental 
pollution 

Drunkenness and 
alcoholism 

Poverty Problems relating 
to income security 
and availability of 
social services 

Crime against person 

Homelessness and 
poor housing 
conditions 

Drug abuse 

Ethnic problems 

Inequality between 
men and women 

Poor health of the 
population 

Problems caused by 
smoking 

Prostitution 

Altogether, unemployment, environmental pollution and poverty ranked high on the lists 

of all groups, both in the questionnaires and in the group discussions. They were also 

indicated as social problems that needed an urgent solution (Appendix 6.1, Table 1). 

Consequently, they are classified as fully-fledged social problems, At the other extreme, 

there are issues such as domestic violence or problems caused by smoking that none of 

the interviewees mentioned among the most serious social problems and that were 

regarded as belonging solely in the private sphere of the individual. In addition, this 

category of minor or marginal issues includes ethnic problems and poor health of the 

population. These two were often named as issues for which the state should bear 

responsibility (Appendix 6.1, Table 2), but not as serious social problems, supposedly 

due to their infrequency in Finnish society. In the following chapter, the logic of how 
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something becomes defined as a fully-fledged social problem will be examined in 

greater detail. 

6.3 The definitions of the most serious social problems 

-Unemployment 

Throughout its history, the Finnish welfare state has been associated with the goal of 

'full employment. An active labour market policy has been an integral part of it, and this 

has meant public employment services, moving allowances, job training, temporary 

public employment and subsidised employment in the public sector (Stephens 1996, 

39). As a consequence, as long as economic growth was strong, unemployment 

remained at a moderate level and was not perceived as a social problem. This has been 

illustrated in, for example, the previously mentioned study on social problems in the 

editorials of a leading Finnish newspaper; during the years 1987-1990, the problem of 

unemployment was not mentioned once. In 1992, however, 13 per cent of the editorials 

discussing social problems dealt with unemployment (Hanhinen 1994, Lagerspetz & 

Hanhinen 1994). 

By that time, unemployment had doubled compared to 1989. At the time of the 

interviews in 1995, the unemployment rate was approximately six times higher than it 

had been before the recession (Statistics Finland 1995). In addition, the number of long- 

term unemployed had increased considerably; depending on approach, estimates 

indicate that 30-50 per cent of all job seekers had been without work for more than one 

year (Santamdki-Vuori 1996). 
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The public image of the unemployed also changed drastically. In the 1980s, the 

unemployed were portrayed in public debate as a deprived and pitiful minority group 

(Kortteinen & Tuomikoski 1998,13). By the mid-1990s, nearly every Finnish family, 

regardless of social position, had been touched by unemployment some way or other. 

Against this background, it is not surprising that unemployment was the most 

profoundly discussed topic in all the influential groups and that all the interviewees saw 

it as the problem that most urgently needed to be solved in Finnish society. In 

constructing the unemployment problem, the present was contrasted with the past; 

short-term youth unemployment in the 1980s was referred to, but the final conclusion 

was that, at the time of the interviews, Finland was quite obviously facing long-term 

unemployment, and to an unforeseen extent. 

Ahti (Administrators) -I don't think it matters whether we have long-term 
unemployment or youth unemployment. It's all part of the same thing. We can't get out 
of long-term unemployment without reducing overall unemployment. We have about 
450,000 unemployed, and 140,000 of them have been unemployedfor over a year now. 
So we can soon start arguing that our unemployment problem is a long-term 
unemployment problem. We can't separate these two and go -with the notion that there 
exists a mass of unemployedpeople that we don't have to care about. 

Furthermore, what makes unemployment, and especially long-term unemployment, 

such a serious social problem is that it can create other problems. A study conducted in 

Finland in the mid-1990s revealed that the rising unemployment level had not caused 

notable changes in the occurrence of other social problems, such as suicide, divorces, 

alcohol related deaths and capital crimes (Heikkild 1995). However, in the images 

presented by the interviewees, unemployment was linked to a number of other social 

problems, most frequently alcohol problems, mental health problems, poverty, a 

widening income gap and, eventually, overall social exclusion. 
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Arj a (Journalists) -I think the problem is that work is unequally distributed This means 
that money is not distributed equally, and then, whatfollows is social exclusion, various 
types of it ... which may lead to increasing crime, domestic violence and hostility 
towards foreigners 

... and to inequality between men and women and between 
generations ... and so forth. 

In the group sessions, the interviewees were asked to state causes for the problems they 

considered the most serious ones. The most commonly mentioned causes for 

unemployment are presented in Table 6.3. 
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Table 6.3. Some causes for unemployment, according to the influential groups. 

JOURNALISTS BUSINESS ADNHNISTRATORS 
PEOPLE 

HS Demari Neste Nokia ME MF 

Causes on the level of the individual: 
Lack of motivation x 

Causes on the national level: 
Extremely free borrowing and xx 
lending in the 1980s 

Actions of previous Xxxx 
governments 

Inflexibility of labour x 
movements concerning 
the distribution of work 

Bureaucracy relating to xx-x 
employment; taxes and 
social security payments 

An unemployment security xX-x 
system that does not 
encourage people to work 

Open money X-x 
markets 

Causes on the international level: 
New modes of production xxxx 

Collapse of the Soviet Union xxxxxx 
and the effect on foreign trade 

World-wide depression 

Helsingin Sanomal, AIIE= Ministry of Education, MF= Allinistry of Finance 

As Table 6.3 indicates, causes on the level of the individual, like "lack of motivation)" 

were rarely suggested as the reason for the unemployment problems in Finland. Rather, 

causes were found on different levels of the society or in international circumstances. In 

the latter category, most groups tended to list both the collapse of the Soviet trade and 
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world-wide depression. The turn to a post-Fordist mode of production was also 

mentioned rather often. 

Aila (Administrators): 
... and then, of course, the development of industrial production 

and the fact that there's been this shift to information technology in the world Well, 
that's what takes away a huge amount of jobs, because there's no need for people 
anymore, the machines have replaced them, the machines do all the work. 

In the category of national causes, the mistakes of previous governments evoked vivid 

. -discussions- 

Mikko (Joumalists): Wrong choices, wrong politics in general in the political system, in 
the labour markets and in the whole society ... a sort of inadequate understanding of 
our time and its phenomena and, generally, of what is happening in the world. 

One of the only notable differences between the professional groups was that welfare 

state criticism, in the context of unemployment, was strongly present in the discussions 

of the two groups of business people an, d the group from the Ministry of Finance, 

whereas in the other groups this sort of argumentation was not present. The arguments 

were comparable with neoliberalist criticism against welfare state structures'. When 

looking for a cause for the high unemployment rate, these groups pointed a finger at a 

"bureaucracy that hinders employment, )) meaning taxes and social security payments, 

and an unemployment security system that does not encourage people to work. 

Jaakko (Business people): Well, then we have this system of means tested unemployment 
benefits, which in no way encourages people to work, it was built under different 
conditions. I don't know how many of the unemployed would accept work even if they 
were offered some because, if they worked, they wouldjust receive the same income or 
maybe even a little bit less than if they didn't. Our system does not encourage working. I 
think that everyone should be guaranteed some kind of a minimum livelihood, but it 

' According to an argument often presented by the critics and targeted against the welfare state, the 
allowances of those outside the labour market are so high that it is simply not profitable for the 
unemployed to work if the salary falls below the average. On the basis of this, it is feared that the 
unemployed will rather content themselves with the overextended social security payments than try to 
look for a job. (Kortteinen & Tuomikoski 1998,18). 
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c1bou 

sit Idn't be like this, that a system which was built ages ago is kept alive; and the 
labour union people won't give it up, no way. 

As the above quotation suggests, the long prevailing consensus between the government 

and labour market organisations, which had played an important part in the construction 

of the Finnish welfare state since the 1960s, was being partly blamed for the economic 

crisis. 

Despite the fact that all the interviewees regarded unemployment as the social problem 

that most urgently required solution, they seldom offered concrete solutions for it. 

Occasionally, however, solutions can be derived from an analysis of the suggested 

causes. This is the case, for example, when the high level of social security is blamed 

for causing unemployment: the obvious solution would be to dismantle the 

unemployment benefits system. However, when the interviewees were specifically 

asked to state who was responsible for the problem of unemployment, the unanimous 

answer was "the state or the society. " Notwithstanding the unfortunate international 

trends in economy, the state was considered to have an obligation to create social 

conditions in which everyone could find work. Nevertheless, many of the interviewees 

predicted that unemployment would stay at the current level and, in most cases, the 

situation was tacitly accepted. 

Aila (Administrators). ... there is no way back to what you might call a kind of labour- 
intensive indust7y, but rather the development will lead towards a system that does not 
produce jobs, where people will have to find meaningfor their life in something else. I 
suppose the rate of unemployment will stay permanently on a remarkably high level. 

Jorma (Administrators): Unemployment, as we all know, is not moving in any direction 
within the next ten years, 
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Poverty 

In the prosperous Finland of the 1980s, poverty in its absolute form was nearly non- 

existent by any generally acknowledged measure of poverty. In fact, no other country 

had reported such low poverty figures as Finland before the depression, in the year 1990 

(Ritakallio 1994,186). Nevertheless, it has been argued that poverty was. a social 

problem in the country; it was kept quiet by politicians who wanted to see Finland as a 

homogeneous middle-class society (Hdnninen 1990,3). Moreover, as a problem of 

marginal groups only, it was not directly linked to the labour markets and was 

consequently not as easily accepted as a public problem as it would have been if it had 

been linked to the markets (Moksunen 1990,65). These arguments are consistent with 

those of Stein Ringen, who has pointed out that welfare states do not acknowledge 

poverty, as "in a welfare state recognizing or talking about poverty means questioning 

the functionality of social policy" (Ringen 1987). However, considering the intensity 

and thoroughness with which the problem of poverty was discussed among Finnish 

influential groups, these claims do not seem to be quite valid anymore. Explanations for 

this can be sought in the dramatic changes in the nature and prevalence of the problem. 

One way of measuring poverty is to examine the number of people receiving social 

assistance, which is a last-resort safety net. For a long time, the share of population 

relying on social assistance fluctuated between 3 and 5 per cent. However, by 1995, the 

poverty rate in Finland had risen to approximately 10 per cent, whether measured by 

)) absolute indicators, " such as relative income, over-debt, involuntary lack of necessities 

and being the recipient of social assistance, or by difficulties in covering necessary 

payments. Subjectively measured, the social consequences of the depression seem even 
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I ing more severe: in the same year, 19 per cent of the Finns defined themselves as bei 

poor (Kangas & Ritakallio 1996). 

On the whole, by the mid-1990s, poverty had taken forms that had not been seen in 

Finland for decades. One of the new concrete indications of poverty was hunger. In the 

beginning of the 1990s, a study on the consequences of economic depression in Finland 

revealed that one hundred thousand people had experienced hunger during the previous 

year (Heikkild et al. 1994). At the time of the interviews, bread lines in front of 

Salvation Army offices were receiving wide media coverage. In addition, there were 

many heavily debt-ridden people among the new poor. This is explained by the fact that, 

in Finland, households typically live in large dwellings and have student loans; in such 

circumstances, unemployment can easily lead to poverty (Vdhdtalo 1994,19). 

in the group discussions, poverty was directly linked with unemployment. Practically all 

of the interviewees shared the view that poverty was a new and serious social problem, 

Only a few members of the groups of business people, who defined poverty in strictly 

absolute terms, would not accept poverty as a social problem in Finland. 

Sirpa (Business people): 7-he Finns do not know what Poverty is. Poverty means that 
you don't have money for food, and people who are that badly off are very few in 
number in Finland. 

The problem of hunger was also discussed with an amount of scepticism. This came up 

in comments about the new signs of poverty, the bread lines outside the Salvation Army 

centres. 

Oiva (Business people): When I looked at the queue on TV when they showed the 
Salvation Army centre ... I thought, 'a third of them are just outcasts who probably do 
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have enough money for drink. They just go there to get ftee bread ' Aen, of course, 
some of the people are therefor a real reason. 

This kind of argumentation was, however, exceptional; according to the majority of the 

interviewees in all groups, it reflects more the past than the present. A few arguments 

were also presented confirming the existence of absolute poverty. One of the 

interviewees tried to convince the others with her personal experiences, saying that "I 

personally know people who have days when they don't know where they're going to get 

food )) 

On the whole, the problem of poverty was mainly defined using the concept of relative 

poverty: a person may be considered poor if he/she does not have the resources to live 

in a similar manner to the mainstream of the population in his/her society. 

