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Minister Mart Laar, named by most analysts and academics as the figure most
responsible for Estonia's successful reforms. Smith repeatedly slips in criticisms
against nearly everything done by the Laar government, allowing for the extrap­
olation of the author's own political bias. "In pursuing an economic policy based
on undiluted neo-liberalism," he writes, "/samaa eschewed any recourse either
to import tariffs or agricultural subsidies. This policy disregarded the fact that
such agricultural support measures have been commonplace in the capitalist
economies of the European Union .... " (139). The author fails to mention the
underlying goal of the government to promote free trade at all levels-which,
frankly, is the goal to which the WTO and other "capitalist economies of the
European Union" are aspiring.

Within this section there are also many cases of undeveloped analysis, lead­
ing many readers to draw the wrong conclusions about the country. For instance,
this sentence hangs like a double-edged accusation: "Throughout the remainder
of his period in oftice, Icommander of the Estonian military, General Aleksander]
Einseln's public attacks on corruption and incompetence within the armed forces
brought him into frequent contlict with his political masters, who accused him of
disregarding the principIe of civilian control of the military" (85). This hangs at
the end of a paragraph, the end of a sub-section, without detailing absolutely rel­
evant issues such as Einseln's unprofessional choice to fight the battle through
the media or the Defence Ministry's inertia in those early days. This is one of
many underemphasized areas and is sorely noticeable when less relevant issues
take up so much space. Even in the history section, alleged links between the
Interwar Estonian leadership with Soviet coffers made by a controversial histori­
an were overemphasized (deliberate, l assume) despite the fact that the material
has been seriously challenged by academics (26). These inconsistencies plague
the section and take a relatively good account of Estonia's modern history down
a notch. If the reader had no background in the region, this section would paint
a rather murky and negative picture of Estonia.

The other sections, albeit very good as references for their coverage of the
recent histories of Latvia and Lithuania, also suffer from some problems. The Lat­
vian piece by Purs and Pabriks is guilty of overzealous lecturing on "what Latvia
must do," at the expense of properly explaining the complex history of the coun­
try and its postrestoration reforms. It also falls into the so-called "Plakans" trap
of unsound predictions about Latvia's near future (which made some of the mate­
rial by Latvian émigré academic Andrejs Plakans look wildly inaccurate and
na'ive within two to three years of its publication). With Routledge dragging its
heels in combining these three projects into one, a good part of the predictions
look bad, damaging the credibility of the authors. It is always dangerous to pre­
dict details of the near future within books, due to the length of time it takes to
get the material from the author's hard drive to the printers.

In the overall balance of the chapters, the section about Lithuania by Thomas
Lane is perhaps the most sound. Although David Smith's Estonia section does a
good job detailing chronological development, it does not give a strong picture of
the political system. On the other hand, Pabriks and Purs do an excellent job

describing ¡he political environment of Latvia but omit or seriously de-emphasize
major issues such as corruption and the reconciliation of the Latvian Legion
(which hit the headlines a1l over the world, but is scarcely discussed in the vol­
ume). The balance in the Lithuania section makes it the most informative section
for someone who is unfamiliar with the facts and developments of the country.
However, that does not mean it is devoid of problems. The chronology of the piece
at times confuses readers (especia1ly the absence of a discussion on the Zeligows­
ki "mutiny," which occupied Vilnius in the Interwar period until late in the sec­
tion, although its effects were discussed at length in earlier chapters).

One of the most annoying things about many of the Baltic books published in
recent years (such as The Baltic Transformed by Walter Clemens) is the number
of spe1ling errors. There is a plethora of mistakes through a1l three parts of this
book, demonstrating both a lack of knowledge of the country in focus and a fail­
ure in careful proofreading. It begins on page one of the Estonia section by Smith
with the strangely Finnicized "Vabadussota" (instead of the correct Estonian
Vabadussoda), and continues with various inconsistencies (with umlauts, for
instance) and unorthodox spe1ling choices, such as "Ftihlmann" instead of the
usual Faehlmann (7) and "Johannes Laidoner" rather than the universa1ly known
Johan Laidoner (13). The constant and deliberate usage of /samaa instead of the

party's official English name, Pro Patria, hints at the author's views of the party
and its policy, as discussed above. The problems do not go away in the other two
sections, with examples including "Zbigniew Brezinski" (missing the Z) in the
Latvian section (139) and "Juonas Basanavicius" (instead of the normal "Jonas"
for this national hero) in the Lithuanian section (xxx). The Latvian authors choose
not to use any diacritical marks on the Latvian names and places, and the Lithuan­
ian author is extremely inconsistent in using them, making it more confusing for

those not fu1ly au fait with the terms.
Despite many good aspects in this three-part volume, it will be a shame if this

edition becomes the "standard" used by universities around the world for the
study of the Baltic states. It fails to cover the history with any consistency, and it
reaches very selective conclusions in its examination of the reform periodo Nev­
ertheIess, as the only "single" book that covers all of the modern Baltic countries,
RoutIedge may have successfu1ly sacrificed academic accuracy and usefuIness
for filling a hole in a rush. It remains to be seen whether a brave and more patient
publisher will cha1lenge this disappointing compilation.

MEL HUANG

Estonia: Little Country Tlzat Could, Mart Laar. London: Centre for
Research into Post-Communist Economies, 2002. 390 pp. no paperback.

Because most comparative studies of post-communist transitions concentrate
on only a handful of countries (Russia, Czech Republic, PoJand, Ukraine, and



620 DEMOKRATIZATSIYA Book Reviews 621

Hungary being the most common), little Estonia has largely escaped wider
notice-many consider it the most successful of all thirty-two transitions.

