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PREFACE

Esteemed readers!

You are holding a collection of articles originally published in Estonian in the 
2021 issues of the Estonian Journal of Military Studies. One of the missions of 
the Estonian Military Academy (EMA) research journal the Estonian Journal 
of Military Studies is to develop the Estonian military terminology and spe
cialised language. This is why several articles on different aspects and topics of 
warfare were initially published in Estonian. For the purpose of reaching out 
to a wider audience, we decided to publish a selection of articles in English.

The selection of articles is based on our wish to introduce the different 
research and development fields and academic proceedings of the  Estonian 
 Military Academy that have given grounds for these articles. Herein, you will 
find writings from doctoral and master’s students of the Estonian  Military 
Academy and the University of Tartu, prizewinning articles from the 
naval warfare essay contest organised by the Estonian Military Academy, 
and  articles that summarise different research and development projects 
of the  Academy (for example, regarding information operations, resource 
manage ment,  training military leaders, and the history of Estonian military 
thought). In the area of government of the Estonian Ministry of Defence, 
EMA is respon sible for five aspects of capability development (leadership, 
opera tio nal analysis,  resource management, human resources, and techno
logies) while also being actively involved in other aspects (e.g. military his
tory and strategy). Therefore, the articles published in the Estonian Journal 
of  Military Studies  primarily reflect on the research and development done 
in the  afo rementioned fields.

Every issue of the Estonian Journal of Military Studies contains  articles 
in Estonian and in English, and some special issues have been solely in 
 English, for example, “The Crisis in Ukraine and Information Operations 
of the  Russian Federation” (2/2016)1, “Russia, Syria and the West: From 
the  Aftermath of the Arab Spring in the Middle East to Radicalisation and 

1  Full issue available at htps://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane2/.

Andres Saumets

https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/
https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane2/
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 Immigration Issues in Europe” (12/2019)2, and “Putin’s War in Ukraine. Vol. 1: 
The Background and Anatomy of Russian Aggression” (20/2022, in print).

The articles were selected from three issues of the Estonian Journal of 
Military Studies published in 2021 (volumes 16, 17, and 18). The first one was 
a special naval warfare issue3 subtitled “Visions for Maritime Defence of Small 
States”, from which we selected two articles. The first article is a scientific 
essay entitled “Future Maritime Defence Scenarios in Estonia” that analyses 
comprehensive naval defence in the context of maritime affairs in general; 
the essay won second prize on the EMA essay contest “The Future of Naval 
Warfare”. The second article from issue 16, written by an experienced naval 
officer, is entitled “Do Small States Need a Balanced Fleet?” and deals with 
the practicality and prospect of establishing a balanced fleet in the context of 
a small state with limited resources.

Volume 17 of the Journal of Estonian Military Studies, a specialised issue4 
of Estonian and English articles subtitled “Strategic Storytelling as a Means 
for Informational Influence” provided us with two articles written by master’s 
and doctoral students within a research project of information operations. 
The article “Antithetical Identity Formation in the Strategic Narratives of the 
Russian Federation” complements the concept of strategic narratives with a 
cultural semiotic approach of antithetic modelling. The second article entitled 
“Countering Russian Information Influence in the Baltic States: A Compari
son of Approaches Adopted in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania” compares the 
countermeasures adopted in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania to combat hostile 
information influence activities (including from the Russian Federation).

Volume 18 of the Estonian Journal of Military Studies5 provided us with 
four articles that were translated into English. The first one, entitled “Moti
vational Aspects in Conscript Training and Their Impact on Learning Out
comes and Attrition” is based on a master’s thesis written within a devel
opment program for military leaders organised by the Estonian Military 
Academy and analyses motivational traits that impact the study behaviour, 
learning motivation, and outcomes of conscript training. The second article, 
“The Principles of Life Cycle Costing of the Assets of the Defence Forces” 
is from the field of resource management and gives a great overview of the 

2  Full issue available at https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane13/.
3  Full issue available at https://www.kvak.ee/files/2021/08/ST_16_www.pdf.
4  Full issue available at https://www.kvak.ee/files/2022/02/ST_17_veebifail.pdf.
5  Full issue available at https://www.kvak.ee/files/2022/02/ST_18_veebifail.pdf.

https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane13/
https://www.kvak.ee/files/2021/08/ST_16_www.pdf
https://www.kvak.ee/files/2022/02/ST_17_veebifail.pdf
https://www.kvak.ee/files/2022/02/ST_18_veebifail.pdf
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basic principles of estimating the life cycle costs of military equipment and 
the  components of life cycle costs. Modelling and categorising life cycle costs 
gives the Defence Forces great grounds for making optimal decisions in 
 procurements. The third article, entitled “How Russia Deflects Accusations of 
Cyberattacks and Disinformation Campaigns: An Analysis of the  Rhetorical 
Strategies of RT” is also written within the research project of information 
operations. The article gives an overview of the way the largest Russian state
financed international news portal RT.com portrays the accusations against 
Russia of cyber and disinformation attacks and its communicative self 
defence measures. The fourth article, “Inventing Military History Teaching 
in Estonian Military Education 1919–1940: Approaches, Tools, and Methods” 
is a part of the military history research project of EMA entitled “Estonian 
Military Thought 1920–1940”. The author of this article analyses the process 
of establishing military history teaching in Estonian military education, the 
teaching methods of the given period, and the role of military history disci
plines in Estonian military education.

We hope that our readers will enjoy the small selection of topics that sup
port the capability development of the Estonian Defence Forces and illustrate 
some aspects of the research and development done in the Estonian Military 
Academy.

Wishing you pleasant reading experiences and cogitation

Andres Saumets
Editorinchief

http://RT.com




MOTIVATIONAL ASPECTS IN CONSCRIPT 
TRAINING AND THEIR IMPACT  

ON LEARNING OUTCOMES AND ATTRITION

Mario Lementa, Ülle Säälik, Aivar Ots, Inga Karton

ABSTRACT. The study behaviour of conscripts, which includes attrition and effi
cacy of training, has been topical in the last decade because a proportion of poten
tial soldiers are left without training each year due to being prematurely discharged 
from service. Motivational aspects such as the perception of autonomy, selfefficacy, 
 appreciation of training, and intention to quit are factors that may have an impact on 
the productivity of training. This study1 was conducted among conscripts drafted to 
the Kuperjanov Infantry Battalion and its objective was to determine the relationship 
that the perception of autonomy has with selfefficacy, appreciation of training, and 
intention to quit, as well as the relationship of these aspects with learning outcomes 
and attrition, using a method of repeated inquiry. The results indicate that a greater 
perception of autonomy supports later selfefficacy and reduces intention to quit but 
does not support a later appreciation of training. Greater perception of autonomy 
was related to better learning outcomes and decreased the likelihood of attrition. 
Consequently, it is possible to prevent the underachievement and dropping out of 
conscripts by purposefully encouraging their training motivation and taking into 
consideration the combined impact of the motivational aspects studied herein.

Keywords: perception of autonomy, selfefficacy, appreciation of training, dropout 
intention, conscripts, learning outcomes, attrition

1. Introduction

The perception of autonomy, selfefficacy, and appreciation of training are 
important aspects of learning motivation (hereinafter motivational aspects) 
that can help to explain why some students achieve great results while  others, 
on the contrary, prefer to quit2. Autonomy is a basic human need; if it is 

1  This article was originally written in Estonian and first published in the Estonian Journal of 
Military Studies (Sõjateadlane), No. 18 (2021), pp. 47–85.
2  Anderman, E. M.; Dawson, H. 2011. Learning with Motivation. – Mayer, R. E.; 
 Alexander, P. A. (eds.). Handbook of Research on Learning and Instruction. New York and 
London: Routledge Taylor & Francis Group, p. 223. [Anderman, Dawson 2011]

Sõjateadlane (Estonian Journal of Military Studies), Volume 19, 2022, pp. 11–51.  
https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/

https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/
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 suffi ciently satisfied during studies, a person will have a sense of control over 
his or her study activities and act upon internal motivation3. Another main 
motivational aspect besides perception of autonomy is selfefficacy, meaning 
the internal conviction that a person can manage or is able to accomplish 
something4. The third motivational aspect used in this analysis is appreciation 
of training, which is a subjective view of a person of the importance and value 
that studying has for his or her personal goals5.

It is important to put these motivational aspects into use in education 
because they can impact the commitment and interest of a student, his or her 
preparedness to learn, and the intention to quit6. In this analysis, these  aspects 
are approached in a complex manner in the context of conscript  training and 
their mutual impact is determined using a method of repeated inquiries. The 
aforementioned aspects of learning motivation have separately been subject to 
a number of studies but analysis of a combination of them to obtain  additional 
understanding and explanation is rarer.