Timo (Journali sts): It [poverty] is a relative phenomenon, there are always poor people. 
Arj a: Aat is like straightftom the Sermon on the Mount, I mean we don't have... 
Raimo: Poor. 
Eeva: We don't have poor people, I mean relatively. 
Minna: But yes, we are beginning to have them. 
Juha: Yes we have poor people, but not in classical terms. 
Furthermore, according to the influential groups' relative definition of poverty, a poor 

person in Finland can be, for example, someone "who gets paid 20,000 Finnish marks 

($4,200) a month but is left with nothing after taxes, housing payments, student loan 

repayments and child care expenses. " 

The portrait of a poor person in Finland was drawn by comparing the "new poor" to the 

"old poor. " In this distinction, the "old poor" are the poor people of the golden age of 

welfare states: the deprived, unemployed alcoholics living under bridges or in cabins in 

the woods. Compared to the past, the group of the poor has become more 

heterogeneous. 
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Salme (Administrators) ý Poverty can no longer be explained solely by, for example, the 
level of education. It is, in a certain way, a new phenomenon: in the past, the poor were 
uneducated and in that way deprived, but nowadays the portrait of a poor person could 
be anything. In that way, it is a phenomenon that must be faced in a new way, it is 
interesting to notice that all kinds of new traps have appeared, through which you can 
become deprived in our society ... and the people who form this group, well, there are 
very different kinds of poor people; it used to be an extremely homogeneous group, 
which probably goes some way to explaining why it is now a very difficult problem 
socio-politically. 

Ultimately, taking into account the influential groups' perceptions of unemployment 

and poverty as well as the problems created by these, such as the widening gap between 

the rich and the poor and overall despair and deprivation, we discover a problem of 

social exclusion. In addition to material deprivation, the concept of social exclusion 

refers to the inability of the poor to fully exercise their social, cultural and political 

rights as citizens (Virtanen 1995,76). Both in the background and parallel to the 

discussion on unemployment and poverty, there was often concern that a large and 

permanent group of socially excluded people was emerging. This anxiety, together with 

the fact that, without exception, poverty was considered to be the state's responsibility, 

reflected a longing for good old welfare Finland. 

Aila (Administrators): When you follow the development of this world through three 
children, I think that through them you can see very clearly how this division between 
the better-off and the worse-off is taking shape already at school. It is very sad, in a 
class of 16-years-olds you can see very clearly who will become deprived, who will 
succeed and who will not. There should be a number of ways to make these people, who 
are not managing their lives so well, active and satisfied citizens of the society. 

EI- 

-Li�rivironmentalpollution 

In the influential groups' ranking of social problems, environmental pollution was 

placed high on the agenda in every respect: it was among the problems that were the 

most serious, the most urgent and, in addition, visible in the local environment of the 
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interviewees. All groups were also unanimous in their opinion that environmental 

pollution was a problem that was solely the responsibility of the state (Appendix 6.1, 

Table 2). One reasonable explanation for this has been provided by Ulrich Beck (1992), 

according to whom environmental risks differ from most other social problems in that 

they cannot be controlled locally, temporarily or socially. They are often invisible, and 

their nature is determined by complex causal chains, which is why it is difficult to 

pinpoint their individual causes. The interviewees also often pointed to the fact that 

environmental problems go beyond social and national borders. 

Sirpa (Business people): It comes across the border, pollution I mean. 
Leo: Yes. 
Irja- Exactly, because it does not recognise borders. 

Altogether, as a social problem, environmental pollution falls in a different category 

than unemployment and poverty. Firstly, unlike any other social problem, it was 

regarded as a problem that had a personal bearing upon the lives of the interviewees and 

their families. Secondly, environmental pollution was not considered to be caused by 

internal factors or policies, but by global factors or, more specifically, by the 

"devastating state of the environment behind the eastern border. " Furthermore , in the 

light of the Estonian and Russian data, it seems that environmental problems become an 

issue when they are defined as a social problem by those who "can afford it, " i. e. by 

those who do not have to struggle for everyday survival. This view is supported by Ilkka 

Ruostetsaari's, study on the Finnish power elite. Ruostetsaari suggests that the elite is 

more concerned about environmental problems than is the general public (Ruostetsaar, 

1992> 292). It could, of course, be argued that the elite is simply more aware of 

environmental concerns. Nevertheless, at least at the level of attitudes, Finns in general 

are well aware of environmental protection and pollution. This was illustrated in a 1994 
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public opinion survey which showed that, although environmental problems lagged far 

behind the top issue of unemployment, they were ranked as the second most serious 

problem facing Finland (Jarvinen 1998,155). 

Some researchers have argued that environmental problems receive less attention at a 

time of economic recession than they would at a time of economic growth and 

prosperity. However, this claim is proved wrong by the perceptions of the influential 

groups and the perceptions of the public at the time of recession, together with the views 

of the leading Finnish newspaper in the prosperous years of 1985-1992. In Finland, 

regardless of the state of the economy or the agenda of claims-making, environmental 

problems have always been defined as serious social problems. 

6.4 Assuming responsibility: legitimacy and future of the Finnish welfare state 

It has been argued that, in today's Finland, there are two ways of speaking about the 

welfare state: neoliberalism and welfare ideology, These ideal types of argumentation 

patterns are often related to a large-scale change in values. In other words, they reflect 

the values of two differing epochs. Welfare ideology, which emphasises the state's role 

in organising welfare for its citizens, is an expression of the past, while neoliberalism, 

with its emphasis on individualism, is seen as reflecting the time to come. (Jallinoja 

1993ý 20). One of the main arguments of neoliberals, as regards the welfare state model, 

is that excessive care of people restricts and discourages initiative. In its most radical 

form, neoliberalism supports the idea of the state as a "night watchman, " whose only 

task is to guarantee the continuity of free economic competition (Niiniluoto 1993,116). 

In welfare discourse, the existence of these two conflicting ideologies has led to a 
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setting where the state and the individual stand in sharp contrast to each other (Jallinoja 

1993> 49). 

In the group sessions, the legitimacy and future of the Finnish welfare state entered the 

discussion when the interviewees were asked to take a stand on two imaginary scenarios 

of the future prospects of social policy (see Chapter 5). When outlining their preferred 

and/or most probable visions for social policy, the groups took different paths. One third 

of the interviewees followed mainly the welfare road, strongly supporting the status quo 

model and wanting the responsibility for social problems to lie on the shoulders of the 

state. Another third, consisting mostly of business people, ended up supporting a model 

of social policy in which the responsibility was transferred from the state to individuals, 

to civil society and to the markets. The remaining third opted for "something in 

between, " or, as one of the interviewees named her vision, "a postfiberal 

companionship society. " 

The most adamant supporters of the status quo welfare model were found in the groups 

of journalists and the group from the Ministry of Education. According to their view, 

the Finnish welfare state is so deeply rooted in the society that, even with the depression 

shaking its foundation, no one would seriously want to break it up. The discussions on 

social Problems did reflect the welfare ideology on many occasions, especially when 

dealing with problems relating to social exclusion. The tendency was also apparent in 

discussions on housing problems: they were defined through referring to the importance 

of maintaining the Nordic standards and the state's responsibilities: 

Antti (Journalists): A young couple with two or three kids, they cannot afford to buy an 
apartment, or even rent one, especially in this situation where we are now, and if one of 
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them is unemployed ... and we also have hidden homelessness, because we live in 
overcrowded conditions. 
Simo: "at are the housing problems exactly? In many other countries, people live In 
the streets and in slums ... then the problem here is the fact that we are crampedfor 
space, right? 
Jarmo - Yes. 
Antfi: Yes, partly it isjust that. 
Jarmo: Well, what is the recommended Nordic level, 24 square metres per person? 
We'll never have that. 

The journalists and the administrators from the Ministry of Education wanted to 

emphasise the importance of maintaining the state's welfare structures; in the groups of 

business people and, for the most part, in the group from the Ministry of Finance, the 

main arguments were consistent with neoliberal or conservative welfare criticism. In 

this argumentation, the Finnish welfare state is seen as the over-extended, overly 

paternalistic, economically impossible producer of faceless and inflexible welfare: to 

put it succinctly, the Finnish welfare state has met its limits of growth. In both groups of 

business people, the process of constructing their preferred social policy plan was very 

similar. They started the discussion with strong criticism of the present "over-extended" 

model, which occasionally also became a subject of jokes, as the following quotation 

from the discussion on homelessness shows: 

Oiva (Business people): Let's offer them an apartment with three rooms (laughter). 
Sirpa- And VCRs. 
Pasi: At least 50 square metres per person. 
Sirpa: ... 

likefor the Somalis. 

However, when the threats of the extreme liberal model were brought up, the tone of the 

arguments began to change. Both groups of business people rejected the so-called 

"American model. " 

Leo (Business people): Well, maybe this second scenario is too close to the other 
extreme, it's like this system in America where... 
Sirpa. Yes, exactly, an American model which means expensive insurances, and if you 
can afford them that'sfine, but ifyou can't... 
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Leo: The ones who can afford it have insurances but the ones who cannot, well, they 
live in slums then. 
Sirpa- And that is not goodfor anyone. 
Leo - Kids shoot at each other 'cos there's nothing more exiting to do. 
Slrpa: Then there are guns, and those who have money mustfearfor their lives all the 
time or he aftaid of being robbed, no that's not good. 
Leo: And the aged will have to move to these kind offenced and guarded reservations... 

The Finnish and generally Scandinavian welfare models were frequently compared to 

the American model in all groups. The US was generally seen as a salutary warning 

example of the consequences of an extreme liberal welfare policy. 

Aila (Administrators): We should pay attention to wetfare state criticism when it is 
about overcaring, ineffectiveness and stagnation, but the helpless must be helped, for 
human reasons, even if this help does contain the seýzish idea about social peace. If we 
don't take care of the deprived, then a North American type society provides us with 
plenty of bad examples of what can happen. One deprivedperson can cause so much 
destruction that the costs of repairing it wouldpayfor a great number of socio-political 
measures. 

In spite of their neoliberal tendencies, even the critics wanted to preserve existing 

welfare structures to the extent that they would guarantee a minimum level of security 

and social assistance. Eventually, they ended up favouring a social model in which 

individuals and families had more extensive responsibilities but which still provided 

security for those with no private safety net. 

RiAta (Business people): The society should be a kind of safety net that catches the ones 
fallingftom the trapeze, but everyone should try to climb up there by himl'herseýf 

Terttu (Business people): ... 
In the USA, well, there nobody takes responsibility if not 

the family. There aren't any civil organisations, and so you really are left living under 
the bridge 

... of course we all agree that, under extreme circumstances, the people who 
are in the worst situation will have to be picked up, and if they don't have relatives or 
any other connections, then of course the will have to be brought back to the society Y 
and a life worth living. 

This example brings forth the idea of transferring the responsibility for dealing with 

social problems to civil society. However, the vision where civil society was seen as the 
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provider of welfare was commonly rejected quite strongly. Among the supporters of the 

status quo welfare model, the usefulness of a civil society model was denied on 

ideological grounds. The core of the argumentation was that "civil organisations and 

relatives will never he ahle to provide weffiare to the same extent and as equally as the 

state. " The civil society was not mentioned once as the preferred provider of welfare. 

The family's responsibility to look after its members was only emphasised in the groups 

of business people. According to the argumentation, families should teach their children 

the right values and attitudes: the values would then supposedly save them from facing 

such social problems as drugs or alcohol and the attitudes would keep them from having 

problems elsewhere, for example among foreigners. Otherwise, no one predicted a rosy 

future for an active civil society in Finland. 

Rauni (Administrators) -- But when I think about the notion that the help of relatives, 
ftiends andpals would be close at hand... well we have become alienatedftom it in the 
Finnish society ... Aila- 

... 
Maybe we will have to divide the responsibility but we can't give the 

responsibilityfor treating socialproblems to civil society. 
Maija: 

... 
It's interesting how this number two scenario is depicted as a great and 

wonderful thing, using ultra-positive terms like opening doorsfor the voluntary we4fare 
inftastructure and civil society andyou name it (laughter). 

The preferences of the interviewees did not always go hand in hand with their 

predictions for the most probable model. Altogether, the interviewees shared the view 

that the cornerstone of the ongoing transformation was increasing differentiation and 

individualisation. In terms of the economy, no elements were seen as improving and 

great catastrophes were envisioned for the future, but these trends were not considered 

fatal to the basic structures of the Finnish welfare state. In all the groups, the prevailing 

perception was that Finland was slowly moving towards a more liberal model of welfare 

policy. However, divergent ideas were presented about the pace of change. In the 

groups of business people , it was suggested that nothing much would happen in the next 
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20 or 30 years. For them, the pace of change was unsatisfactory. They saw themselves 

as standing in the opposition, and blamed the social structures and the attitudes of the 

Finns for preventing any dramatic turns in the society. The other groups, regardless of 

the personal preferences of their members, felt that economic necessity, accompanied 

by changes in production modes, would gradually develop the Finnish society in a more 

individualistic direction. 

Salme (Administrators): This is just an imaginary vision about the direction we are 
heading in, and what affects it a great deal is that there are these values emphasising 
individuality at this point of time in the society and then there are also these realities 
concerning the number ofproductive citizens, which is diminishing. This means that the 
problems must be solved in different ways than before. And then, when you add to this 
the poor state of the economy, to which there are no solutions yet, it seems like we are 
moving in that direction [towards a more liberal model] but it will be connected with the 
existingfoundations of the weýfare state. 