Laar's account is probably the most extensive study of Estonia's transition to
date, detailing the problems that the new country inherited from the Soviet col­
lapse and the policies that it adopted to manage those issues to become a "nor­
mal" European democracy on the verge of joining the EU and NATO. Little Coun­
try is the story of a dramatic turnaround, written by the CEO himself.

As the title suggests, Little Cou1ltry is not a dry treatise on transition eco­

nomics, but a lively story of struggle, luck, and political will, providing the right
balance between politics, history, and economics. The book also presents data for
comparative analyses, mostly with the other two Baltic countries but also with
the post-communist world more broadly and even with faraway examples such
as Spain, Chile, Argentina, New Zealand, and Germany. What is surprising is
Laar's wide use of scholarship-mostly on transitology, but also on psychology,
sociology, and historiography-to put his transition in context. This gives Little
COU1ltrya sober, academic feel without removing its strongest asset as a cook­
book for future reformers. Nor does this approach detract from the book's wry
humor-it was a fun read. I had expected a book similar to Vytautas Landsber­
gis's Lithuania: /ndepende1lt Again (University of Washington Press, 2000), writ­
ten in a biographical style and offering mostly a personal look at the country's
independence struggle.

Being two years behind the other transitions in Central Europe provided Esto­
nia the odd advantage of learning vicariously from them. Laar's inspiration orig­
inalIy carne from the post- War "German miracle" whose architect, Ludwig
Erhardt, later was also responsible for the "Spanish miracle" of the 1960s. Other
countries such as Chile and the United Kingdom under Margaret Thatcher al so
offered lessons for the young (thirty-two years old at the time) prime minister
(145). Laar apparently learned the rest quickly on the job. His book is a rellec­
tion of what was in those heady early days-a mixture of basic theories, some
foreign lessons, history, and most of all faith: "The ground under our feet was
falling. And so-trusting the Lord's help-we jumped. Jumped to nowhere" (10).
Laar assembled a cabinet of mostly inexperienced youngsters (with an average
age of 33) to manage the transition, a class of people not directly tainted by the
"sinful" communist past. Laar brought some from the diaspora. For example, Jaan
Manitski, the person in charge of privatization, had been the founding manager
of the Swedish pop group ABBA.

What comes across in Little COU1ltryis how Estonia managed not only to learn
from other transitions, but also to invent new lessons and paradigms of its own,
mainly by defying advice from "wise" foreign experts. The classic example is
the IMF's advice to the caretaker (Tiit Vahi) government not to leave the ruble
zone by launching a new currency. (The IMF later admitted its mistake). Anoth­
er was Estonia's defiance (already under Laar) in pursuing the de facto lustration
of government, which some in the West called "harsh" or "witch hunting." Later,
the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe actually passed a resolu­
tion recommending lustration to post-communist countries. Estonia also made

citizenship laws in detiance of Western groups that called them "apartheid" but
later fell silent. Estonia's ultra-liberal free trade regime also raised eyebrows in
Europe: "EU officials could not believe that any economy could possibly func­
tion without customs tariffs" (237). Last, but not least, Estonia went against con­
ventional wisdom on tax reformo Eventually Laar's Ilat tax proved a winner not

only in Estonia, but al so in the other two Baltic republics and in Russia, where
it doubled tax collection while lowering and simplifying rates. Laar admits that
"Estonia had to stick its neck out and hope that the ideas elaborated and proved
by scholars would find verification in reality" (272). AII this defiance emphasizes
another of Laar's dictums: "Listen to the advisors, but in the end use your own

head." Reading those passages on defiance against the mighty IMF and EU by a
group of thirty-somethings, one cannot help but recall the painting by Repen,
Cossacks Writing a Letter to the Sultan.

Little Country hints at many avenues of additional research that could solve some
lingering debates inside the field of transitology. For example, Laar's casual obser­
vation that Estonia's radical reforms also energized the sizeable Russian-speaking

population in Estonia (299) could settle the question, are Russians hopelessly bound
to the homo sovieticllS mentality or do they respond to economic incentives? Sim­
ilarly, Estonia's experience can shed light on Robert Putnam's "civil society" the­
ory, developed by comparing southern and northern Italy. Can "civil society" be
created through reforms in a relatively short period of time? Some passages in Lit­

tle Country suggest that indeed it can, as the mentality of the Estonians changed
from a "southern" cynical feel to a decidedly Nordic orientation.

Another is how Laar's citizenship policies and their outcome can inlluence the
theories on nationalism. In the book, Laar notes how nationalism can be a force

for good-the force that destroyed the Soviet Union, after all-and not just the
variety associated with the Yugoslavian civil war. In this, Laar echoes earlier
research by Rasma Karklins and Ghia Nodia, but he believes that it is the amount
of nationalism, not so much its nature, that makes the difference (383). Perhaps
Laar does not realize that his brand of nationalism is qualitatively (not just quan­

titatively) different from that of Milosevic's-such as the difference between
high-density ("good") cholesterol and the low-density ("bad") variety. Perhaps
even without realizing it consciously at the time, Laar proved that the "good"
nationalism is not only a powerful force for liberation, but also an indispensable
tool for state building, democratization, economic development, and, as he
reminds us at the end of Little Country, readiness to deal with the outside world
without complexes or biases. Very importantly, according to Laar, this Estonian
nationalism in the end is what helped prevent ethnic tensions with Estonia's size­
able Russian-speaking community (294-302). This is especially important
because, if the situation had not been managed correctly, it could have resembled
that in Moldova. Laar casually mentions that the last Lenin monument was
removed in predominantly Russian-speaking Narva in late I993-more than two
years after Estonian independence.

Laar's view offoreign policy is especially sobering because he has no illusions
of what the West can do for Estonia, or of the West's numerous errors against