Students who consider quitting are more likely to actually terminate 
their studies, whereas quitting largely depends on the beginning of studies, a 
 period when students must adapt to a new learning environment and living 
arrangements7. Furthermore, a person can terminate his or her studies or be 
an  underachiever for a number of other reasons deriving from factors out
side of studies, for example, social economic aspects (a person is busy going 

3  Ryan, R. M.; Deci, E. L. 2017. SelfDetermination Theory: Basic Psychological Needs in 
Motivation, Development, and Wellness. New York: The Guilford Press, pp. 97–98. [Ryan, Deci 
2017]
4  Bandura, A. 1997. SelfEfficacy. The Exercise of Control. New York: W. H. Freeman and 
company, p. 3. [Bandura 1997]
5  Eccles, J. S.; Wigfield, A. 2002. Motivational beliefs, values, and goals. – Annual Review of 
Psychology, Vol. 53(1), pp. 118–119. [Eccles, Wigfield 2002]
6  Hardré, P. L.; Reeve, J. 2003. A motivational model of rural students’ intentions to persist 
in, versus drop out of, high school. – Journal of Educational Psychology, Vol. 95(2), pp. 354–
355; [Hardré, Reeve 2003] Vallerand, R. J.; Fortier, M. S.; Guay, F. 1997. SelfDetermination 
and Persistence in a RealLife Setting: Toward a Motivational Model of High School Dropout. – 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, Vol. 72(5), p. 1172. [Vallerand, Fortier, Guay 
1997]
7  Truta, C.; Parv, L.; Topala, I. 2018. Academic engagement and intention to drop out: Levers 
for sustainability in higher education. – Sustainability, Vol. 10(12), 4637, pp. 7–8; Nelson, K. J.; 
Duncan, M. E.; Clarke, J. A. 2009. Student success: The identification and support of first 
year university students at risk of attrition. – Studies in Learning, Evaluation, Innovation and 
Development, Vol. 6(1), p. 1.
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to work, raising children, etc.)8, as well as from learning activities and their 
organisation. The organisational side of studies is related to emotional issues, 
lack of interest9, and difficulties adjusting to a new environment10.

There is a relatively large proportion of conscripts in the Estonian Defence 
Forces as well who choose to terminate training (i.e., are subject to attrition), 
most often for health issues or psychological and behavioural disorders11 that, 
in turn, are intrinsically related to difficulties in adjustment12 and a negative 
experience of training13. Previous research has also revealed that the moti
vation of conscripts tends to reduce during conscription14. This results in a 
proportion of conscripts not finishing conscription, which means that they 
are unable to obtain the necessary training and cannot be involved in future 
national defence as initially planned. This is a problematic situation because it 
affects the integrity of reserve units and rotation plans and, therefore, directly 
affects the sustainability and development of national defence capabilities. 
The underlying reason behind learning difficulties and underachieving may, 
however, be rooted in an environment that fails to arouse motivation, not in 
difficulties of adjustment.

Since circumstances outside of training are not necessarily controlled by 
instructors of the Defence Forces, it would be more beneficial to design a 
learning environment that motivates conscripts to participate in training. 
Therefore, the objective of this study conducted among conscripts drafted 
into the Kuperjanov Infantry Battalion was to determine the relationship that 
the perception of autonomy has to selfefficacy, appreciation of  training, and 

8  Ots, A.; Leijen, Ä.; Pedaste, M. 2012. The relationship between doctoral students’ progress 
in studies and coping with occupational and family responsibilities. – Mikk, J.; Luik, P.; Veisson, 
M. (eds.). Lifelong Learning and Teacher Development. Tartu: University of Tartu, pp. 143–144. 
[Ots, Leijen, Pedaste 2012]
9  Must, O.; Must, A. 2017. Kõrgkoolist väljalangevus ja üliõpilase enesemääratlus. – Sõja
teadlane, No. 4, pp. 247 – 248. [Must, Must 2017]
10  Kerby, M. B. 2015. Toward a new predictive model of student retention in higher edu
cation: An application of classical sociological theory. – Journal of College Student Retention: 
Research, Theory & Practice, Vol. 17(2), pp. 155–156. [Kerby 2015]
11  Kaitseministeerium 2019. Aruanne kaitseväekohustuse täitmisest ja kaitseväeteenistuse 
korraldamisest 2018. aastal. Tallinn: Kaitseministeerium, p. 20. [Kaitseministeerium 2019]
12  Truusa, T.-T.; Talves, K. 2018. What if They Forgot Who I Am? Fears of Estonian Con
scripts in Connection with the Service. – Sõjateadlane, Vol. 6, pp. 191–192. [Truusa, Talves 2018]
13  Kattai, K.; Kask, K. 2016. Ajateenistuse keskkond kohanemise toetajana. – Sõjateadlane, 
No. 1, pp. 155–156.
14  Hindrikson, R. 2019. Ajateenijate motivatsiooni ja õpihoiakute seosed ning muutumine 
ajas. Lõputöö. Tartu: Kaitseväe Akadeemia, p. 32.
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intention to quit, as well as the relationship of these aspects to  learning out
comes and attrition, using the method of repeated inquiry. This study will 
help to understand the content of conscript training and use the obtained 
knowledge to improve the situation based on the combined effect that the 
motivational aspects analysed herein have on studying. This study will 
also help to determine the extent to which common motivational aspects 
in  general education are applicable to conscript training that is, in essence, 
a learning situation like any other. In general education as well as military 
 training, a student must be supported under the pressure of completing the 
prescribed curriculum and proving his or her development. What makes mili
tary  training special is the compulsive nature of conscription and use of rather 
conventional learning methods15.

2. Relationship between motivational aspects 
and their significance in learning

According to a contemporary approach to learning, the learning motivation 
of students is often determined through motivational aspects such as the per
ception of autonomy, selfefficacy, and appreciation of training16. Learning 
motivation is a concept that helps to explain the relationship that learning 
activities and outcomes have with the views, goals, and values of a student17, 
but also the extent to which a person is either invested in learning or planning 
to terminate their studies18.

One central part of research on coping with studies and learning outcomes 
is selfdetermination theory (SDT) where an individual is perceived as an 
organism that seeks development and to direct his or her own behaviour and, 
therefore, act upon internal motivation. Behaviour that is internally motivated 
requires that the basic psychological needs of a person be satisfied and his or 
her will to operate in an environment with a sense of development and satis
faction be supported. Basic psychological needs include (1) autonomy (a need 

15  Sinnep, S. 2018. Muutused või traditsioonid kaitseväe instruktorite õpetamispraktikates. – 
Sõjateadlane, No. 9, pp. 146–147.
16  Anderman, Dawson 2011, p. 223.
17  Rowell, L.; Hong, E. 2013. Academic motivation: Concepts, strategies, and counseling 
approaches. – Professional School Counseling, Vol. 16(3), pp. 162–165.
18  Schunk, D. H. 2012. Learning Theories: An Educational Perspective. Sixth Edition. Boston: 
Pearson Education, Inc., p. 346.
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to have control over personal behaviour and life), (2) competency (a need to 
be good at something), and (3) coherence, belonging to a social group and 
being accepted19.

In the academic environment, perception of autonomy is considered to 
be the most important of these, whereas whether autonomy as a basic need is 
satisfied or not depends on the extent to which a student feels the freedom to 
make choices and decisions, meaning that he or she has control over his or her 
own learning activities20. Perception of something means that a person con
strues meaning to a phenomenon in an external environment based on his or 
her earlier knowledge and information obtained through sensory reflection21.

In the context of being invested in or terminating studies, when we are 
 trying to explain learning motivation we should, in addition to the basic 
needs, also analyse selfefficacy which means the belief of a person in his 
or her abilities, or a sense of being able to achieve something22. According 
to SDT, selfefficacy is also considered a basic need to be competent, but it 
includes the aspect of being focused on the future23. According to expectancy
value theory, selfefficacy is also related to expectations, meaning that study 
motivation is derived from the expectations that a student has set on his or 
her personal ability to manage any given assignment24. All the aforemen
tioned motivational aspects are, in addition to factors external to studies25, an 
important part of forming the intention to quit which, ultimately, leads to the 
termination of studies26.

19  Ryan, R. M.; Deci, E. L. 2000. Selfdetermination theory and the facilitation of  intrinsic 
motivation, social development, and wellbeing. – American Psychologist, Vol. 55(1), 
pp. 68–72. [Ryan, Deci 2000]
20  Deci, E. L.; Vallerand, R. J.; Pelletier, L. G.; Ryan, R. M. 1991. Motivation and Education: 
The SelfDetermination Perspective. – Educational Psychologist, Vol. 26(3&4), p. 342.
21  O’Donnell, A. M.; Reeve, J.; Smith, J. K. 2007. Educational Psychology: Reflection for 
Action. New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., p. 242.
22  Bandura 1997, p. 3.
23  Ryan, Deci 2000, p. 68.
24  Eccles, Wigfield 2002, pp. 118–119.
25  Vallerand, Fortier, Guay 1997, p. 1172.
26  Hardré, Reeve 2003, pp. 354–355; Vallerand, Fortier, Guay 1997, p. 1172.
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2.1. The significance of autonomy in learning,  
and supporting it in studies

If a person perceives autonomy, it means that he or she has a sense of self 
determination and satisfaction, feeling highly motivated and in control of 
his or her life. Even in the more specific context of learning and forming the 
motivation to learn, perception of autonomy and other basic needs are impor
tant because they support internal motivation and wellbeing in doing some
thing27. The perception of autonomy in an academic environment  largely 
depends on the availability of options, provision of explanations, and accep
tance of feelings through which a student feels in charge of his or her  learning 
activities28. For a student to have a perception of autonomy, the learning 
 environment must offer options. Supporting autonomy in an academic con
text primarily means that a teacher supports a student in developing internal 
motivation, important aspects of which are arousing interest, offering chal
lenges, providing options, and accepting the negative emotions of a student, 
while the teacher remains open and understanding29.