6.5 Conclusion: no end of the line for welfare - yet 

In Finland, the period of recession meant a re-evaluation of the principles of the welfare 

state. The conservative-led government, together with a leading Finnish newspaper, 

repeatedly argued the economic necessity of cutting back social expenditure. In the 

academic discourse, the time of change was described using terms such as "Tragedy of 

the welfare state" (Erdsaari & Rahkonen 1995) or "Welfare state at the crossroads" 

(Anderson et al. 1993), It was even argued that modern welfare state ideology was 

particularly weak in Finland. According to Pekka Sulkunen, this is partly due to the fact 

that the Finnish welfare state is relatively young compared to other welfare states and, 

consequently, its institutions are not part of the national identity to the same extent as in, 
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for example, Sweden (Sulkunen 1993,225), Altogether, these "crisis- speeches" 

suggested a radical change-over from welfare society to a more liberal one. 

The researchers behind the newspaper study presented at the beginning of this chapter 

predicted further changes in the framework of defining social problems (Lagerspetz & 

Hanhinen 1994). Considering that Helsingin Sanomat is, by far, the most important 

newspaper in Finland, and especially that it is the number one newspaper for decision- 

makers (Klemola 1981), one could have expected to find some similarities between the 

definitions of social problems in the two different arenas, i. e. in thenewspaper and in 

the perceptions of the influential groups in this study. However, this did not turn out to 

be the case. Unlike Helsingin Sanomat, the influential groups were deeply concerned 

about the social problems of marginal groups, such as long-term unemployment and 

poverty. 

Contrary to expectations, the results suggest that, despite the neoliberal tones in the 

speech of some of the interviewees, the welfare state hegemony has by no means lost its 

significance in the framework of defining social problems. It should be noted, however, 

that this situation varies slightly depending on the problem or group in question. On the 

basis of the influential groups' perceptions of unemployment, one could argue that the 

importance of the welfare state hegemony is diminishing: even though unemployment 

was unanimously ranked as the number one social problem in Finland, the interviewees 

tacitly accepted that, in the era of a globalising economy and post-Fordism, 

unemployment would remain at a considerably higher level than in the golden age of the 

welfare state. Nonetheless, causes and solutions were sought rather on a societal level 

than on the level of the individual, for unemployment as well as many other social 
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problems, and the importance of maintaining the "Nordic level" in solving social 

problems was frequently referred to. In addition, the fact that poverty and increasing 

inequality were defined as social problems in need of urgent solution suggests that 

social citizenship, an integral part of welfare state hegemony, was still highly valued - 

excluding the goal of full employment. 

As discussed in Chapter 4, with regard to differences between the groups, employees in 

the public sector could have been expected to be in favour of welfare state structures, at 

least more so than private sector employees. In Finland, this was indeed the case, 

especially as concerns the civil servants in education. Their support for the welfare state 

can, at least partly, be explained by the fact that public education is one of the comer- 

stones of the Finnish welfare state. Furthermore, welfare arguments prevailed especially 

in the groups of journalists. As concerns the journalists from the leftist newspaper, 

Demari, this is hardly surprising. The journalists from Helsingin Sanomat, however, 

turned out to be far less neoliberal in their opinions on the welfare state than could have 

been expected in the light of previous studies (e. g. Hanhinen 1994). 

In spite of the fact that all of the interviewees were more likely to be on the financing 

end than the receiving end of social welfare, consistent welfare state criticism was only 

present in the discussions of business people. The argumentation of some of the 

interviewees resembled that of neoliberalism when it is weighed against traditionalism, 

i. e. when it means promoting market forces and individualism (Giddens 1994). This was 

particularly true in discussions about unemployment, but some members of these same 

groups were also very sceptical about the existence of poverty in Finland. However, 

when talking about overall social policy, even the business people showed considerably 
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less tendency to criticise the welfare state. Altogether, the results of this study suggest 

that the influential groups, and supposedly also the Finnish power elite, are still 

relatiVely homogeneous as concerns their support of the welfare state (see Chapter 4: 

Ruostetsaan 1992). 

The welfare state hegemony is also apparent if we consider the influential groups' 

perceptions of the role of civil society. The communitarianism that, according to 

Nicholas Rose (1997), "promises a new moral contract, a new partnership between 

enabling state and responsible citizens, based upon the strengthening of natural bonds of 

community" only found articulation in the views of a few interviewees in the groups of 

business people. In the main, the influential groups agreed with the general public in 

their perceptions of the role of civil society as a provider of welfare. According to 

public opinion surveys conducted in 1992 and 1996, Finnish people are reluctant to see 

voluntary organisations take on a more prominent role in the production of welfare 

(Forma 1998,7). 

On the whole, in considering the Finnish influential groups' perceptions of social 

problems, one should bear in mind that the group interviews were conducted at a time 

when the unemployment rate was at its highest and the other "dramatic" social 

consequences of the recession, such as bread lines, where daily topics in the media. 

The results of other studies, conducted after the worst of the depression was over, 

indicate that no significant changes have occurred in the prevalence of most social 

problems. The fluctuating unemployment rate is a notable exception. The suicide rate 

has , in fact, been decreasing since 1990, and there has been no increase in other 
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psychosocial problems like morbidity, mortality, alcohol consumption or crime (e. g. 

Kautto & Heikkild 1998, Kortteinen & Tuomikoski 1998, Uusitalo 1998). 

Nevertheless, it is very evident in the light of the data that, regardless of widespread 

welfare criticism at the turn of the decade, the public debate on social problems at the 

time of the interviews has strongly affected the perceptions of the influential gl. OUPS2. 

With the exception of environmental problems, most social problems, including 

unemployment, poverty, increasing inequality and their outcome, social exclusion, were 

blamed on the recession. 

As concerns social exclusion, conflicting results have been obtained in other studies. On 

the one hand, many have argued that claims about the polarisation of society are 

groundless, at least for the moment. On the other hand, the results of a recent study 

indicate clear increases in income differentials and relative poverty (Uusitalo 1998). 

Moreover, according to a study on long-term unemployment, in 1996 there were a total 

of some 30 000 people in the labour force who were out of work, who were poor and 

who had some disease which adversely affected their capacity to work (Kortteinen & 

Tuomikoski 1998). Similarly to the predictions of the influential groups, these studies 

suggest that poverty and inequality will increase in the near future and that there is a 

rising new proletariat, consisting of the marginal group of the long-term unemployed. 

2 Also Forma has pointed out that although changes in the macro4evel of society, such as increasing 
unemployment or state debt, are undoubtedly significant as concerns opinions on the welfare state, their 
effect upon the people's perceptions is not necessarily very direct. A more important factor might be the 
public debate on these changes as it creates a context against which people can consider their own 
attitudes towards the welfare state. (Forma 1998,35). 
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The phenomenon of social exclusion is undoubtedly less severe in Finland than in 

Estonia and Russia. However, even in Finland, it can be explained with the concept of 

anomie. Following the ideas of Durkheim, economic and social relations, together with 

moral codes, are the factors that unite communities. Furthermore, the social relations are 

regulated by values, rules and responsibilities which define what is right and reasonable. 

According to Matti Kortteinen and Hannu Tuomikoski, in the Durkheimian tradition, 

social exclusion can be defined as a process in which an individual loses his/her trust in 

the significance of these values and rules. In the end, a situation of anomie produces 

something that the researchers call social distrust which grows, for example, with the 

lenghtening of one's period of unemployment (Kortteinen & Tuomikoski 1998,102- 

104). 

To sum up the results as concerns the future of the Finnish welfare state, the 

interviewees shared the view of welfare theorists that, as the currently popular phrase so 

aptly puts it, "there is no turning back. " The "crisis" or transformation of the welfare 

state was recognised mainly as something referring to the crisis experienced in state 

expenditure. Moreover, the ongoing transformation was connected with a more general 

individualisation process, a gradual polarisation of society, and with changes in the 

forms of production, meaning a further increase in information technology. 

In the end, however, the change-over to a more individual-oriented society does not 

seem very dramatic. The influential groups did not point to any overall "disillusionment 

with big state solutions to social problems" (Leonard 1997) or to a thorough crisis of 

state legitimacy. Rather, they shared the view that the Finnish society may be in a state 

of transformation, but the welfare state has not yet "passed away" or "ended, " and it 
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will take decades before it does - if it ever does (cf. Hanhinen & T6rr6nen 1998,83). 

The future is left open, but many of the interviewees seemed to agree with Pierson's 

(1998) argument that the most difficult and the most political decisions about welfare lie 

in the future. 
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, 
APPENDIX 6.1 

Table 1. Influential persons' perceptions of (A) the most serious social problems in 
Finland, (B) the most serious social problems in the respondents' places of residence, 
(C) social problems that affect the lives of the interviewees and their families, (D) social 
problems that most urgently should be solved in Finland. (Number of mentions in 
questionnaire). 

ABCD 

Crime against person 6 10 5 3 
Domestic violence 4 2 
Drug abuse 6 6 
Drunkenness and 7 5 1 2 
alcoholism 
Economic crimes 13 8 11 
Environmental pollution 17 8 8 16 
Ethnic problems 3 1 1 5 
Homelessness and poor 6 5 1 4 
housing conditions 
Inequality between men 3 1 2 1 
and women 
Poor health of the I - - - 
population 
Poverty 14 6 1 12 
Problems caused by - - 
smoking 
Problems relating to income 7 4 9 
security and availability of 
social services 
Prostitution - - - 
Unemployment' 42 35 4 43 
"None of these - 2 20 - 
problems" 
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Table 2. Responsibility for taking care of social problems. State (S), Individuals (1). 
Summary of the perceptions of the influential groups in Finland. 

JOURNALISTS BUSINESS ADNEMSTRATORS 
PEOPLE 

HS Demari Neste Nokia ME MF 

Crime against person I)S S S 
Domestic violence I I I I I 
Drug abuse S I S I)S 
Drunkenness and ti S I I 
alcoholism 
Economic crimes S I)S 
Environmental pollution I)S S S S S S 
Ethnic Problems S S S I)S S S 
Homelessness and poor ts S S S 
housing conditions 
Inequality between men I S 
and women 
Poor health of the I S I)S S 
population 
Poverty S 
Problems caused by I I I 
smoking 
Problems relating to income S S S 
security and availability of 
social services 
Prostitution S I 
Unemployment S S S 

HS- Helsingin Sanomat, ME= Ministry of Education, NW= Ministry of Finance 
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CHAPTER 7. SOCIAL PROBLEMS IN SOCIAL CHANGE - COMPARING 

ESTONIA, RUSSIA AND FINLAND 

In this final chapter, I will summarise and compare the results from individual countries, 

The first comparison concerns the influential groups' perceptions of social problems 

across Estonia, Russia and Finland. From a social constructionist point of view, this 

. comparison alms at answering the question of "why particular issues become defined as 

social problems in some societies but not in others? " One of the significant similarities 

between the countries was that poverty was defted as one of the most serious social 

problems in each country. However, there are differences between countries in what the 

influential groups mean by poverty. I will therefore, after discussing social problems in 

general, take a closer look at the definitions of this particular social problem. 

The second comparison concentrates on influential groups) perceptions of social policy. 

The focus is on one of the main results of the study, namely the fact that , in Estonia and 

Russia as well as Finland, the state was still regarded as the main body responsible for 

people's welfare. In the case of Estonia and Russia, where the socialist legacy played a 

crucial role in the interviewees' perceptions, this brings forward the significance of 

cultural transformation and also the question of the applicability of path-dependency 

transition theories. At the end of the chapter, I will take the influential groups' 

perceptions of social problems and social policy as a starting point for discussing the 

possible course of social policy in Estonia, Russia and Finland. 
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7.1 Social problems from a comparative point of view 

Social change as the determiningjactor behindperceptions of socialproblems 

The main assumption in this study of influential groups' perceptions of social problems 

in Estonia, Russia and Finland has been that, in all of the countries studied, the 

framework of defining social problems is changing in a direction where the state's role 

as the responsible body for people's welfare diminishes while more emphasis is put on 

individuals, the market and civil society. In addition, the comparative setting is based on 

the idea that similar tendencies of social change, in this case the rise of neoliberalism 

and individualism, the rebirth of civil society and the reconstruction of citizenship 

rights, lead to similar types of changes in the framework of defining social problems, 

despite the profound differences between the Eastern transition and Western 

transformation. 

However, contrary to ýexpectations, the results indicate that the change towards a more 

individual- oriented society is far less dramatic than could have been expected on the 

basis of the theoretical considerations. For example, as concerns definitions of the most 

serious social problems, such as crime and poverty in Estonia and Russia and 

unemployment in Finland, it is noteworthy that these problems were unanimously 

accepted as problems for which a solution was required on the level of society. In fact, 

issues defined purely as the problems of individuals or as the inevitable price of 

transition or transformation were very few in number. 

This result can partly be explained by the fact that the "state" or "welfare state 

hegemony" is still fairly strong: for many social problems, the cause is in the society, 
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and solutions are sought from the state's welfare organisations. If we concentrate only 

on perceptions of the most serious social problems, another explanation presents itself 

the transition and transformation experiences proved to have had a profound impact on 

the influential groups' perceptions. 

To some extent, the conclusion that the perceptions of influential groups are guided 

more by the social consequences of transition or transformation than by the suggested 

new values disproves the assumption that the influential groups, who are the leaders of 

social change, are also among the first to internalise the new values. It is true that these 

new values, like the rise of neoliberalism and individualism, and old values now 

presented as new values, like the spirit of enterprise in Estonia, did figure in the 

influential groups' perceptions, especially when it came to issues of social policy. 

However, according to my interpretation, the new values are currently "beneath the 

surface; " the sudden change and its dramatic social consequences have temporarily 

moderated them. 

In Estonia and Russia, the social problems of crime against person, poverty and poor 

health of the population and housing problems all had definitions that were tightly 

linked with the transition. The "number one problem" - crime against person or property 

- is a particularly good example of a social problem that reflects the feelings of 

insecurity caused by the heavy social costs of transition. It is the sudden rise in crime 

that causes anxiety- crime is no longer a marginal concern, an exceptional incident in 

people's lives, but an ever-present possibility (cf Young 1999,36). 
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In addition to feelings of insecurity, the influential groups in Estonia and Russia 

mentioned the economic and political costs of the transition, misguided social policy 

and the legacy of socialism as the main causes for the vicious circles of social problems. 

If misguided social policy is a very concrete explanation for the social ills experienced, 

the socialist legacy and the state of anomie can be seen as psychological factors behind 

the social problems. It was the opinion of the influential groups in Estonia and Russia 

that poverty, for example, originates in people's inability to adjust to changes in their 

lives. In addition, the lack of a new moral order or social control was often mentioned as 

one of the main reasons for the increasing crime rates. As Jock Young so aptly puts it, 

"crime is caused not so much because a world has been lost as because a new world has 

not yet been gained" (Young 1999,52). 

In Finland, it was the depression, with its social consequences, that affected the 

influential groups' perceptions of social problems the most clearly. Much as in Estonia 

and Russia, perceptions of the most serious social problems, especially those of 

unemployment and poverty, can be explained by a dramatic and sudden change in their 

prevalence. Environmental pollution is an exception to the rule. 

Along with the immediate consequences of the recession, the Finnish influential groups 

brought up wider social changes as causes of social problems. For example, 

unemployment was seen as one cause of the world-wide depression and the collapse of 

Soviet trade. In addition, the interviewees referred to the turn to a post-Fordist mode of 

production, increasing information technology and their consequences to Finnish labour 

markets. 
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On the whole, when it comes to the causes of social problems, there is a significant 

difference between the countries compared: in the opinion of the Finnish interviewees, 

the causes of different social problems were individual things, while the influential 

groups in the post-communist countries identified only a few causes and those were felt 

to cover the whole field of social problems. For one thing, this speaks of the all- 

inclusiveness of the Eastern transition. 

Nonetheless.. social change is the factor that determines which issues become defined as 

social problems. This is one of the main results of the comparison. There were very few 

cases where a social problem could not be explained by the transition or transformation 

experience. One example is environmental pollution in Finland, regarded very much as 

a global and ever present social problem. Another exception to the rule was the 

declining birth-rate in Estonia. On the one hand, this problem was related to the feelings 

of insecurity caused by the transition, and the definition of the problem was supported 

by official statistics. On the other hand, as suggested in Chapter 5, this is a nation- 

specific problem that can partly be explained by historical and cultural factors: in this 

case, by strong nationalism. 

The striking similarity between Estonia and Russia, as concerns perceptions of the most 

serious social problems, has already been emphasised. What makes the impact of social 

change on perceptions of social problems so important is its explanatory power, 

whatever the pace of social change and whatever the type of social change in question. 

Another noteworthy observation, also related to transition and transformation, is the fact 

that the heavy social costs seemed to have come more or less as a surprise in all of the 
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countries studied. Consequently, one can conclude that sud den experienced increase in 

a particular socially undesirahle phenomenon makes it a social prohlem. in this sense, 

the time of the inter-views was quite unique; for all the countries, the years 1995-1996 

were a time when the "dark side" of the social change truly started to emerge. 

Therefore., results obtained today could be very differpnt. Some of the social problems 

might, for example, have been accepted as part of normal everyday life, even if there 

had been no change in their prevalence, 

However, the results of individual case studies also indicate significant differences in 

how influential groups experienced the transition or transformation. Firstly, as pointed 

out in Chapter 5, the main difference between Estonia and Russia is that, in Estonia, 

most of the serious social problems were defted through personal experience whereas, 

in Russia, the interviewees seemed to have been able to keep their distance from the 

problems afflicting the majority of the population. The same was true in Finland, where 

the influential groups themselves were not affected by the social problems. However, 

compared to their Russian counterparts, the Finnish influential groups were perhaps 

more eager to emphasise their deep concern about the problems of new marginal groups 

and about the 'polarisation of society in general. In addition, as concerns assigning 

responsibility for social problems, in Finland the state was much more often the 

personal favourite. According to my interpretation, one reason for these differences is 

the state of democracy- it is fairly easy to imagine that the Finnish influential persons 

see a functioning welfare state as an integral part of advanced democracy. Furthermore, 

although the influential groups in each country had a wide perspective on social issues, 

in reality they might each face differing expectations concerning how well informed 

they, due to their social position, ought to be about the sentiments of other citizens. As 
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remarked in Chapter 5, influential groups in Russia do not necessarily share the kind of 

values normally related to advanced democracies, nor do they face similar role 

expectations. 

The pace of change also differs between countries. Generally speaking, the transition is 

much slower in Russia than in Estonia. In this study, this is evidenced by the result 

according to which the socialist legacy is stronger in Russia than it is in Estonia, where 

the transfer away from the state-controlled social security system is expected to be more 

rapid. It is difficult to compare the pace of change across Eastern and Western countries 

on a wide societal level. It should be noted, however, that the social change -in Finland 

seems to be much slower than the theories of transformation would suggest. It is also 

slow compared to the pace of change in many other Western welfare states. To 

summarise the findings of this study: in the case of Finland, one can by no means speak 

about the dismantling of the welfare state. av 

The social change has been more profound in Estonia and Russia than in Finland, in all 

respects, and the same is true about the change in the framework of defining social 

problems. This -is related to a complete change of actors who have the power and the 

interest to define social problems. Also, the agenda of concerns has changed more 

profoundly than in Finland. In this sense, there seems to be more continuity in Finland, 

where the welfare state hegemony still has a vast impact on perceptions of social 

problems. In the 1980s, hardly anyone would have mentioned unemployment or poverty 

among social problems afflicting Finland, for the simple reason that these problems 

were almost non-existent, measured by any standard. Nevertheless, both are Issues 

which were - and still are - regarded as problems that the welfare state is responsible for 



267 

preventing and treating. In Estonia and Russia, the transition has created an entirely new 

set of concerns that are seen as arising from completely new societal circumstances; due 

to this, they have no history as "established. public concerns. " 

Another way of making the differences between the countries visible is to compare 

perceptions of social problems with the help of "temporal frames" that determine the 

definitions of social problems. According to Simpura and Tigerstedt, in temporal 

frames, the question is whether the problems are seen as a legacy of the past (e. g. the 

Soviet legacy), as an acute issue of the present (e. g. friction in the change), or as a 

future threat. (Simpura & Tigerstedt 1999). When the influential groups' perceptions of 

social problems are organised along these criteria, it emerges that the future is much 

more on the agenda in Finland than in Estonia or Russia. This is evident in the Finnish 

influential groups' definitions of environmental pollution, poverty and unemployment, 

all of which were regarded as present-day problems, but also as problems of the future; 

the interviewees were very worried about environmental problems likely to face future 

generations; they predicted that unemployment would stay at a relatively high level, and 

they spoke of an increase in poverty and inequality in the Finnish society. In Estonia 

and Russia, all'social problems, except for the declining birth-rate and drug abuse in 

Estonia, were regarded as acute issues of the present without any discussion of what 

might happen in the near future. The all-inclusiveness of the Eastern transition again 

presents itself as a simple explanation for this difference; another probable explanation 

is the fact that people are so pre-occupied with their necessary adapting to sudden 

changes that there is a lack of long-term vision. 
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These examples give us some idea about how differently social problems can be 

in turn takes us back to one of the perceived, depending on the social context, This, i 

main questions posed by social constructionists, namely "why particular social 

problems become defined as social problems in some societies but not in others? " 

In this study, the question is particularly relevant in the case of unemployment, which 

was defined as the most serious social problem in Finland but hardly mentioned at all in 

Estonia and Russia. This result is somewhat surprising against the background that the 

social contract between the state and the citizens had been demolished in all of the 

countries studied, at least as far as the goal of full employment was concerned. 

One possible explanation can be found in official statistics: the unemployment rate at 

the time of the interviews was nearly 18 per cent in Finland, while in Estonia it was 9.7 

per cent and in Russia 8.3 per cent (Statistical Yearbook of Finland 1999). It should be 

noted, however, that the official figures for Estonia and Russia are probably 

underestimates, since both countries calculate unemployment using the number of 

people registering as job-seekers; due to very low levels of unemployment benefits, 

many people d6 not bother to register. 

Another explanation is the very sudden and dramatic increase in unemployment that 

occurred in Finland at the turn of the 1990s. In the 1980s, Finland was a real "work" 

society where unemployment rates were below the average OECD level (Blom et al. 

1998) 107). In addition to the dramatic rise in unemployment figures, there was a 

significant change in the public image of the unemployed. Although Estonia and Russia, 

unlike most of the other transition countries, have not experienced a rapid and dramatic 
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rise in unemployment, there has been a remarkable change in the prevalence of 

unemployment. One might thus also suggest that the actual change in job opportunities 

was experienced as more severe in Finland, because a high work ethic and an attitude 

that "there is always work for those who are willing to do lt" have traditIonally been 

strong values there; in post-communist countries, work did not have a similar status- 

value during the time of state socialism. 

The example of unemployment illustrates the importance of knowing the context when 

analysing definitions of social problems. Contextual constructionist analysis, taking as 

its starting point the assumption that knowledge of social conditions may help to explain 

why particular claims emerge in the way they do, proved useful in this study. 

Considering the socioeconomic situations of Estonia, Russia and Finland, the 

interviewees' perceptions of the most serious social problems came up to expectations. 

However, the strong relationship between social change and perceptions of social 

problems came as a surprise. In order to analyse this relationship more thoroughly, it 

would be helpful to be able to compare the results with those of other studies. It is 

regrettable that this cannot be done at this time, due to the lack of studies conducted in 

comparative res earch settings in a time of profound social change. 

However, as concerns comparative studies, it can now be confirmed that incorporating 

knowledge of social conditions into the analysis is particularly important in a 

comparative research setting in which one needs to take into account various kinds of 

contextual factors in order to explain the similarities and differences between the 

countries compared. In addition, I would like to stress how crucial it is, in comparative 

analysis, to pay attention to the "contents" of problem definitions. In this study, this was 
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crucial in examining the two significant similarities across Estonia, Russia and Finland. 

in all three countries, environmental pollution and poverty were among the problems 

perceived as the most serious. 

In comparing perceptions of environmental pollution, it became very obvious how 

differently the problem was constructed in different countries. In Estonia and Russia 
, it 

was part of the vicious circle of social problems, with several links to the problem of 

poor health. In Finland, environmental pollution was not considered to be caused by 

internal factors or policies but merely by global factors, especially the "devastating state 

of the environment behind the eastern border. " In other words, what is important here is 

the contrast between "local" and "global" problems. However, this was the only 

occasion where the globalisation process played a part in any problem definition or 

where the influential groups referred to any other country of the study. One can thus 

conclude that the influential groups did not support the common view that the opening 

of borders has exposed countries to problems originating abroad (e. g. Miller & Wolchik 

1994,27), at least as concerns the most serious social problems. 

Compared to 'environmental pollution, the issue of poverty was debated quite 

thoroughly. The concept of poverty is many-sided, and thus a more detailed 

examination is necessary before the definitions of poverty can be compared. We also 

need to address the question of "to what extent the influential groups are talking about 

the same thing when they talk about poverty. " 
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The social construction ofpoverty: ftom absolute poverty to social exclusion and 
declining social capital 

Pete Alcock has noted that it is a difficult task to compare the extent of poverty across 

different countries and political discourses, because what is understood by poverty, and 

who should be counted as poor, is likely to be very different in countries with differing 

political and economic circumstances and histories. In addition, like any other social 

problem, poverty is not a simple phenomenon which we can learn to define by adopting 

the correct approach. It is a series of contested definitions and complex arguments 

which overlap and, at times, contradict each other. Poverty can be a big phenomenon or 

a small one, a growing or a declining issue, an individual's problem or a social problem. 

Therefore, in understanding poverty, the task is to understand how the different 

perceptions overlap, how they interrelate and what the implications of different 

approaches and definitions are. (Alcock 1993,4,14). 