This is contrasted with a controlling (traditional) academic environment 
where students are focused on following orders and a teacher commu nicates 
with students in a controlling and authoritative manner, causing them to 
feel negative emotions and hindering learning30 as this does not support 
independent thinking, finding solutions, or any other activities that arouse 
the inte rest of students or make them feel in charge of the learning process. 
 Studies have shown that students recognise whether a teaching method sup
ports or reduces autonomy31, indicating that autonomy is adequately sensed 
in the learning environment.

Different studies have also shown that situations where a teacher is 
supportive of the autonomy of students have a positive effect on school 

27  Niemiec, C. P.; Ryan, R. M. 2009. Autonomy, competence, and relatedness in the classroom: 
Applying selfdetermination theory to educational practice. – Theory and Research in Edu
cation, Vol. 7(2), p. 141.
28  Ryan, Deci 2017, pp. 97–98.
29  Reeve, J.; Hyungshim, J. 2006. What teachers say and do to support students’ autonomy 
during a learning activity. – Journal of Educational Psychology, Vol. 98(1), p. 211. [Reeve, 
Hyungshim 2006]
30  Jang, H.; Reeve, J.; Deci, E. L. 2010. Engaging students in learning activities: It is not 
autonomy support or structure but autonomy support and structure. – Journal of Educational 
Psychology, Vol. 102(3), pp. 592–593.
31  Reeve, Hyungshim 2006, pp. 216–217.
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 engagement32 and the pleasure obtained from learning33, have an impact 
on the persistence and commitment of students34, and, in turn, decrease the 
 intention to terminate studies35. It has also been revealed that, while a  learning 
environment that supports autonomy has a strong positive corre lation with 
learning motivation, it is insignificantly or not at all related to better  learning 
outcomes36. Therefore, neither the support nor perception of auto nomy 
 necessarily  guarantees better learning outcomes or entirely  excludes the inten
tion to quit but, instead, it helps to mediate, for example, the self regulation 
abilities and the perception of the individual capabilities of a person37.

Even though the Estonian educational system has adopted a con tempo
rary approach to learning that emphasises the importance of  supporting 
 auto nomy38, and instead of being teachercentred, learning is student 
centred39, a recent study revealed that the experiences that university stu
dents have with studying and teaching indicate a traditional approach to 
learning40. According to the cited study, the teacher is an authority, learning 
is mostly factbased, and activities are rather moderately thought through41. 
Military training is also considered controlling and instructorcentred; such 

32  Wei, L.; Wenyang, G.; Jingrong, S. 2020. Perceived Teacher Autonomy Support and School 
Engagement of Tibetan Students in Elementary and Middle Schools: Mediating Effect of Self
Efficacy and Academic Emotions. – Frontiers in Psychology. https://www.frontiersin.org/arti
cles/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00050/full (03.11.2021).
33  Reeve, Hyungshim 2006, p. 213.
34  Vansteenkiste, M.; Simons, J.; Lens, W.; Sheldon, K. M.; Deci, E. L. 2004. Motivating 
learning, performance, and persistence: The synergistic effects of intrinsic goal contents and 
autonomysupportive contexts. – Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, Vol. 87(2), 
p. 246.
35  Hardré, Reeve 2003, p. 352.
36  Furtak, E. M.; Kunter, M. 2012. Effects of autonomysupportive teaching on student 
 learning and motivation. – The Journal of Experimental Education, Vol. 80(3), pp. 308–310. 
[Furtak, Kunter 2012]
37  Ryan, Deci 2000, pp. 68–72.
38  Heidmets, M.; Slabina, P. 2017. Õpikäsitus kooliuuenduse kontekstis. – Heidmets, M. (ed.) 
Õpikäsitus: teooriad, uurimused, mõõtmine. Analüütiline ülevaade. Tallinn: Tallinna Ülikool, 
p. 6.
39  Vinter, K. 2017. Traditsiooniline vs konstruktivistlik õpikäsitus. – Heidmets, M. (ed.). 
Õpikäsitus: teooriad, uurimused, mõõtmine. Analüütiline ülevaade. Tallinn: Tallinna Ülikool, 
pp. 12–13.
40  Jõgi, L.; Karu, K.; Krabi, K.; Sarv, A.; Tropp, K. N.; Karm, M. 2014. Üliõpilaste tajutud 
muutused õppejõudude õpetamispraktikas. Tartu: Primus Archimedes, pp. 51–52.
41  Ibid.

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00050/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00050/full
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an  understanding is  supported by studies conducted in various countries42, 
including  Estonia43. Past studies have indicated that a contemporary approach 
to learning is  applied rather unconsciously and arbitrarily44. Therefore, an 
academic environ ment that supports autonomy may not be so common in the 
Defence Forces;  increased support of autonomy in conscript training might 
help to advance the interest and will of students/conscripts to participate in 
military training.

It is fair to assume that conscripts might have to adjust to somewhat dif
ferent teaching methods during conscription compared to those that they 
are used to, and the extent of support of autonomy may vary in this context, 
depending on, for example, the approach preferred by different instructors. 
However, we must remember that an environment that supports autonomy 
may not be equally acceptable to everyone and adjustment may take time45. 
Therefore, it is important to study the perception of autonomy over a  longer 
period of time and to determine its relationship with other motivational 
 aspects. It is also important to explain the extent to which the relationships 
found in general education apply to compulsory military training.

2.2. The significance of self-efficacy in learning  
and supporting it in studies

Selfefficacy is defined as the belief of a person in his or her individual  ability 
to perform an assignment or achieve goals, representing an aspect that  affects 
the choices and decisions of a person, their quality, personal moti vation, and 
ability to resist external factors along with vulnerability to stress and depres
sion. A person operates and modifies his or her behaviour  pursuant to his or 
her individual performance and emotional response to received  feedback46. 

42  Juhary, J. 2015. Understanding military pedagogy. – Procedia – Social and Behavioral 
 Sciences, Vol. 186, pp. 1259–1261; Zacharakis, J.; van der Werff, J. A. 2012. The future of adult 
education in the military. – New Directions for Adult and Continuing Education, Vol. 136, pp. 
96–97.
43  Amer, M.; Ganina, S. 2016. Ajateenijate nooremallohvitseride kursusel kasutatavate õppe
meetodite valik. – Sõjateadlane, No. 1, p. 187, Sinnep 2018, pp. 146–147.
44  Värno, P.; Soomere, T.; Lepp, L. 2019. Kaitseväe Ühendatud Õppeasutuste taktika
õppejõudude arusaamad nüüdisaegse õpikäsituse olemusest ja rakendamisest. – Sõjateadlane, 
No. 10, p. 53. [Värno, Soomere, Lepp 2019]
45  Reeve, J. 2009. Why teachers adopt a controlling motivating style toward students and how 
they can become more autonomy supportive. – Educational Psychologist, Vol. 44(3), p. 170.
46  Bandura 1997, pp. 36–38.
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Selfefficacy is a universal motivational aspect that affects people regardless 
of their cultural environment and context of activities47.

Although capability is related to selfefficacy and mental capability may 
help to better predict learning outcomes48, the significance of selfefficacy 
is not restricted to the level of capability. The relationship between self 
efficacy and learning outcomes can be better understood in the example 
of the  specific behaviour of students with higher selfconfidence. Students 
make  academic choices in favour of the things in which they feel more secure 
and tend to avoid the things in which confidence is lacking49. Students with 
greater selfefficacy tend to be more persistent and continue studying under 
stressful  circumstances even despite setbacks50, think less about quitting and 
 actually terminate their studies less51. At the same time, greater selfefficacy 
is  generally characteristic of people with greater cognitive capabilities52 and, 
therefore, proneness to achieve better learning outcomes.

Over time, as a person gets more experienced, selfefficacy might be 
 altered because a person learns to assess his or her own abilities more pre
cisely. However, if the process is paved with negative emotions, this will nega
tively affect selfefficacy53. In the case of lacking competency, a person’s belief 
in his or her own abilities may be faulty and such a situation may later hinder 
learning because expectations to succeed are high but the actual level of capa
bility prevents him or her from achieving results54.