In Estonia,. Russia and Finland, poverty was regarded as one of the most serious social 

problems and an issue which had become increasingly permanent in nature. If we look 

at the "history" of defining poverty, these countries resemble each other in the sense 

that, as little as a decade ago, the common perception was that there was almost no 

poverty, whatever the actual situation. Furthermore, in Soviet countries, the problem 

was ignored for political reasons, some say that, to some extent, this was also done in 

Western welfare states. 

However, in comparing the influential groups' perceptions of poverty across the 

countries, one can distinguish many different forms and meanings of poverty. First of 

all, the extent of poverty varies considerably. In Estonia and Russia, poverty was seen 
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as a problem that affected all levels of society, and in Estonia the interviewees 

themselves had difficulties in subsisting. In Finland, poverty was mainly regarded as a 

problem of the new marginal group of long-term unemployed. 

Even while singling out poverty groups, the interviewees were very concerned about the 

increasing inequalities in their societies, especially in Estonia and Finland. Thus, 

poverty as a social problem was not defined only in terms of low incomes; it was also 

seen as a more complex social Phenomenon. Furthermore, part of the definition of 

poverty in Estonia and Finland was that the interviewees rejected the existence of 

ý'k ausolute poverty but recognised new forms of poverty which, in my opinion, can best be 

captured with the concept of social exclusion. 

Social exclusion is part of a "sophisticated" new vocabulary developing around the 

subject of poverty. According to Hartley Dean and Margaret Melrose, this vocabulary 

avoids the controversial and image-laden discourse of poverty by concentrating on the 

effects of polarisation (Dean & Melrose 1999,30). 

The idea of social exclusion was invented by UNESCO and EU researchers who wanted 

to direct attention to the social mechanisms that produce or sustain deprivation. Some of 

the uncovered mechanisms have been relatively new, such as the declining demand for 

unskilled and semi-skilled workers. However , it still remains somewhat unclear how the 

concept of social exclusion should be interpreted. The concept has been seen as a means 

of trying to "sweep uncomfortable facts under the carpet: " the question posed by the 

critics is "why talk of exclusion when what is really meant is poverty and deprivation. " 

(Giddens 2000,104). 
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Nevertheless, there are some clear differences between the concepts of poverty and 

social exclusion. Firstly, poverty is taken to be a narrow concept dealing with problems 

that are directly related to economic resources, while social exclusion deals with a broad 

range of questions relating to an individual's integration into society. Secondly, poverty 

is seen as a static phenomenon, covering people's economic situations at one point in 

time, while social exclusion represents a dynamic perspective f6cusIng on the processes 

that lead to a situation of exclusion and, for that matter, poverty. (Hallerod & Heikkild 

1999ý 189). 

According to Giddens, social exclusion refers to mechanisms of social, economic and 

cultural separation and to circumstances that affect more or less the entire life of an 

individual. For example in the case of undesirable urban areas, exclusion can take the 

form of physical separation from the rest of the society. In other instances, it may mean 

lack of access to normal labour market opportunities. (Giddens 2000,105). 

In fact, in theorising the concept of social exclusion, exclusion is commonly linked with 

unemployment and not so much with poverty. In other words, exclusion and 

marginalisation' are mainly constructed as exclusion from and marginality to paid 

employment, and integration into society is elided with integration into work. The basic 

skills essential for integration into society and working-life include mastery of basic 

knowledge and skills of a technological and social nature, i. e. the ability to develop and 

act in a complex and highly technological environment. However, as Ruth Levitas has 

pointed out, there is a theoretical danger in this notion because even those in work may 

experience poverty: an expansion of part-time work, together with a downward 

widening of the scale of wage inequalities, can create a group of "working poor" unable 
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to survive decently on their wages, thus leading to a form of exclusion just as damaging 

as unemployment. (Levitas 1996,10-11). 

Both of these viewpoints are relevant in understanding the influential groups) 

perceptions of poverty. In Finland, the interviewees were of the opinion that there was a 

newly arisen group of people, consisting mainly of the long-term unemployed, who 

were in danger of becoming increasingly excluded from the society because they lacked 

the resources needed in integrating into new labour markets. As already noted in 

Chapter 5, the other type of exclusion, meaning the impoverishment of the working 

poor, is common in all transition countries, including Estonia and Russia where the 

interviewees recognised the emergence of this new poverty group. 

Altogether, in understanding the influential groups' perceptions of poverty, the 

usefulness of the concept of social exclusion lies in the fact that it points out the 

ongoing polarisation and increasing inequalities in the societies in question as well as 

the problems that individuals have in integrating into new social environments. One 

could also generalise that social exclusion is a useful concept for examining the many- 

sided phenomenon of poverty in a context of social change. In addition, if there is a link 

between social change, changing market conditions and poverty, then another link can 

be drawn between social change, individualisation and consumerism. On the basis of the 

data in this study, this can be done at least in the case of Estonia, where subjective 

poverty was manifested in the form of social exclusion from consumption. As Bauman 

has pointed out, it is one thing to be poor in a society of producers and universal 

employment, but it is quite a different thing to be poor in a society of consumers 

(Bauman 1998,1), 
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Apart from social change, another explanation for the interviewees' wide definitions of 

poverty can be found in their social position. Dean and Melrose suggest that those who 

are themselves closer to poverty tend to have narrower definitions of it and to think 

about it in more pragmatic or less speculative ways. In other words, those who are 

objectively more at risk of poverty are also more likely to conceptualise poverty in 

narrow terms* to distance themselves from poverty by defining it as an especially dire or 

extreme state of affairs. In turn, those who are more removed from poverty or are more 

inclined to reflexive discourses are perhaps more likely to countenance wide definitions; 

and not only relative definitions but the kind of definition which regards poverty as a 

denial of choice, e. g. as exclusion from the freedom of the market place. (Dean & 

Melrose 1999,37-38). 

In sum, one can conclude that both transition and transformation - although for different 

reasons - have brought about new groups of socially excluded people. It is another 

question, however, how severe this exclusion is. It was predicted in Chapter 2 that, as a 

consequence of social change, the principles of social citizenship would have to be 

questioned and that a new relationship would emerge between the state and the citizens. 

Thus, another Way of approaching the issue of social exclusion is to examine whether or 

not there have been significant alterations in social citizenship or social rights. 

As concerns Finland, the answer was given in Chapter 6, where I suggested that social 

citizenship, which has been an integral part of welfare state hegemony, is still highly 

valued, even though the goal of full employment is excluded from it. Fuithermore, in 

Finland the established social rights still guarantee a minimum level of social protection 

even for the groups threatened by social exclusion. The issue is more complex in 
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Estonia and Russia, where the new citizenship rights and social rights are still in an 

undeveloped state. On the basis of the data presented here, it seems that there is a real 

danger in these two countries that socially excluded people will also be excluded from 

citizenship rights. An extreme example of this is Estonia's Russian-speaking population 

whose exclusion from citizenship and social rights remains a problem. 

Another question that still remains open is "who are the actors willing and capable of 

acting for extensive social rights and social citizenship? " In 1992, Kolankiewicz 

predicted that social rights were unlikely to remain under the umbrella of the state; they 

would be put into the hands of the community. Citizenship, civilised community, civic 

honesty and integrity would be reconstructed from the grass roots (Kolankiewicz 1992, 

154). 

The citizens' willingness to act on behalf of extensive social rights is called into 

question by the notion that, in the post-communist countries, "there has been a shift 

away from the socialised idea of civil society towards the more limited classical liberal 

notion which emphasises political citizenship and the freedom of economic action i in 

terms of individual rather than group or community rights" (Wesolowski 1995,114). 

The latter view is supported by the results of this study. One could even argue that the 

state has the most crucial role in resolving the questions of citizenship, since there are so 

few actors in the sphere of civil society who would act on behalf of social rights. 

However, there are no guarantees that the new democracies will introduce extensive 

social rights. In the worst scenario, it i new citizenship rights will be established wi hout 

welfare. As Richard Rose has pointed out, even though the European Community makes 
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respect for civil and political rights a primary condition for membership, the agreement 

about political and civil rights is not matched by agreement about the definition or 

material value of social rights: there is no consensus even about the appropriate standard 

of social welfare (Rose 1993,225-226). Deacon has similarly argued that the goal of 

socially just capitalist economies, with flourishing civil societies within which the state 

reinforces the citizenship rights of the less powerful, is by no means a guaranteed 

outcome (Deacon 1993,187). 

In any case, as concerns the extent of social policy and its target groups, it is crucially 

important how the issues of citizenship and social rights are resolved in post-communist 

countries. In the words of Rose, "economic growth is a necessary but not sufficient 

condition for financing a welfare state. An extension of social solidarity to match the 

boundaries of citizenship is a second condition for extending state provision of welfare. 

Thirdly, the state's involvement in society depends upon citizens trusting it to be honest 

and benign rather than corrupt and oppressive in handling funds and delivering 

services. " (Rose 1993,238-239). The third point made by Rose is also worthy of 

examination here, for an increasing lack of trust plays a role in the influential groups' 

definitions of poverty in all the countries studied. 

It was stated in Chapter 6 that, on the basis of the Durkheimian tradition, social 

exclusion can also be defined as a process in which the individual loses trust in the 

significance of the prevailing values and rules. This situation of anomie can produce 

something that the researchers call social distrust. According to Kortteinen and 

Tuomikoski (1998) a lengthening period of unemployment, for example, could feed this 

social distrust. 
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In Chapter 5,1 argued that the new framework of defining social problems in Estonia 

and Russia can partly be constructed on the basis of anomie which is a helpful concept 

in explaining the "psychological causes" of social problems. Furthermore, in Estonia 

and Russia, the state of anomie and increasing lack of trust can be connected with the 

declining importance of social networks and a sort of disbelief in state-guided universal 

welfare-building. There was a strong distrust, especially among the Russian 

interviewees, in the state's ability to collect taxes and redistribute them in an efficient 

and equal way' 

In order to compare these phenomena of social distrust and anomie across the countries, 

I introduce yet another concept, namely that of social capital. This concept is often used 

in connection with the concept of trust. 

Social capital is a concept that has a variety of meanings but that is generally defined as 

the information, trust, and norms of reciprocity inhering in one's social networks 

(Woolcock 1998,153,155). According to interpretations based on Robert Putnam 

(1993), social capital consists of a society's rules of conduct and the networks that 

mediate these rtiles. In addition, the citizens need to trust these rules (Hjerppe 1998,17). 

According to Woolcock, trust here does not mean just trust between individuals but also 

trust between individuals and different kinds of institutions (Woolcock 1998,153). 

Therefore, one difference between the countries compared is that, in Estonia and Russia, 

' Other studies also suggest that as a result of the economic and social consequences of transition, the 
public legitimacy of the political system is poor. Victor Zaslavsky talks about the de-politisation of the 
Russian population. He argues that the period of perestroika was the last period of mass political 
mobilisation. At the time, people still thought that the questions of power and the choice of a concrete 
program were critical for an immediate increase in the standard of living. Later, an increasing 
understanding has emerged that the possibility of a quick and easy exit from the crisis simply does not 
exist. As a result, the illusion of the government's omnipotence is disappearing, and interest and 
participation in politics are rapidly decreasing. (Zaslavsky 1995,135). 
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one can find distrust between individuals and distrust between individuals and 

institutions, whereas in Finland, distrust is only reported between individuals and 

institutions. (Cf Simpura et al. 1999). 

Furthermore, if we assume that a society with high social capital is a society of good 

governance, social cohesion, and civil society, and if we also assume that, in order to 

achieve high social cohesion, a. society must make sure that no significant increase 

occurs in income differentials or social marginalisation and that the majority of citizens 

regard the society as legitimate and just (c. f Hjerppe 1998, Kiander 1998), then it is 

obvious that, compared to Finland, Estonia and Russia have a much lower level of 

social capital. 

On the basis of the Finnish influential groups' perceptions of social problems, it seems 

that social capital is on the decrease in Finnish society, due to the growth in 

unemployment rate, increasing social exclusion and inequality. Nevertheless, as pointed 

out above, the welfare state and the social rights guaranteed by it prevent any vast 

changes in the extent of social capital. In Estonia and Russia, the factors that weaken the 

basis of social cohesion are more severe. 

The results of this study support this argument, calling attention to the declining 

importance of social networks, the existence of anomie and, most particularly, to the 

increase in crime. Social capital also declines with increasing income differentials that 

weaken the citizens' trust in social institutions and good governance. 
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The pace and extent of social change are another reason why the amount of social 

capital varies so greatly between the countries. As Reino Hjerppe, for one, has pointed 

out, social capital can be subject to sudden changes. A rapid change of economic 

system, for examPle, may result in uncertainty concerning the new rules of conduct, and 

thus lead to a decline in social capital (Hjerppe 1998,27). Much like social exclusion, 

social capital seems to be an especially useful concept in the context of social change. 

Altogether, an understanding of the concepts of social exclusion, anomie, trust, and 

social capital is helpful in grasping some of the various meanings of poverty and, 

especially, the differences in defining poverty across the countries studied. However, 

despite these differences, the influential groups' answer to the question of "how poverty 

and other serious social problems should be prevented and treated" is very much the 

same for all countries. 