47  Luszczynska, A.; Gutiérrez-Doña, B.; Schwarzer, R. 2005. General selfefficacy in vari
ous domains of human functioning: Evidence from five countries. – International Journal of 
Psychology, Vol. 40(2), pp. 87–88.
48  Watkins, M. W.; Lei, P.-W.; Canivez, G. L. 2007. Psychometric intelligence and achieve
ment: A crosslagged panel analysis. – Intelligence, Vol. 35(1), pp. 66–67.
49  Schunk, D. H. 1995. Selfefficacy, motivation, and performance. – Journal of Applied Sport 
Psychology, Vol. 7(2), p. 133.
50  Tinto, V. 2017. Through the eyes of students. – Journal of College Student Retention: 
Research, Theory & Practice, Vol. 19(3), pp. 6–8. [Tinto 2017]
51  Peguero, A. A.; Shaffer, K. A. 2015. Academic selfefficacy, dropping out, and the signifi
cance of inequality. – Sociological Spectrum, Vol. 35(1), pp. 57–58. [Peguero, Shaffer 2015]
52  Truxillo, D. M.; Seitz, R.; Bauer, T. N. 2008. The Role of Cognitive Ability in SelfEffi
cacy and SelfAssessed Test Performance. – Journal of Applied Social Psychology, Vol. 38(4), 
pp. 910–914.
53  Schunk, D. H.; DiBenedetto, M. K. 2016. SelfEfficacy Theory in Education. – 
 Wentzel, K. R.; Miele, D. B. (eds.) Handbook of Motivation at School. London: Routledge, 
p. 36. [Schunk, DiBenedetto 2016]
54  Pajares, F. 1996. SelfEfficacy Beliefs in Academic Settings. American Educational 
Research Association. San Francisco: Emory University, pp. 22–23. https://doi.org/10.3102/ 
00346543066004543 (13.11.2021). [Pajares 1996]

https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543066004543 
https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543066004543 
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A learning environment may affect selfefficacy, for example, through the 
provision of feedback and treatment of students55. In general, greater self
efficacy is supported by previous success, role models, verbal persuasion, and 
the physical and mental state of a person56. Therefore, the learning environ
ment can help to increase selfefficacy and support one’s efforts in their 
 studies which, in turn (and thanks to previous achievements), will help them 
to maintain a high level of selfefficacy and achieve great things in the future.

Even though selfefficacy is one important motivational aspect, it is not 
enough to explain the success or failure of a student. If a student with high 
selfefficacy fails to understand how the subjects taught to them will support 
his or her personal goals, this will negatively affect his or her performance and 
efforts in studies57. Therefore, the impact of selfefficacy must be studied in 
relation with other motivational aspects.

2.3. The significance of valuing learning  
in an academic context

Expectancyvalue theory is used to explain how perceiving learning as some
thing important, useful, and interesting supports studies58, whereas expec
tations are derived from the assessment of a student on the probability of his 
or her personal success and are largely based on previous competency. Besides 
expectations, another important factor that helps to explain motivation is the 
value attributed by a student to studying and learning outcomes. Value can 
be attributed to learning, or training valued, in different categories that may 
manifest in the importance of learning, its compliance with the personal goals 
of a student, feeling pleasure and sensing importance, but also in unwelcome 
side effects. Still, the appreciation of training primarily affects the academic 
choices of a person and the development of educational and professional 
 proceedings in general, referring to a different impact compared to how the 
expectations of a student affect learning outcomes59.

55  Pajares, F. 2006. SelfEfficacy During Childhood and Adolescence. Implications for 
 Teachers and Parents. – Urdan, T.; Pajares, F. (eds.) SelfEfficacy Beliefs of Adolescents. 
 Greenwich, Connecticut: Information Age Publishing, pp. 364–366.
56  Bandura 1997, p. 79.
57  Schunk, DiBenedetto 2016, p. 36.
58  Wigfield, A.; Eccles, J. S. 1992. The development of achievement task values: A theoretical 
analysis. – Developmental Review, Vol. 12, pp. 39–40.
59  Eccles, Wigfield 2002, pp. 118–121.



21MOTIVATIONAL ASPECTS IN CONSCRIPT TRAININg AND ThEIR IMPACT

According to expectancyvalue theory, learning motivation is approached 
through beliefs obtained from competency (cf. selfefficacy) as well as the 
combined impact of appreciating learning and its outcomes. The apprecia
tion of training could, on the one hand, be based on meaningful training 
and teaching methods that make the studied subjects interesting and  learning 
activities pleasant. On the other hand, the appreciation of training could be 
derived from intentions that affect learning and are based on goals  unrelated 
to studies but have to do with the need to actually apply new knowledge 
( obtained skills, status, career development, etc.), i.e., benefitting from the 
studies in the future60.

Therefore, it is important to offer conscripts valuable training to motivate 
them to continue contributing to national defence in the future. A conscript 
with more experiences, maybe with a background in the Defence League, 
may have set higher expectations on training and it might lose value if he or 
she fails to see the benefits of conscription or its contribution to his or her 
personal goals or career in the Defence Forces. One might argue that military 
training cannot consider the interests and expectations of each individual 
conscript, which is why it may be difficult to support it through appreciation 
of training. On the other hand, if participants are given attention, their auto
nomy is supported, meaningful and exciting training is offered, and the signi
ficance of the content of the studies is explained to them, they might be more 
accepting of the subjects offered and, over time, come to appreciate them61.

2.4. Developing the intention to quit

If a student quits his or her studies before concluding the assigned curricula, it 
is called dropping out or terminating studies. However, there is usually a longer 
process behind the decision to terminate one’s studies during which the inten
tion to quit developed62, and this process is affected by a number of factors63.

Different studies have revealed the correlation between the intention to 
quit and an actual termination of studies64. From the viewpoint of a student, 

60  Simons, J.; Vansteenkiste, M.; Lens, W.; Lacante, M. 2004. Placing motivation and 
future time perspective theory in a temporal perspective. – Educational Psychology Review, 
Vol. 16(2), pp. 135–136.
61  Ryan, Deci 2000, p. 76.
62  Kerby 2015, pp. 155–156.
63  Aljohani, O. 2016. A Comprehensive Review of the Major Studies and Theoretical Models 
of Student Retention in Higher Education. – Higher Education Studies, Vol. 6(2), pp. 11–13.
64  Vallerand, Fortier, Guay 1997, p. 1172.
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the termination of studies is primarily related with a relevant intention that is, 
in turn, affected by factors deriving from studies as well as from independent 
external circumstances, for example, engagement in professional or family 
obligations or other social economic issues65. The intention to quit has also 
been associated with emotional issues and a loss of interest66. In the case of 
conscripts, however, discharge from training (attrition) is often caused by 
physical or mental health issues, primarily mental or behavioural disorders67. 
These are complemented by the fear developed during the adjustment  period 
of conscription of an unfamiliar environment, financial management, and the 
restriction of freedom of action68. Adjustment to conscription is also hindered 
by previous negative experiences regarding commanding methods and the 
significance of training69; similar negative experiences during the adjustment 
period also predicted attrition among Finnish conscripts70. The occurrence 
and aggravation of psychological difficulties may also be related to the  nature 
of training or service. Similarly to general education schools, experiences 
 obtained during the adjustment period of the first semester or school year 
are crucial in successive decisions. An obtained subject or activity that would, 
under different circumstances, have great significance might be irrelevant 
to a student if it does not associate with future benefits or is insufficiently 
 explained71. Consequently, over the brief period when a conscript is engaged 
in compulsory military training, things like the extent to which a conscript 
decides to contribute to national defence in future reservist training might 
become incredibly important.

Consequently, attrition may be affected by negative experiences obtained 
during training or service and the intention to quit tends to intensify during 
the first period of training when a person is still adjusting to new circum
stances and living arrangements. However, according to a study conducted 
among new conscripts in Canada, a firm setting of rules and living arrange
ments is not related to the intention to quit; rather, conscript training is termi
nated by people whose views or state of health had already implanted the 

65  Ots, Leijen, Pedaste 2012, pp. 143–144.
66  Must, Must 2017, pp. 247–248.
67  Kaitseministeerium 2019, p. 20.
68  Truusa, Talves 2018, pp. 191–192.
69  Kattai, Kask 2016, pp. 155–156.
70  Salo, M. 2008. Determinants of military adjustment and attrition during Finnish conscript 
service. Tampere University Press, pp. 191–196. [Salo 2008]
71  Tinto 2017, pp. 9–10.
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intention to quit in their minds before the beginning of conscription72. There
fore, the intention to quit and decision to terminate training may be caused 
by factors unrelated to the training, e.g., views that do not accommodate con
scription. Regardless of our theory of the relationship between motivational 
aspects, we might find unexpected connections.

3. Objective and method

The objective of this study is to determine the relationship that the perception 
of autonomy has with selfefficacy, appreciation of training, and intention to 
quit during conscription, and the relationship of these aspects with learning 
outcomes and attrition, using the method of repeated inquiry.

Based on the available theories, two hypotheses were established to serve this 
objective:

1) Perception of autonomy during conscription is a positive indicator of 
 future selfefficacy and appreciation of training, and a negative indicator 
of intention to quit.

2) Perception of autonomy during conscription is a positive indicator of the 
learning outcomes of conscription and a negative indicator of an inten
tion to quit and attrition.

3.1. Sample

This study was conducted among 392 conscripts who were drafted into 
the Kuperjanov Infantry Battalion in 2019. Inquiries were conducted twice 
 during the basic course for a soldier: the first time among 357 conscripts 
(91.1% of the sample), and the second time among 342 conscripts (87.2% of 
the sample). Repeated inquiries provided associated data from a total of 321 
conscripts (81.8% of the sample). The average age of conscripts was 19.9 years 
and the number of women in the final sample was 5 (1.56%).

72  Godlewski, R.; Kline, T. 2012. A model of voluntary turnover in male Canadian Forces 
recruits. – Military Psychology, Vol. 24(3), pp. 264–265. [Godlewski, Kline 2012]
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3.2. Procedure

An electronic questionnaire was available to conscripts in the elearning 
 environment ILIAS of the Estonian Defence Forces on the third and seventh 
training week (second to last day of the basic course for a soldier). Partici
pation was voluntary and the inquiry was conducted with the permission 
of the Commander of the Kuperjanov Infantry Battalion. All participants 
were introduced to the objective of the survey and the purpose of using their 
data, and they were informed that by answering the questionnaire they gave 
consent for participation, that answering the inquiry was voluntary, and that 
analysis would be nonpersonalised. Questionnaires were answered on tablet 
computers; immediately before answering, tickets with personalised pass
words were handed out to access the questionnaire in ILIAS. Answering took 
approximately six minutes.

3.3. Data collection method

For the purpose of measuring motivational aspects, a questionnaire was 
 designed on the perception of autonomy, selfefficacy, appreciation of 
 training, and intention to quit (KVAEVL) by adjusting relevant measuring 
instruments by researchers of other countries (see Table 1).

3.3.1. KV-AEVL questionnaire

Table 1. Sections of the AEVL questionnaire, sources along with description, and credibility

Researched  
phenomenon Source and description Cronbach’s 

alpha

Perception of autonomy 
in training (PA)

Learning Climate Questionnaire adapted  
6item version73

0.81

Self-efficacy in  
training (SE)

7point SelfEfficacy Scale used in a survey 
conducted in the Norwegian military academies 
(Navy, Air Force, and Army)74

0.89

73  Alcaraz, S.; Viladrich, C.; Torregrosa, M. 2013. Less time, better quality. Shortening 
question naires to assess team environment and goal orientation. – The Spanish Journal of 
Psychology, Vol. 16, p. 9.
74  Buch, R.; Säfvenbom, R.; Boe, O. 2015. The relationships between academic selfefficacy, 
intrinsic motivation, and perceived competence. – Journal of Military Studies, Vol. 6, p. 12. 
https://sciendo.com/pdf/10.1515/jms20160195 (03.11.2021).

https://sciendo.com/pdf/10.1515/jms-2016-0195
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Researched  
phenomenon Source and description Cronbach’s 

alpha

Appreciation of  
training (AT)

3item scale used in a survey conducted among 
the conscripts of the Royal Netherlands Navy75

0.80

Intention to quit  
training (IQ)

Initially used as a 2item scale76, later altered 
as a 3item scale in a survey conducted in 
the Royal Netherlands Navy77

0.63

0.79

All statements in the questionnaire could be assessed on a 7point scale, 
where 1 was equivalent to “do not agree” and 7 was equivalent to “totally 
agree”. The middle of the scale (4 points) was equivalent to “it varies”. All 
 sections of the questionnaire were adjusted to Estonian using a translation 
and back translation method.

For the second inquiry the statements used in the questionnaire were 
modified and formatted in the past tense (for example, the phrase am  learning 
was replaced with was learning in the second inquiry) because the second set 
of data was collected right after the course was completed. After the first data 
collection, the formatting of one statement in the survey regarding the inten
tion to quit training was amended (changed back to an affirmative form) to 
improve the measurement properties of that part of the questionnaire.

The validity of the measurement model of the questionnaire was assessed 
as a measuring invariance between the two measurements. An overview 
of the statistics that characterise the questionnaire is provided in Annex 1. 
The qualities of the designed means of measurement were monitored with 
confirmatory factor analysis using JASP, a program for statistical analysis, 
 version 0.10.278. Based on the theoretical construction of the means of mea
surement, the next step was to conduct confirmatory factor analysis with 
the data  collected with the two measurements, where latent variables were 
(1) perception of autonomy, (2) selfefficacy, (3) appreciation of training, 
and (4) inten tion to quit; analysis of each factor included the variables of 
statements from  relevant sections of the questionnaire. The estimator of the 

75  Delahaij, R.; Theunissen, N. C.; Six, C. 2014. The influence of autonomy support on 
selfregulatory processes and attrition in the Royal Dutch Navy. – Learning and Individual 
 Dif ferences, Vol. 30, p. 179; [Delahaij, Theunissen, Six 2014] Hardré, Reeve 2003, p. 349.
76  Vallerand, Fortier, Guay 1997, p. 1164.
77  Delahaij, Theunissen, Six 2014, p. 179.
78  Goss-Sampson, M. 2019. Statistical Analysis in JASP 0.10.2: A Guide for Students. 2nd ed. 
https://jaspstats.org/jaspmaterials/ (03.11.2021). [Goss-Sampson 2019]

https://jasp-stats.org/jasp-materials/
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analysis was Diago nally Weighed Least Squares (DWLS) which is considered 
more precise in  situations where data are not subject to normal distribution, 
and suitable for models of categorical variables79. Factors could correlate; the 
analysis utilised oblique rotation with the Oblimin method.

The results confirmed that this fourfactor model fits both the first and the 
second measurement (the first measurement: χ2(113, 356) = 112.08; p = 0.507, 
χ2/df = 0.99; CFI = 1.00; TLI = 1.00; RMSEA = 0.00; the second measure
ment: χ2(113, 342) = 86.75; p = 0.968, χ2/df = 0.78; CFI = 1.00; TLI = 1.01; 
RMSEA = 0.00). Both times, factor loadings (see Annex 2) ranged from 0.63 
to 0.89. Correlations between the factors of same aspects were of a positive 
covariance for the same aspects in both measurements, primarily moderate 
or strong (except the correlation between perception of autonomy and inten
tion to quit according to the first measurement), ranging from 0.35 to 0.79 
for both measurements, and of statistical significance (p < 0.001). Different 
relationships are more thoroughly discussed in Chapter 4.

For the purpose of determining the comparability of the measurement 
results, a measurement invariance analysis was first conducted using Multi
group Structural Equation Modelling, e.g., determining the comparability of 
measurement results from the same people at different times.

Configural invariance was assessed by restricting the means of factors and 
residuals of analysis. This is a socalled weak assessment on the compara bility 
of measurements to determine whether the same statements can measure the 
same factors on different data collection instances. Additionally, on both 
 instances, strict invariance was assessed, whereas in the case of configural 
invariance, restrictions were also added to factor loadings and thresholds of 
the model to make the comparability of measurements more precise80.

Analysis of the compliance between the results of the first and second 
measurement confirmed the configural invariance (χ2(243, 699) = 216.88; 
p = 0.885; CLI = 1.00; TLI = 1.00; RMSEA = 0.00) and a strict invariance 
(χ2(256, 699) = 235.44; p = 0.817; CLI = 1.00; TLI = 1.00; RMSEA = 0.00) of 
measurements. Therefore, the statements within the means of measurement 
measured the same aspects correspondingly both times. Consequently, the 
results of the two measurements can be considered comparable.

79  Mindrila, D. 2010. Maximum likelihood (ML) and diagonally weighed least squares 
(DWLS) procedures: A comparison of estimation bias with ordinal and multivariate nonnor
mal data. – International Journal of Digital Society, Vol. 1(1), p. 61.
80  Schroeders, U.; Wilhelm, O. 2011. Equivalence of reading and listening comprehension 
across test media. – Educational and Psychological Measurement, Vol. 71(5), pp. 862–864.
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3.3.2. Study results and attrition

In order to find the relationships that study results and attrition have with 
other motivational aspects, we used the examination results of conscripts of 
the basic course for a soldier and the data of conscripts actually discharged 
from service.

Study results

Permission to use examination results for this analysis was granted by the 
Commander of the Kuperjanov Infantry Battalion. Scores from six parts of 
the basic course for the soldier examination were used:

1) Mobility on a battlefield (M = 7.81, SD = 1.59, MIN = 2, MAX = 10)
2) Position defence (M = 11.92, SD = 2.61, MIN = 1, MAX = 16)
3) Shooting test No. 3 (M = 42.94, SD = 11.75, MIN = 1, MAX = 60)
4) Entity (M = 14.52, SD = 2.51, MIN = 1, MAX = 16)
5) Formation (M = 16.64, SD = 2.88, MIN = 1, MAX = 18)
6) First aid on a battlefield (M = 6.70, SD = 1.38, MIN = 1, MAX = 8)

The measurement properties of these parts of examination are unknown and 
these results were used in the same form that the Battalion disclosed.

For the purpose of characterising the study results of each participant, 
the scores of all parts of examination were standardised and transferred to a  
tscale (an average of 50 points and standard deviation of 10 points)81. Based 
on the results of the aforementioned six parts of the basic course for the 
 soldier examination, a separate factor was formed with confirmatory factor 
analysis (χ2(9, 342) = 3.46; p = 0.943; CFI = 1.00; TLI = 1.05; RMSEA = 0.00) 
which revealed that all parts of examination fit well with the same factor, and 
the indicators range from 0.59 to 0.69 and are of statistical significance.