7.2 Comparing perceptions of social policy 

The remaining hegemony of the state 

In Chapter 2 it was assumed, on the basis of theoretical considerations, that one part of 

the social change in the East and West was a move away from the state-centred welfare 

model towards more liberal social policy arrangements. However, again contrary to 

expectations, the welfare state model was the only choice the influential groups could 

see for their countries, either at present or in the near future, whether or not they 

personally favoured this model. 
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It was another surprise that the influential groups in Estonia and Russia as well as 

Finland put very little emphasis on the market and civil society as responsible bodies for 

people's welfare. In Finland, market-based solutions were hardly mentioned at all, and 

even in Estonia and Russia, the market was not regarded as a viable option, mainly due 

to the unreliability of private insurance ýcompanies. Thus, in the enýd, the main 

juxtaposition is between the state and individuals. 

It is true that many of the interviewees did emphasise that individuals should assume 

responsibility for the prevention and treatment of many individual social problems. 

However, when they considered the social security system as a whole they preferred a 

state-centred welfare model. To summarise the perceptions of the influential groups in 

Estonia and Russia, a state-governed system of welfare remains necessary until the 

economic and social situation is stabilised; until the major social problems that now 

afflict the entire population have been considerably decreased; and until the people have 

adjusted mentally and learned the rules of a market economy. When all this has 

happened and the structures of civil society have been rebuilt, the responsibility for 

social problems could, and should, be transferred to individuals. They can then insure 

themselves, mainly through market-based arrangements, against social risks. 

Furthermore, the Estonian and Russian interviewees recognised the tendencies of 

individual i sation and neoliberalism as causes for the diminishing reliance on social 

networks. For the most part, however, the results of this study do not support the 

previously presented argument that the liberal style of thinking has become one of the 

most important tools in discussions on the direction of post-communist reforms. 
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The influential groups were more inclined to agree with Szacki's statement that, despite 

the fact that liberals like to call for a radical reduction in the welfare functions of the 

state, the matter is not at all simple in practice. The liberals use the doctrinal argument 

of liberal social philosophy and point out that poor countries cannot afford the welfare 

state. However, certain important areas of social life cannot, for the time being, stand on 

their own without assistance from the state, and it is quite obvious that a large segment 

of the population still expects assistance from the state. (Szacki 1995,161-162). 

Furthermore, the influential groups' perceptions can be explained by the fact that, 

although there was a notable reduction in the interests and obligations of the state 

authority after the fall of socialism, they still remained excessively wide. In other words, 

the state did not cease to be the biggest employer and it did not transfer to anyone else 

the responsibility for all of those areas that, in a non-communist state, do not belong to 

the state. (Szacki 1995,161). 

On the basis of the data, one can also argue that the ma ority of the interviewees still i 

attach positive evaluations to most of the social entitlements provided by the state 

welfare system. ' For example, in arguing for the strong state, the Russians referred to 

their history, far back when the state always played an important role. In Estonia, the 

welfare state activities were also favoured on ideological grounds and, in that respect, 

the Nordic countries were seen as exemplary. 

Surprisingly, this was also the case in Finland, where causes as well as solutions for 

most social problems were sought rather on the societal level than on the level of the 

individual, in spite of the common claim about individualisation being one of the comer 
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stones of the ongoing social change in Western welfare states. Furthermore, the majority 

of the interviewees were of the opinion that the welfare state is so deeply rooted Into the 

Finnish society that it is highly unlikely to change in the near future. 

In sum, in Estonia and Russia it is the socialist legacy and in Finland the welfare state 

hegemony which determines how responsibilities for welfare should be arranged. The 

main difference between the countries is that in Finland, the influential groups wanted 

to preserve the strong role of the state, whereas in Estonia and Russia, the interviewees 

simply did not see any alternative to it in the present situation. 

No room for civil society 

The socialist legacy and welfare state hegemony were also reflected in discussions of 

the role of civil society. The reasons for rejecting the help of civil society were, 

however, very different in Estonia and Russia compared to Finland. 

Among the Finnish influential groups, the prevailing argument was that civil 

organisations, families and relatives would not be able to provide welfare as effectively 

and well as the state does. In addition, when speaking about the role of civil society, the 

interviewees saw it rather as a supplement and by no means an alternative to the state. 

In this respect, the interviewees followed the same track of thought as Szacki,, who has 

stated that the independence of civil society from the state does not mean that it can do 

in collective life with without the state, but rather that it complements the state 1 other 

functions and, so to say, operates on a different principle (Szacki 1995,105). 

Furthermore, the influential groups, perceptions are in line with those of the public. 
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according to many surveys on public opinion, the Finnish people In general do not 

support the idea of transferring welfare responsibilities to civil society. 

In Finland, the reason for this might simply be the fairly good standard of welfare 

provided by the state, but in Estonia and Russia the reasons are more manifold. Even so, 

they can all be explained with the help of the three definitions of civil society provided 

by Sztompka (1996). 

As stated in Chapter 2, civil society as a sociological concept refers to the intermediate 

sphere of society that exists between the micro-level of the family and the macro-level 

of the nation-state. In this sense, the first attempts at restoring civil society in Estonia 

took place as early as in the 1980s, with the Popular Front. The role of social 

movements also grew significantly in Russia during the period ofperestroika. However, 

as noted earlier , in early post-communism many social movements have, in fact, 

become less active than they were in late communism. According to the latest reports, 

the role of NGOs has remained marginal. In Estonia, one reason for this is the limited 

interest of the state and the enterprises in the development of the civil society. 

According to the Estonian Human Development Report, there are features in state 

administration and the democratic process which obstruct the development of the civil 

society. Such factors include a lack of openness in the political decision-making process 

and state administration and also the democratic and business elites' unwillingness to 

take seriously any opinions different from their own. (Estonian Human Development 

Report 1999,39). Nevertheless, the intermediate sphere is developing, albeit slowly. In 

this sense, civil society has been reconstituted in all post-communist countries. 
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In another sense, clvl*l society can be viewed as an economic concept. Sztompka argues 

that, in this sense of the term, civil society has been at least partly reconstituted: a 

rudimentary market now exists, and a sizeable middle class has emerged. Here, the 

interviewees of this study would not agree with Sztompka, since they were strongly of 

the opinion that there is still no middle class in transition societies. This was seen as one 

of the main reasons behind the stumbling development of civil society. 

The other main reason, according to both Sztompka and the influential groups of 

Estonia and Russia, is the growing fragmentation, atomisation, uprootedness, and 

anomie in these societies. On the basis of the interviewees' perceptions, factors 

contributing to the state of anomie and the weakness of civil society include lack of 

citizenship, dirmnishing reliance on social networks and lack of social control and trust. 

One can thus conclude that, in the cultural sense of the term, civil society as a network 

of deep assumptions, codes and frames for thought and as action related to a community 

of citizens, to national tradition and to state institutions has not yet been reconstituted 

(cf Sztompka 1996). In addition, the results of this study suggest that it will take a long 

time before civil society, understood in this sense, will be re-established in Estonia or in 

Russia. Altogether, in the light of the data reported here, the consideration that is 

sometimes presented, that the post-communist states could quickly withdraw from their 

social policy commitments because of a growing third sector, appears entirely 

unrealistic (cf Elster et al. 1998,243). 
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The significance of cultural transformation 

In view of the comparative conclusions, the main finding with regard to the transition 

and transformation processes is the unexpectedly slow pace of change. 

As far as Estonia and Russia are concerned, Sztompka provides a credible answer, and a 

one that supports the results of the study. According to him, the main reason why the 

transition processes are far from harmonised or consolidated and why the transition 

remains, in an important sense, unfinished is the continuing incongruence between 

institution-building and culture-building. (Sztompka 1996). In other words, what 

Dahrendorf (1997) calls "the clock of the citizen7 runs much slower at the cultural level, 

lagging behind institutional developments. Therefore, the "cultural habits of the heart" 

show surprising resilience: even though no longer adequate for the new institutions, 

they persist, forming the single most important barrier to a smooth and rapid transition. 

Sztompka has predicted that the greatest pains of the transition are not going to be found 

in the economic or political domains. Instead, the most persistent obstacles on the road 

towards an open democratic market society originate on the much less salient cultural 

level. As a consequence of cultural failings, the "block culture" leaves a lasting heritage 

of "trained incapacity, " an inability to make proper use of the new institutional and 

personal opportunities. (Sztompka 1996,124-125). Furthermore, in speaking about the 

people's inability to cope, Sztompka refers to the socialist legacy as a syndrome of 

"civilizational incompetence, )7 while I prefer to speak of "the persistence of homo 

sovieticus or homo etaticus. " Otherwise, considering the significance of the socialist 

legacy and the state of anomie in the framework of defining social problems, the results 

of this study support Sztompka's ideas. On the whole, what these ideas about the 
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cultural transformation bring to the fore is the importance of the transmission of values. 

In the words of Szczepanski-. 

It is easy to change legal acts, ideological declarations, institutional statutes, but it 
must be remembered at the same time that society can be said to have changed only 
when each and every one of its members has changed his way of thinking and doing 
things, his habits and his work patterns, his sense of duty, his values as well as his 
sensibilities and perceptions on what is natural and what is not in a given community. 
(Szczepanski, 1989,135 , in Kowalik 1994,186-187). 

As regards the theories of transition, it can now be concluded that the idea of transition 

as a state of perfect destructuration (or Genesis environment) or a new ideology 
0.1) 

radically rejecting the old institutions and the old way of life, is not very relevant in 

explaining perceptions of social problems. In other words, "the table is anything but 

clean. " As the results of this study clearly show, the deftitional space can , in fact, be 

very limited. 

Therefore, as predicted in Chapter 2, the most relevant transition theories for the 

purposes of this study are the ones that emphasise the impact of cultural inheritance on 

the process of defining a new social order. For instance, Stojanov's interpretation of 

transition as a re-modernisation process, the central question of which is 

"how much of the state-socialist system has collapsed, and what is still alive under the 

new conditions, " turned out to be a helpful tool in examining how the transition was 

reflected in perceptions of social problems. 

Accordingly, the results agree with Offe's theory of "path dependency, " which takes 

into account the historical factors and the very special nature of social change that 

together determine the direction of change. It is also my opinion that, In the long run, 
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the economic, political and cultural preconditions that have been created in post- 

communist countries over the centuries will surely affect the transitional paths and the 

social policy models that are now being formed. This seems likely even though, at the 

time of the interviews in 1995, perceptions of social problems and social policy were 

still guided mainly by the dramatic and new social consequences of the transition. 

The unprecedented social costs of the transformation can also be regarded as an 

obstructing factor that makes the pace of change slow in Finland. This explanation does 

not, however, suffice to explain why the transformation theories are so ill-suited to 

describing social change in the Finnish society. 

In Chapter 6,1 concluded that the influential groups recognised the "crisis" or 

transformation of the welfare state, as long as it was treated as synonymous with the 

crisis experienced in state expenditure. The ongoing transformation was also connected 

with a general individualisation process, a gradual polarisation of the society, and 

changing forms of production. In the end, however, the change towards a more 

individual- oriented society does not appear very dramatic; the interviewees were of the 

opinion that nothing much would happen in the next few decades. 

Therefore, the gradual transformation of the Finnish society can only poorly be 

described using the ideas of neoliberalism or postmodernism and terms such as 

"individual emancipation, plurality and difference, " "consumer sovereignty" and so 
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2 forth 
. 

In my opinion, there is an undercurrent of a greater change in values and a 

stronger emphasis on individualism in welfare discourse, but welfare ideology remains 

very strong in the mainstream. 

Now I can also conclude that the carefully built theoretical framework regarding similar 

tendencies of social change does not hold in practice. Some of the social phenomena in 

Estonia, Russia and Finland were discussed under similar headings: in some cases, they 

do resemble each other, but in the end they mean different things. One illustrative 

example of this is the definition of poverty; the role of civil society is another. Thus, as 

far as perceptions of social problems are concerned, the Eastern transition and the 

Western transformation do not have much in common. 

On the whole , it seems that nation states are still strong, at least on the level of welfare 

policy. The state and its welfare policy remain the most common frame of reference in 

discussions of responsibility for the treatment of social problems, even though the 

planning and implementation of social policy have, to some extent, been transferred 

from state administration to local administrations in all of the countries studied. This is 

still true even in'Finland, despite her relatively new membership of the European Union. 

The debate on globalisation and its effects on social policy also supports the argument 

about the strong role of nation states. 

2 If the terminology of postmodernity appears fairly useless in explaining the Finnish influential groups' 
perceptions of social problems, it definitely is that in the cases of Estonia and Russia. Although some 
transition theorists are of the opinion that "modernity has spiralled out of control into a new, as yet 
unknown orbit of postmodemity" even in post-communist countries and that "the context of the market is 
a burgeoning capitalist economy of ever-more-global scope, " (Burawoy & Verdery 1999) the results of 
this study do not support the idea of "designer capitalism, " according to which the post-communist 
countries are following a straight line from communism towards global market economy. 
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According to many social scientists, globalisation is thought to weaken the status of 

nation states by shifting the locus of policy-making down to the local and up to the 

supranational and global levels (e. g. Deacon et al. 1997). As concerns the definition 

process of social problems, the researchers expect globalisation to increase the power of 

international organisations as definers, of social problems (Simpura 1999,97-98). 