Attrition

Permission to use statistical data on conscripts discharged from service and 
compare it with the measurements of this study was granted by the Com
mander of the 2nd Infantry Brigade. A total of 28 draftees were discharged 
from service, 19 of whom had answered the questionnaire the first time. For 

81  Mikk, J. 2002. Ainetestid. Tartu: Tartu Ülikool, pedagoogika osakond, p. 64. https://kodu.
ut.ee/~jaanm/ainetestid.pdf (13.11.2021).

https://kodu.ut.ee/~jaanm/ainetestid.pdf
https://kodu.ut.ee/~jaanm/ainetestid.pdf


MARIO LEMENTA, ÜLLE SääLIK, AIVAR OTS, INgA KARTON28

the purpose of this analysis, a binary variable (N = 356) was designed: “0” – 
not discharged (94.67%); “1” – discharged (5.33%).

3.4. Data analysis

Assessments of individual questions about the motivational aspects under 
analysis were assembled under latent indicators using the confirmatory 
 factor analysis method where variables that represent the assessments given 
to different statements are categorised pursuant to a theoretically con structed 
structure to determine the existing factors. Correlations between aspects 
are analysed concurrently crosssectionally and on two different points in 
time. Previous studies have shown that the aspects analysed herein  correlate, 
whereas the relationship between two aspects may be affected by other  aspects 
involved. Therefore, suitable methods of analysis are those that  enable one to 
complexly explain the relationship between latent traits while also con sidering 
their connection with other factors. Analysis like this can be conducted using 
structural equation modelling (SEM) where confirmatory factor analysis 
 enables one to combine the formation of latent variables and determine their 
correlation with regression and correlation analysis82. Analytical assessment 
can reveal the extent to which the model of determined relationships is in 
concordance with the data set used (assessing the fit of a model).

Analysis was conducted with the data analysis program JASP version 
0.10.2 which can be used for confirmatory factor analysis and SEM analysis 
due to lavaan, the additional package R of the program83. For the purpose 
of determining interfactorial relations of measurements conducted at two 
separate points in time, one way of applying SEM was the crosslagged panel 
model84 with latent variables. In order to determine the types of relations 
where one aspect could affect a second aspect through a third, regression
based mediation analysis was used within SEM85.

82  Rosseel, Y. 2020. The lavaan tutorial. Department of Data Analysis: Ghent University, 
pp. 4–11. https://lavaan.ugent.be/tutorial/tutorial.pdf (03.11.2021). [Rosseel 2020]
83  Ibid.
84  Kearney, M. W. 2017. CrossLagged Panel Analysis. – Allen, M. (ed.). The SAGE Encyclo
pedia of Communication Research Methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 
pp. 313–314.
85  Selig, J. P.; Little, T. D. 2012. Autoregressive and crosslagged panel analysis for longi tudinal 
data. – Laursen, B.; Little, T. D.; Card, N. A. (eds.). Handbook of Developmental Research 
Methods. The Guilford Press, p. 265; Elmes, D. G.; Kantowitz, B. H.; Roediger III, H. L. 2013. 
Psühholoogia uurimismeetodid. Tartu: Tartu Ülikooli Kirjastus, pp. 42–43.

https://lavaan.ugent.be/tutorial/tutorial.pdf
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4. Results

To determine the relationship between different motivational aspects and 
study behaviour, all aspects were approached complexly. First, their inter
relation was assessed crosssectionally and with repeated inquiries, focusing 
on the perception of autonomy. Then, the options offered by the SEM method 
were utilised to explain the estimated connection that these aspects have with 
study behaviour while also foregrounding the role of autonomy.

4.1. Connections between motivational aspects cross-sectionally  
and based on repeated inquiries

For the purpose of determining crosssectional relations, analysis was based 
on the crosssectional correlations of factors determined with a  factor  analysis 
of both measurements (see Table 2) which revealed that, crosssectionally, 
 different factors are generally correlated moderately or strongly86 and with a 
statistical significance ( p < 0.001). The perception of autonomy was mode
rately or strongly and positively correlated with selfefficacy (rt1 = 0.42; 
rt2 = 0.60) and appreciation of training (rt1 = 0.45; rt2 = 0.65). Weaker negative 
corre lations were with the intention to quit (rt1 = –0.20; rt2 = –0.35). Com
pared to the first measurement, it was distinct from the second measure ment 
that the correlation of perception of autonomy with other factors significantly 
intensi fied. Selfefficacy had a strong positive correlation with  appreciation of 
training (rt1 = 0.65; rt2 = 0.75) and a strong negative corre lation with intention 
to quit (rt1 = –0.79; rt2 = –0.70). Appreciation of training had a strong negative 
correlation with intention to quit (rt1 = –0.52; rt2 = –0.53). Consequently, as 
expected, all aspects are positively correlated pursuant to both measurements 
and the intensity of correlation varies from weak to strong.

86  The Hemphill coefficient. (Hemphill, J. F. 2003. Interpreting the magnitudes of correlation 
coefficients. – American Psychologist, Vol. 58(1), p. 78) and the Cohen coefficient (Cohen, J. 
1992. Statistical power analysis. – Current Directions in Psychological Science, Vol. 1(3), 
pp. 98–101), where correlation is considered moderate from r = 0.30 and strong from r = 0.50.
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Table 2. Interfactorial correlations on two measurements (t1 and t2).

Factors
Correlation coefficient (ρ)

t1 t2

PA ↔ SE 0.42 0.60
PA ↔ AT 0.45 0.65
PA ↔ IQ –0.2 –0.35
SE ↔ AT 0.65 0.75
SE ↔ IQ –0.79 –0.70
AT ↔ IQ –0.52 –0.53

Note: All estimations are of statistical significance (p < 0.001).

To reveal the changes that take place over time and their interrelation, we 
analysed the connections and mutual dependence of aspects determined with 
both measurements. The crosslagged panel model (χ2(512, 321) = 442.96; 
p = 0.988; CFI = 1.00; TLI = 1.00; RMSEA = 0.00) revealed (see Table 3) 
that the correlations between different aspects between measurements were 
mostly strong and statistically significant (p < 0.001).

Table 3. Interfactorial correlations in repeated inquiries on two measurements (t1 and t2).

Factors Correlation 
coefficient (ρ)t1 t2

PA ↔ PA 0.57
SE ↔ SE 0.84
AT ↔ AT 0.80
IQ ↔ IQ 0.91
PA ↔ SE 0.32
PA ↔ AT 0.34
PA ↔ IQ –0.29
SE ↔ PA 0.41
SE ↔ AT 0.59
SE ↔ IQ –0.64
AT ↔ PA 0.49
AT ↔ SE 0.57
AT ↔ IQ –0.47
IQ ↔ PA –0.35

IQ ↔ SE –0.68
IQ ↔ AT –0.47

Note: All estimations are of statistical significance (p < 0.001).
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What stands out is the correlation of earlier perception of autonomy with 
later selfefficacy (r = 0.32) and appreciation of training (r = 0.34), and a weak 
nega tive correlation with intention to quit (r = –0.29). Strong correlation 
(auto correlation) with selfefficacy (r = 0.84) and intention to quit (r = 0.91) 
is evident from both measurements. Therefore, the connections revealed with 
repeated inquiries were of similar types as crosssectional correlations. Previ
ously perceived autonomy had a positive and moderate correlation with later 
measured selfefficacy and appreciation of training, and a weak and negative 
correlation with intention to quit.

For the purpose of determining the changes that take place over time and 
their mutual dependence, a crosspanel model was used to analyse the data of 
both measurements (χ2(508, 321) = 442.96; p = 0.983; CFI = 1.00; TLI = 1.00; 
RMSEA = 0.00). Even though factor analysis revealed important connections 
between these aspects, the crosslagged panel model did not reveal any signi
ficant effect on several regressions. The model (see Figure 1) reveals that the 
autoregressive variables of all aspects, except perception of autonomy, were 
positive and of statistical significance. 
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Figure 1. Results of the cross-lagged panel model analysis (χ2(508, 321) = 442.96; 
p = 0.983; CFI = 1.00; TLI = 1.00; RMSEA = 0.00)

Note: A representation of important interfactorial correlations (p < 0.05). P – perception of autonomy; A – ap
preciation of training; S – selfefficacy; I – intention to quit; t1 – first measurement; t2 – second measurement.
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Appreciation of training positively predicted later perception of autonomy 
(β = 0.38). Selfefficacy positively predicted appreciation of training (β = 0.28) 
and negatively predicted an intention to quit (β = –0.35). Important corre
lations between the residuals of factors also remained, except between percep
tion of autonomy and intention to quit where the correlation was insigni ficant.

Consequently, the covariance that appeared was not unexpected either for 
regressions or correlations. The analysis did not reveal dependence of other 
aspects on earlier perception of autonomy, which was surprising. But since 
perception of autonomy has a significant crosssectional correlation with self
efficacy, and previous selfefficacy predicted later selfefficacy, appreciation 
of training, and intention to quit, we will see if the perception of autonomy 
revealed any crosssectional mediated correlations with later aspects.