According to some, especially the making of post-communist social policy has been 

very much the business of supranational and global actors. One reason for this is the fact 

that, in post-communist conditions of political instability, the field is left much more 

open to international organisations, such as the World Bank, UvfF, IILO and the 

European Union. (Deacon et al. 1997,195). 

However, no research has yet been able to indicate any such straightforward changes in 

social policy systems as could be seen as resulting from globalisation (e. g. Kosonen & 

Simpura 1999). In this study, the interviewees had noticed the policy shifts to local 

governments, but the tendencies of globalisation or localisation were not otherwise 

recognised in the context of future social policy. Particularly Russia seems to be 

relatively untouched by these tendencies, as social policy is still regulated mainly on the 

national level. In fact, most institutional structures of the welfare sector have changed 

little in Russia: the constitution states that policy decisions on social security are made 

on the Federal level, which leaves the various republics, territories, regions, and federal 

cities dealing with just housing problems (Manning 1995,200-20 1). 
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7.3 Discussion: from influential groups' perceptions to the course of social policy 
systems 

Comparative social policy analysis has demonstrated that, beyond a certain level of 

economic preconditions, there is no necessary association between the nature of a 

country's welfare effort, the form of welfare organisation, and welfare outcomes or 

economic level. Therefore, political choices matter and make a difference. (Deacon et 

al. 1997,3 5). 

The role of influential groups as definers of social problems was dealt with in the 

context of the theoretical framework. Considering, for example, the weakness of the 

actors of civil society, surely the journalists, administrators and business people are still 

among the most influential agenda-setters in the sphere of welfare policy. However, 

even if it is quite evident that the influential groups' perceptions are significant in 

guiding the direction of the reform, a more problematic issue remains to be addressed- 

to what extent may the results of this study be generalised? 

As stated earlier, one general rule concerning generalisability states that the more 

enmeshed within the system the component of analysis is, the greater are the chances 

that its characteristics and behaviour will manifest characteristics of the system as a 

whole (Teune 1990). From this point of view, there are reasons to believe that the 

perceptions of social problems presented here can be expected to be similar to those 

among other influential groups. One result, in particular, strongly suggests that this is 

the case: there were no notable differences between occupational groups in any of the 

countries, This appears to confirm the ideas presented in Chapter 4 about homogeneous 

elites and close contacts between elite members. 
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Another explanation for why the values, norms and interests do not seem to differ 

between the groups, or even between the countries studied, can be found within the 

social context of transition and transformation. The influential groups were keen to 

preserve the strong role of the state in welfare policy, and it could be assumed that one 

thing they were hoping to achieve by this was social stability. Steen, among others, has 

pointed out that social policy is a crucial condition for social stability and, therefore, 

also for the success of other political changes. Furthermore, since social stability 

reduces popular resentment towards the ruling elites, one would expect that it would be 

in the interests of the elites to secure the basic well-being of the people. (Steen 1997, 

339). 

On the whole, on the question of whether the influential groups represent the "old elite" 

that wants to maintain stability, continuity and conservatism or the "new elite" that 

might embody innovatory democratic and market values, it would seem that the 

interviewees of this study are somewhere in between. Or, more precisely, they are 

members of the "new elite" in that, regardless of their own personal preferences, they 

regard it necessary for the nation, as a whole, to retain some continuity in social policy. 

Interestingly, as I will show next, the influential groups' perceptions of five years ago 

often still correspond to common perceptions of social problems and social policy 

today. 

In Estonia, despite her steady recovery from the economic crisis, the social problems 

discussed by the influential groups have not disappeared. Poverty, for example, 

decreased somewhat between the years 1996 and 1999, but recent studies show that 

about 40 per cent of the population still live in poverty (Estonian Human Development 
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Report 1999,76, Transition Report 1998,165). After the restoration of independence, 

the main factors that have caused poverty in Estonia to deepen have been the general 

economic downturn, the changes in the principles of redistribution of public sector 

finances and the inefficiency of existing coping strategies in the changed social 

situation. (Estonian Human Development Report 1999,75). 

In addition, unemployment in Estonia has been increasing since the mid-1990s. 

According to a survey conducted by the Statistical Office, in 1999 the unemPloyment 

rate in Estonia was 11.7 per cent, which is slightly higher compared to the previous year 

when the rate was 9.6 per cent. (The Economist Intelligence Unit 2000). 

Unfortunately, latest research also offers some support for the predictions - about 

increasing social exclusion: as a result of prolonged poverty, the long-term unemployed 

have faced rapidly increasing marginalisation and loss of confidence and future 

prospects. What makes the situation worse is that there is currently no forward-looking 

poverty reduction strategy in Estonia. Instead, there are small local projects, mostly 

inspired by the current conditions, and these do not have the scope to have a marked 

effect. Moreover, they are more geared towards repairing current damage than to 

preventive measures. (Estonian Human Development Report 1999,79). 

The problem areas of the social sphere, particularly health care and pension reform, are 

mentioned as deficient areas in the European Commission's most recent report. 

Furthermore, the Commission considers Estonia's language law amendments, restricting 

the use of languages other than Estonian in public and private life, as a retrograde step. 

In addition it demands that Estonia should pay greater attention to fighting corruption. 
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However, it also remarks that, on the whole, Estonia is making relatively good progress 

in harmonising its laws with those of the European Union. Estonia is described as a 

functioning market economy that should be able to cope, in the medium term, with the 

EU. (The Economist Intelligence Unit 2000,7-8,13). 

Without a doubt. 
7 the difficulties are more severe in Russia. In addition to political 

instability, Russia has faced economic problems far exceeding those in other post- 

communist countries. So far., the unsuccessful reforms have caused, among other things, 

a 40 per cent decrease in GDP between 1991 and 1996, high inflation, an extraordinary 

fall in living standards in 1997 and large cuts in public expenditure (Standing 1998). 

Thus., after the research reported here, the situation has truly worsened. EconomIc 

development in the 1990s never reached the pre-1991 levels, either as measured by 

GNP indicators or as estimated by the everyday standard of living among the vast 

majority of the, population. After 1997, there was a brief period of growing optimism, 

with a 0.4 per cent increase in the GDP and a corresponding increase of 1.9 per cent in 

industrial production. In addition, the annual inflation rate slowed down from almost 50 

to 15 per cent, 'the gross state debt remained stable, and the budget deficit showed a 

slow decline. However, since August 1998 the economy has been in crisis. As a 

consequence, all economic indicators again show a negative tendency. (Simpura et al. 

1999) 51). 

The economic crisis has had a severe effect on the well-being of the Russian population. 

According to many estimates, the share of the population in poverty is over 50 per cent. 

Population segments with a fixed income and few opportunities for additional earnings, 
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such as the pensioners, were especially hard hit by the crisis. The tiny middle class was 

another group that suffered badly. One indication of this is the fact that, after August 

1998) the share of income spent on food among the middle class has grown from 40 per 

cent to 70 per cent. (Simpura et al. 1999). The crisis has also been severe, in every 

respect, in St. Petersburg, where the living standard is now below the Russian 

Federation average. 

There has been no solutions to the crime problem in Russia. The factors producing 

crime - the decline in living standards, income differentiation, unemployment and the 

generally unfavourable psychological situation brought about by economic difficulties - 

show no sign of disappearing (cf. Ilynsky 1996,236). On the whole, the criminalisation 

of Russian life has had a profound social effect. Its destructive influence on the 

economy undermines international business confidence in investing in Russia. In 

addition, organised crime and economic crime plunder social resources and reduce 

economic gains that would otherwise be available for industrial restructuring and social 

needs. (Frisby 1998,38). 

Unlike her eastern neighbour, Finland has in many ways recovered from the economic 

hardships. The national economy is going strong, export industries are doing better than 

ever and, due to Finland joining the European Monetary Union in the first stage, there is 

a growing number of large-scale mergers in the financial sector and in manufacturing 

industries. Furthermore, consumption has exceeded the record levels of the late 1980s 

(Blom et al. 1998,109-110) and unemployment has been decreasing since the peak in 

1995. Nevertheless, compared to the time before the depression, unemployment has 
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remained on a high level. It was still 11.4 per cent In 1998 (Statistical Yearbook of 

Finland 1999). 

Consequently, poverty and unemployment are more closely connected with each other 

in today's Finland than they were in the 1980s, when the success of welfare society in 

reducing poverty among people of working age was based on the effective elimination 

of long-term unemployment (Laaksonen 1998,69-70). In the mid- I 990s, social 

scientists (e. g. Ritakallio 1994) as well as the influential groups predicted that inequality 

would increase in the near future and that there would be a large group of people living 

in permanent poverty, forced to permanent dependence on social assistance. 

These predictions have lately been confirmed in many studies that have tried to map the 

possibly permanent effects of the recession upon welfare policy and the well-being of 

the people. For example, in a study on Finnish long-term unemployed, the authors 

concluded that the people who had been in the lowest strata of the labour force during 

economic prosperity were forming a new proletariat, a marginal group of permanently 

unemployed people. (Kortteinen & Tuomikoski 1998,179). Furthermore, despite the 

fact that the changes in Finland remain rather modest compared to Sweden and Norway, 

where there are clear signs of increases in income inequality, it is also true that the 

number of households in receipt of social assistance has been growing throughout the 

1990s (Gustafsson et al. 1999,232, Statistical Yearbook of Finland 1999). 

In the last few years, cutbacks have been introduced or retrenchment has taken place in 

a number of areas of social policy. This process has involved cuts in benefit levels, 

tightening of eligibility criteria and shortening of benefit periods. The tightening of 
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eligibility criteria is a problem for people entering the system, and the shortening of 

benefit periods is a problem for those hardest hit by long-term unemployment. In 

general, however, the cuts have not been radical (Ploug 1999,102). 

Furthermore, compared to other industrialised nations, all the Nordic countries are still 

spending a larger share of their GDP on social welfare and , in this respect, no dramatic 

development occurred between the 1980s and the 1990s (Marklund & Nordlund 1999, 

27-28). In Finland, social expenditure as a percentage of GDP increased, albeit 

moderately, during the 1990s. It was 23.8 per cent in 1989 and 29.4 per cent in 1997 

(Statistical Yearbook of Finland 1999). 

In the near future, the main dilemma facing Finland will be how to cut public spending 

without increasing unemployment. A second dilemma is that unemployment itself gives 

rise to public costs. A third dilemma concerns the ageing of the population, which 

means increased expenditure on services, income transfers to the elderly and a decrease 

in the resources available for meeting the needs of other groups. (Marklund & Nordlund 

1999) 23-24). According to Niels Ploug, the future of the Finnish social policy system 

will eventually depend on two things- its ability to solve the unemployment problem, 

and public support for the welfare state as a model for economic and social development 

(Ploug 1999,103). 

As concerns the latter of the two things Ploug deems important, it is noteworthy that 

there were fluctuations in support for the welfare state throughout the 1990s. From 1990 

to 1994, there was a drop in the willingness of the Finns to provide more tax money for 

social security, but 1995 and 1996 again brought greater support for the welfare state. 



298 

Even in deep recession, only a small minority of Finns expressed a preference for cuts 

in social expenditure. In this sense, one can claim that in the eyes of the Finnish 

population, the welfare state has always been legitimate in that it has been regarded as 

worthy of tax money - either the amounts set at the time, or even more. (Andersen et al. 

lqqqý 242-243). A clear indication of this is that, in the last elections in 1999, all the 

parties in the parliament supported the maintaining of the welfare state. The one right- 

wing party that demanded alterations to social security did not make it into the 

parliament, while the Social Democrats retained their position as the largest party. 

In sum, as the influential groups predicted, the Finnish welfare state is less generous 

today than it used to be, but the level of social security is still very high compared to 

other welfare systems, and public support for the welfare state remains widespread. 

The challenges that Estonia and Russia face in reformulating their welfare policies are 

so much greater in scope that - to adapt a Finnish saying - "one cannot even speak 

n'k about the three countries in the same day. " As Offe (1996b) has put it, everything that 

people in the West would associate with a well-functioning, firmly institutionalised 

welfare state and social policy system had to be created in a largely empty space. 

Regardless of their differing transition paths, the former socialist countries have all 

faced similar challenges in reformulating their social policies. At the beginning of the 

transition, vast economic measures were taken in order to transform the economies from 

socialist economies to capitalist ones. In terms of social policy systems, however, the 

master plan was never fully implemented; the economic reforms were largely 

implemented without thinking of the people's ability to cope. It is probable that reliance 

on the powers of a market economy was so great that it was assumed that, after the 
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)) shock, " things would start to improve by themselves. However, as the results of this 

study also show, the social costs of the transition have been widely acknowledged and 

personally experienced even by the groups of people whose position in their society is 

very secure compared to the majority of the people in post-communist countries. 1n this 

sense, the personal costs of transition have affected the perceptions of the influential 

groups more than the political successes of economic liberals. 