4.2. Mediated correlations

For the purpose of determining mediated correlations, we used the aforemen
tioned crosslagged panel model where the factors of the first measurement 
were complemented with a crosssectional regression to make perception of 
autonomy an independent and selfefficacy a dependent variable. The struc
tural model was complemented with mediation analysis where dependent 
variables were selfefficacy and intention to quit from the second measure
ment, a mediating aspect was selfefficacy from the first measurement, and 
the independent aspect was perception of autonomy from the first measure
ment. The resulting model (see Figure 2) fit the data well (χ2(500, 321) = 
429.73; p = 0.99; CFI = 1.00; TLI = 1.00; RMSEA = 0.00).

In comparison to the previous panel model (see Figure 1), this one revealed 
an autoregression of perception of autonomy (β = 0.43). As for crosslagged 
regressions, it was revealed that later selfefficacy is significantly but  weakly 
and negatively dependant on previous intention to quit (β = –0.15). The 
crosssectional regression between perception of autonomy and self efficacy 
from the first measurement added to the model turned out to be  important 
(β = 0.38). The results of the mediation analysis revealed that perception of 
autonomy, mediated by selfefficacy from the first measurement, had a signi
ficant indirect effect (β = 0.24) and total effect (β = 0.26) on selfefficacy from 
the second measurement, but it did not have a direct impact. A  similar corre
lation mediated by previous selfefficacy also applied to intention to quit from 
the second measurement where an important and negative indirect  effect 
(β = –0.15) and total effect (β = –0.22) appeared for previously  measured 
perception of autonomy, but direct effect did not appear.
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Figure 2. The results of cross-lagged panel model combined with mediation analysis 
(χ2(500, 321) = 429.73; p = 0.99; CFI = 1.00; TLI = 1.00; RMSEA = 0.00)

Note: A representation of important interfactorial correlations (p < 0.05). Drawing regression as a curve 
represents mediation analysis (total effect before brackets, indirect effect inside brackets). P – perception 
of autonomy; A – appreciation of training; S – selfefficacy; I – intention to quit; t1 – first measurement; 
t2 – second measurement.

In conclusion, the perception of autonomy did not predict future appreciation 
of training, even though previous perception of autonomy predicted future 
selfefficacy and negatively predicted an intention to quit, weakly mediated by 
previous selfefficacy. Considering the results of the panel models, the cross
sectional correlation of the established motivational aspects, the correlation 
between repeated measurements, and the estimated theory, we can assume a 
potential revelation of a (combined) impact on the learning behaviour and 
actual accomplishments of conscripts.
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4.3. The relationship that motivational aspects have  
with the learning outcomes of conscripts

The next step was to conduct a regression analysis where the dependent 
 variable was the established factor of learning outcomes and independent 
variables were the perception of autonomy, selfefficacy, appreciation of 
 training, and intention to quit from the second measurement. The model 
fit the data well (χ2(242, 342) = 144.61; p = 1.000; CFI = 1.00; TLI = 1.02; 
RMSEA = 0.00) and described almost a fifth of the variations of learning 
outcomes (R2 = 0.19). Still, we must note that, out of all the independent vari
ables, only selfefficacy predicted learning outcomes with a statistical signifi
cance (β = 0.42; p < 0.001), whereas we found no significant relation between 
perception of autonomy and other aspects.

Since factor analysis and panel models revealed that other aspects were 
crosssectionally related with selfefficacy, we conducted an analysis where 
other factors predicted selfefficacy and the latter, in turn, predicted learning 
outcomes. This model, too, fit the data well (χ2(245, 342) = 148.92; p = 1.000; 
CFI = 1.00; TLI = 1.01; RMSEA = 0.00) and revealed an estimated rela
tion between selfefficacy and learning outcomes (β = 0.42; p < 0.001; see 
 Figure 3, the model on the left). Selfefficacy was also significantly predicted 
by all other aspects involved: perception of autonomy (β = 0.17; p < 0.01), 
apprecia tion of training (β = 0.42; p < 0.001), and intention to quit (β = –0.40; 
p < 0.001). However, the role of perception of autonomy was more modest 
compared to the others in predicting selfefficacy.
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Figure 3. Theoretical “gradual” model (on the left) (χ2(245, 342) = 148.92; p = 1.000; 
CFI = 1.00; TLI = 1.01) and the effect of perception of autonomy (P2) on learning outcomes 
(LO) mediated by self-efficacy (on the right) (χ2(242, 342) = 144.61; p = 1.000; CFI = 1.00; 
TLI = 1.02)
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For the purpose of determining a potential indirect effect of perception of 
auto nomy on learning outcomes, an additional mediation analysis was con
ducted (χ2(242, 342) = 144.61; p = 1.000; CFI = 1.00; TLI = 1.02) which 
 revealed that learning outcomes depended significantly but weakly on 
 perception of autonomy mediated by selfefficacy (β = 0.29; p < 0.001, see 
Figure 3, the model on the right). Total effect (direct plus indirect) was weak 
but of statistical significance (β = 0.21; p < 0.001).

4.4. Relationship between motivational aspects and attrition

For determining the relation between attrition and motivational aspects, we 
conducted a regression analysis where the dependent variable was attrition 
and independent variables were perception of autonomy, selfefficacy, appre
ciation of training, and intention to quit. The analysis model fit the data well 
(χ2(126, 356) = 104.46; p = 0.919; CFI = 1.00; TLI = 1.00; RMSEA = 0.00) and 
described over a third of the variations of attrition (R2 = 0.36). Out of the 
independent variables, intention to quit was the one that predicted attrition, 
as expected (β = 0.70; p < 0.001).

Since we already knew that other involved factors were cross sectionally 
correlated with intention to quit, we conducted an analysis where other 
 motivational aspects predicted intention to quit that, in turn,  predicted 
 attrition. The model fit the data well (χ2(129, 356) = 105.95; p = 0.932; 
CFI = 1.00; TLI = 1.01; RMSEA = 0.00) and revealed an expected relation
ship between intention to quit and attrition (β = 0.57; p < 0.001, see Figure 4, 
the model on the left). Intention to quit was also statistically significantly but 
weakly predicted by perception of autonomy (β = 0.15; p < 0.01) and strongly 
and negatively predicted by selfefficacy (β = –0.80; p < 0.001), whereas the 
relationship with appreciation of training turned out to be insignificant.
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Figure 4. Theoretical “gradual” model (on the left) (χ2(129, 356) = 105.95; p = 0.932; 
CFI = 1.00; TLI = 1.01) and the effect of perception of autonomy (P1) on attrition (ATT) 
mediated by intention to quit (on the right) (χ2(25, 356) = 19.71; p = 0.762; CFI = 1.00; 
TLI = 1.01)
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For the purpose of determining the extent to which perception of autonomy 
may predict attrition, we conducted a mediation analysis to find a poten
tial mediating role of intention to quit. The suitability data of the concluded 
model were good (χ2(25, 356) = 19.71; p = 0.762; CFI = 1.00; TLI = 1.01; 
RMSEA = 0.00; see Figure 4, the model on the right). The results of the 
 analysis revealed that even though perception of autonomy did not have a 
direct relation with attrition, a weak negative but significant relation was 
 revealed through intention to quit (β = –0.12; p < 0.01). The total effect of 
predicting attrition was weak and negative but of statistical significance 
(β = –0.18; p < 0.01).

We can conclude that motivational aspects predict academic success as 
well as attrition relatively well. However, perception of autonomy did not 
show a significant direct effect on the outcomes of study behaviour (learning 
outcomes or attrition), but this is an aspect that indirectly helps to explain 
learning outcomes or quitting studies; for learning outcomes, perception 
of autonomy is mediated by selfefficacy, and for attrition it is mediated by 
 intention to quit.

5. Discussion

Supporting autonomy is uncommon in military training; instead, autonomy 
is rather weakly perceived and the effect of such a perception is not acknowl
edged87. At the same time, the public training manual of the U.S. Army is 
based on a number of aspects found in selfdetermination theory; it gives 
instructions derived from these aspects for planning and conducting training 
with the purpose of improving the quality of training and supporting life
long choices88. It can be concluded, therefore, that motivation theories, more 
widely followed in the civilian world, have found their way into the army 
training programs of developed countries to create favourable conditions for 
encouraging and maintaining learning motivation.