Also, according to Elster et al., the reasons for the slow pace of social reforms are 

manifold. Firstly, it must have taken time for the reformers to study foreign models and 

develop distinct reform plans. Secondly, a significant reform of social security was 

clearly not the first priority of the post-communist governments when they came to 

power. Thirdly, none of the transition countries had the financial resources to remedy 

the failures of the old welfare regime by merely topping up what was already in place. 

(Elster et al. 1998,233). 

At the time of the interviews, Estonia and Russia were in a situation where the old 

system of welfare had been demolished and the new social security system was still 

undeveloped ofineffective - in any case, incapable of reducing the social problems 

caused by the transition. As regards the state's capability of managing social problems, 

the Estonians interviewed for this study were, without question, more optimistic than 

their Russian counterparts. However, although the influential groups in both countries 

emphasised the role of state institutions in breaking the vicious circles of social 

problems, they also noted that the state institutions were still weak. Due to the shadow 

economy, governments were having difficulties in collecting taxes to finance the social 

policy system. Up to the present, the situation has remained very much the same. 
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In Estonia, the development of welfare structures has not been met with the same 

unanimous support as political and economic liberation. From the beginning of the 

reforms, social policy has remained the most controversial issue for all new 

governments. (Lauristin 1995,2)ý At present, in Estonia as in the other Baltic countries, 

the level of social security is very low, with no plans to set up a comprehensive regime 

of the kind that exists in the Nordic countries. According to Blom et al. (1999), 

Estonia's legislation on the labour market is fairly comprehensive but the 

implementation of the relevant laws is proving very difficult. Work is also continuing 

on the development of the social security system, where there is definitely a need for 

more extensive regulation. 

So far, child and family allowances have represented the largest proportion of benefits 

financed ftom the state budget. In 1998, they accounted for 96 per cent of the money 

paid out as benefits. (Eesti Statistika Aastaraamat 1999). Recently, however, there have 

been attempts towards institutional social security in the form of, for example, a unified 

pensions scheme (Blom et al. 1999, Transition Report 1998). In addition, unlike in 

previous years, the government's budget for 2000 includes social and health insurance 

(The Economisf Intelligence Unit 2000,14). 

Much like Estonia, Russia is facing manifold problems rebuilding her social security 

system. In Russia, the problems are even greater: today, the total social expenditures in 

Russia make up only 12 per cent of the GDP, whereas even other East-European 

countries are able to spend 18 to 24 per cent of the GDP for this purpose (Atal 1999, 

193). 
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One of the main problems in Russian social security is the growth of the shadow 

economy. Increasing tax evasion undermines the financial base of government social 

policy, making it extremely difficult to implement any alleviation measures (e. g. Atal 

1999)203). 

However, in spite of the fact that the percentage of cash social transfers to household 

budgets has decreased, public social support is still very important. In addition to cash 

benefits, Russian social security includes practically free public education, pre-school 

child care and other public services preserved from the period of socialism. Medical 

care is covered by universal public health insurance. (Liborakina & Rotkirch 1999,25). 

Recently, some successful private companies have begun to provide employees with a 

package of medical and social insurance or other benefits. In addition, private pension 

funds have been introduced. Consequently, higher incomes allow entrepreneurs and 

wage earners in the market sector to enjoy high-quality private educational, health and 

leisure services, which have become an integral part of the market sector. (Liborakina & 

Rotkirch 1999,28). 

Private insurance, however 
, is far beyond reach for the majority of people. They have to 

rely on the state's social assistance, the effectiveness and efficiency of which are highly 

questionable. According to Yogesh Atal, the present social programs are insufficient 

because they are formulated in rather general terms with little explanation of practical 

measures. Another reported flaw is their contradictory nature. In February 1997, for 

example, the Russian government approved a program of social reforms for the period 

of 1997-2000. The scheduled measures included the stabilisation of living standards, a 
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gradual reduction of poverty, diminishing the income gap between social groups and 

preventing mass unemployment. However, some of the government's other measures 

are in strong contrast to goals of poverty eradication. The reform of housing, rents and 

public utilities, for example, is putting a heavy burden on lower income groups. (Atal 

1999) 217-218). 

Furthermore, arrears of child allowances, unemployment allowances and pensions are 

common (Liborakina & Rotkirch 1999,28). Also, the Russian system of education and 

vocational training has been reported to be in a very bad shape. This is one of the main 

sources for the spread of so-called new poverty in Russia's current situation of general 

socio-economic crisis (Atal 1999,185). 

The problems in Russian social security were exacerbated by the financial crisis in 

August 1998. Low-income households are not found just within the groups categorised 

as socially vulnerable; in fact, according to some estimates, every fifth person below the 

poverty line has no access at all to social support from the state (Atal 1999,21 1> 

Liborakina & Rotkirch 1999,45). Contrary to the influential groups) arguments about 

the declining importance of social networks, latest studies suggest that holes in the 

social safety net are making the skills of survival and successful self-mobilisation as 

well as access to wider networks of information and social support essential capital in 

present-day Russia. This kind of "social self-defence" may be helping Russians to 

survive the economic crisis but, at the same time, it remains one of the greatest 

obstacles to social cohesion and comprehensive social policy goals in Russia. 

(Liborakina & Rotkirch 1999,46, Simpura et al. 1999,5 1). 
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Altogether, given the continuing economic and social hardships and the undeveloped 

state of social security systems, it is not an easy task to predict the possible course of 

social policy in Estonia or in Russia. 

However, as regards post-communist countries in general, there have been attempts at 

prediction. Bob Deacon, Michelle Hulse and Paul Stubbs have constructed four likely 

futures for state bureaucratic collectivism, which is what they call the socialist "social 

policy" model. First, they argue that, combined with the pre-existing status differentials 

reflected in the privileges available not only to members of the nomenklatura but also to 

those workers who were highly regarded under the system, the work-based system of 

welfare, characteristic of state bureaucratic collectivism, suggests a relatively smooth 

and logical transfer to a German-like system of collective corporatism via the 

establishment of an earning s-related social security policy. (Deacon et al. 1997,50). 

However, as Arkadiusz Sobczyk (1995) has pointed out, as a result of privatisation, 

labour is no longer considered as a social benefit that the state is legally obliged to 

supply. Moreover, the complicated financial situation of enterprises has adversely 

influenced the'financing of social policy. The financing is unstable and in a state of 

decline, mainly due the shrinking tax base on which social contributions are calculated. 

(Kllch 1995,145). 

In the group interviews, the model of "collective corporatism" was not discussed and 

the influential groups did not mention trade unions or workplaces as possible guarantors 

of social services. Thus, at least the 1nterviewees of this study would not regard this 

model as a viable option. 
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According to Deacon et al., another possibility could be a retraditionalisation of post- 

communist societies, meaning women returning home to take care of the welfare tasks 

that have, for some time, been provided by the state. In fact, such tendencies have 

become visible in post-communist countries: the economic pressures and political 

reforms have began to push women back into the domestic arena (Slater 1995,76). 

Nevertheless,, as the writers point out, probably rightly considering the high 

involvement of women in the workforce, a retraditionalisation does not seem very 

likely. The data presented here contains no allusions to such a possibility, although 

many of the Estonian interviewees held very traditional views on gender roles, for 

example concerning child care or care of the elderly. 

For a further model,, Deacon et al. present the possibility of social democracy but note 

that it is unlikely to be a viable option in the short term because it requires a productive 

economy and heavy taxation. Instead, they predict that, in direct contrast to state 

bureaucratic collectivism, the impoverishment and indebtedness of former socialist 

countries is likely to expose them to strong pressures towards liberalism, both from the 

Fv[F and from the World Bank. In the utmost case, a country could face a model of 

"unregulated e)ftrerne liberalism" or a welfare collapse of the Latin American type. 

(Deacon et al. 1997,50) 52). 

Accordingly, Nick Manning has suggested that the Russian welfare state is moving 

towards considering social welfare as a commodity and towards a sharply graded 

system of stratification. A greater role of markets will be preferred to state control. In 

this model, the Russian welfare state moves away from any social democratic tradition 
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towards corporat, policy-making and a res' dual minimum for those unattached to the st 

labour market. (Manning 1995,220). 

However, no systematic and comparative analysis of post-communist social policy has 

yet been undertaken. In the end, what is at issue is the level of benefits, the extent to 

which state pensions are wage related rather than only minimum guarantees, social 

assistance at the local level, and the extent to which the state support system is universal 

rather than targeted. In many cases, only a minimum pension is guaranteed, and support 

systems are increasingly means-tested. This leads Deacon et al. to conclude that the 

reality is beginning to look like a variant of liberalism, but a liberalism with a human 

face -a social liberalism, as they call it, rather than conservative corporatism. (Deacon 

et al. 1997,5 1). 

In 1998,1 predicted that the rise of something close to social democracy could take 

place in Estonia, where the attitudes of influential groups, the proximity of the Nordic 

countries and their example of state-guided welfare systems, together with Estonia's 

relatively steady economic growth, suggested that welfare could be provided by the 

state to a somewhat greater extent (Hanhinen 1998,20). However, considering the slow 

progress in developing a universal welfare scheme and the fact that many social 

problems, including social exclusion, are likely to remain long-term problems, social 

liberalism seems a more probable option. Social liberalism is characterised by means- 

tested and assets-tested social assistance and social support: welfare policy is viewed as 

a safety net, in contrast to regime types like social democracy, where redistributive 

commitment exists (cf Deacon et al. 1997,200). 
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The future course of events is, perhaps, the most unpredictable in Russia. However, 

taking into account all the severe flaws in Russian social security at present, the welfare 

"model" is closer to "extreme unregulated liberalism" than to any of the other models 

presented above. The Russian influential groups argued that this would be too 

pessimistic a scenario and surely also an unwanted one: although they considered a 

greater role of the market preferable to state control, they stressed that the dramatic 

social costs of transition made it absolutely necessary that the state provide welfare for 

the large numbers of people in need in the foreseeable future. 
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APPENDIX A: GUIDELINES FOR THE FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEWS 

At the beginning of the interview the following list of social problems was given to the 
participants. 

Crime against person 
Domestic violence 
Drunkenness and alcoholism 
Environmental pollution 
Homelessness 
Poor health of the population 
Poverty 
Problems of education 
Prostitution 

Cultural deterioration 
Drug abuse 
Economic crime 
Ethnic problems 
Inequality between men and women 
Poor housing conditions 
Problems caused by smoking 
Problems of privatisation 
Unemployment 

In the group discussions the interviewees were asked not to limit themselves only to 
problems in the list. In addition the list was slightly modified according to the country 
in question. For example in Estonia a problem of declining birth-rate was added to it as 
it is a problem that has received a lot of attention in recent public debate. 

First the members of the interview groups were asked to write down the answers to the 
following questions. 

(1 a) In your opinion what are the most serious social problems in your society at the 
moment? 

(lb) In your opinion what are the most serious social problems in your place of 
residence at the moment? 

(I c) Which of the social problems affect you and/or your family? 

(ld) Please indicate three problems which should most urgently be solved in your 
country today. Why did you name these particular problems? 

After filling the questionnaires the groups discussed question Id. The remaining 
questions and tasks were the following- 

(2) In your opinion what are the reasons for (2-4 most frequently mentioned) social 

problems? 

(3) The participants were asked to read two imagenary scenarios about the future 

prospects of social policy and then answer questions 3a) and 3b). 
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The scenario of welfare state social policy: 

In this scenario, citizens can rely on the public sphere, the state and the districts, to take 
care of the most important tasks of social policy. Ais is financed with taxes and other 
payments. The state takes direct responsibilityfor the care of children, the aged, and the 
helpless. The unemployed are helped in the best possible ways by means of educational 
and social policy. Contributions to the retirement funds are reduced by raising the 
retirement age and lowering the level of retirement security. Pensioners' income is 
financed by taxation of wage earners and employers. 

The scenario of neoliberal social policy: 

In this scenario, the public sector has been diminished, and it no longer carries any 
responsibility for social security. Instead, it creates the prerequisites for voluntary work 
and general solidarity. The citizens hold more and more responsibility, and many 
people begin to put aside money as extra insurance, to be on the safe side. New private 
companies are established for investing these funds, and private retirement savings 
become a newform of investmentsfor private citizens. The responsibility for taking care 
of socialproblems is given to the civil society, tofamily members, relatives, ftiends and 
civil organisations. 

(3a) In your opinion which one of these scenarios is closer to the probable future 
prospect of social policy in your country and why? 

(3b) Which one of these scenarios is closer to your own views on social policy and 
why? 

(4a) Please give some examples of such social problems that in your opinion are on 
individuals' own responsibility or should be taken care of "by the people close to 

you"(for example friends, family and colleques). 

(4b) Please give some examples of such social problems that in your opinion should be 

taken care of by the state. 
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