Our initial hypothesis, perception of autonomy during training positively 
predicts appreciation of training, was not confirmed in the example of the 

87  Raabe, J.; Zakrajsek, R. A.; Orme, J. G.; Readdy, T.; Crain, J. A. 2020. Perceived cadre 
behavior, basic psychological need satisfaction, and motivation of US Army ROTC cadets: A 
selfdetermination theory perspective. – Military Psychology, Vol. 32(5), p. 398.
88  Hardy, W. 2015. Enhancing Human Motivation: How Leveraging SelfDetermination 
Theory Can Set the Conditions for Accelerated and Lifelong Learning. Fort Leavenworth, KS: 
Mission Command – Capabilities Development and Integration Directorate, pp. 22–26.
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conscripts that we surveyed, which might suggest that the effect is not the 
same in every learning situation. Therefore, the statement of SDT that the 
more students perceive autonomy, the more they appreciate relative training 
in later life89 was not in accordance with the outcomes of this study. We must 
remember that, for the conscripts who participated in this study, military 
training was novel, many underwent the training reluctantly, and they did 
not associate it with benefits in later life. Considering the fact that a study 
conducted among conscripts in 2018–2019 revealed that more than half of 
conscripts would have preferred not to participate in conscription or partici
pated reluctantly90, we can assume that a positive attitude towards conscrip
tion tends to be the exception rather than the rule and a similar attitude also 
affected the outcomes of this study. Since measurements were performed at 
the first stage of training, an adjustment period for conscripts, the effect of 
perception of autonomy that develops over time could only become evident 
later. This would be especially important in the training of conscripts because 
studies have shown that appreciation of training91 has a longterm effect on 
the preferences and choices of a person.

We also detected a reverse effect: a later level of perception of autonomy 
depended on the previous level of appreciation of training. In the past, a simi
lar relationship has been explained with the concept that motivated students 
impact the teaching techniques chosen by teachers92. The data of this study 
do not allow us to assess the truthfulness of such an explanation. At the same 
time, we detected a dependence of perception of autonomy on previous self
efficacy, which can be associated with accomplishments and participation in 
studies93. The dependence of perception of autonomy on both appreciation of 
training as well as selfefficacy might indicate that more motivated students 

89  Ryan, Deci 2000, p. 76.
90  Tooding, L.-M. 2019. Ülevaade hinnangutest ajateenistusele ja nende muutumisest teenis
tuse vältel. – Probleemsed suhted ajateenistuses. Kompleksuuringu 2018 – 2019 ajateenijate 
küsitluse aruanne. Tartu: SJKK, pp. 10–11. www.kvak.ee/files/2020/10/Kompleksuuringu
20182019aruanne.pdf (05.11.2021). [Tooding 2019]
91  Lauermann, F.; Tsai, Y.-M.; Eccles, J. S. 2017. Mathrelated career aspirations and choices 
within Eccles et al.’s expectancyvalue theory of achievementrelated behaviors. – Develop
mental Psychology, Vol. 53(8), p. 1540.
92  Matos, L.; Reeve, J.; Herrera, D.; Claux, M. 2018. Students’ agentic engagement predicts 
longitudinal increases in perceived autonomysupportive teaching: The squeaky wheel gets the 
grease. – The Journal of Experimental Education, Vol. 86(4), p. 579.
93  Tinto 2017, pp. 6–8.

http://www.kvak.ee/files/2020/10/Kompleksuuringu-2018-2019-aruanne.pdf
http://www.kvak.ee/files/2020/10/Kompleksuuringu-2018-2019-aruanne.pdf
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can impact the manner in which studies are conducted. Instructors who see 
dedicated and confident soldiers dare to offer greater autonomy in training.

Our second hypothesis was that perception of autonomy during training 
positively predicts self-efficacy. From repeated measurements, dependence 
between the two aspects was confirmed as a mediated impact: the later self
efficacy of conscripts was weakly but statistically significantly dependent on 
the perception of autonomy through previous selfefficacy. We also detected 
a significant total impact (a direct impact of the perception of autonomy 
combi ned with its indirect impact on later selfefficacy). A student with 
enough  experiences of success feels competent94 and his or her selfconfidence 
 increases. This, in turn, will motivate the student to make an effort and prove 
that he or she is capable. A positive autoregression of selfefficacy is, therefore, 
expected. At the same time, the results indicate that selfefficacy in a learning 
environment could be affected by the perception of autonomy and that effect 
is important in forming later selfefficacy. Therefore, in  addition to satisfying 
the need for autonomy, one needs selfregulation skills,  including selfefficacy, 
to support one’s learning motivation95. The way a student perceives him or 
herself, personal capabilities, and coping skills might become an important 
aspect in his or her studies and, therefore, the person instructing them must 
direct and support it. This allows us to assume that the formation and main
te nance of the selfefficacy of conscripts is partially dependent on the oppor
tunity to experience a certain autonomy in training. Therefore, training in 
the Defence Forces might benefit from the perception of autonomy as well 
as a sense of selfefficacy. For the purpose of developing the selfefficacy of a 
conscript, instructors should skilfully utilise persuasion and encouragement, 
lead by example, and offer experiences of success96.

Our third hypothesis, a perception of autonomy during training negatively 
predicts an intention to quit, was also confirmed as having a mediated impact: 
the later intention to quit of conscripts was negatively dependent on the per
ception of autonomy through selfefficacy. Therefore, perception of autonomy 
might reduce the intention to quit if the selfefficacy of a conscript is high 
enough; this is also in concordance with previous research97. We can con
clude that, in addition to supporting autonomy, training must also consider 

94  Schunk, DiBenedetto 2016, p. 47.
95  Pajares 1996, p. 21.
96  Bandura 1997, p. 79.
97  Delahaij, Theunissen, Six 2014, pp. 179–180.
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the  selfefficacy of students because this indicates a belief in one’s individual 
learning and coping abilities, and decreases the intention to quit98.

Analysis of the relationship between the motivational aspects and  learning 
outcomes of conscripts revealed that the results were directly dependent only 
on the selfefficacy of respondents and the effect of a positive perception of 
autonomy manifested indirectly through selfefficacy. The autonomy of a 
 student supports the formation of internal motivation but does not neces sarily 
determine study results99. Academic outcomes have been directly  associated 
with selfefficacy100. In a study conducted with students involved in the U.S. 
Army (active population and reservists, including veterans engaged in aca
demic proceedings), Eakman et al. found that academic selfefficacy mediated 
the correlation between autonomy supported by an instructor and learning 
outcomes (total effect was 0.20 (p < 0.05))101. Therefore, autonomy should be 
supported not only to encourage commitment but also for and through self
efficacy that serves actual learning outcomes.

The results of this study show that attrition was negatively affected by the 
perception of autonomy through the intention to quit. We must add, how
ever, that the effect of autonomy was rather modest regarding attrition. These 
 results are in concordance with a previously designed dropout model tested 
on highschool students102 and in a military study environment103.

The score of intention to quit was higher for conscripts with lower self 
efficacy, which is a similar result as one in a study published by Delahaij et 
al.104 in 2014, even though the conscripts of the Netherlands are in service 
voluntarily and, therefore, it is probably easier for them to terminate  training. 
Supporting autonomy might be beneficial for reducing the number of dis
charged conscripts because other connections that we determined indicate 
that this would support the greater selfefficacy of students by helping to 

98  Peguero, Shaffer 2015, pp. 57–58.
99  Furtak, Kunter 2012, pp. 308–310; Gutiérrez, M.; Tomás, J. M. 2019. The role of perceived 
autonomy support in predicting university students’ academic success mediated by academic 
selfefficacy and school engagement. – Educational Psychology, Vol. 39(6), p. 729. 
100  Schunk, D. H. 1989. Selfefficacy and achievement behaviors. – Educational Psychology 
Review, Vol. 1(3), pp. 177–178.
101  Eakman, A. M.; Kinney, A. R.; Schierl, M. L.; Henry, K. L. 2019. Academic performance 
in student service members/veterans: Effects of instructor autonomy support, academic self
efficacy and academic problems. – Educational Psychology, Vol. 39(8), p. 1018.
102  Hardré, Reeve 2003, pp. 354–355; Vallerand, Fortier, Guay 1997, p. 1172.
103  Delahaij, Theunissen, Six 2014, pp. 179 180.
104  Ibid.
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 decrease the intention to quit as well as actual quitting. We must remember, 
however, that there is a number of other reasons behind attrition: health 
related, social economic, and other issues105 whose impact alongside the 
method of training cannot be overlooked.

We can conclude from the results of this study that all the motivational 
aspects monitored herein are important because, when combined, they help 
to explain study outcomes as well as the actual termination of studies. A per
ception of motivational aspects monitored herein, therefore, supports a per
son’s dedicated and productive study and decreases their intention to quit. 
Intention to quit combined with a number of other external factors is, in turn, 
related to the termination of studies. From the viewpoint of later learning out
comes and the termination of training, the first period of training is extremely 
important because this is the time when students and conscripts must adjust 
to new living arrangements, face their fears and, more broadly, adapt to an 
u nfamiliar environment. Considering the relationship between the aspects 
that we identified, including mutual dependence in repeated measurements, 
we must approach the motivational aspects analysed herein in a complex 
manner to better understand productive and dedicated learning as well as 
the termination of training.

We can foreground the importance of the perception of autonomy (a  stu
dent can manage him or herself, set personal goals, make choices, take 
respon sibility for his or her actions, etc.), which is one of the bases of a con
temporary approach to learning and is used to guarantee learning moti vation 
and satisfaction. We can also conclude that the perception of autonomy 
 during training can have an impact on different motivational aspects (in
cluding the study results of a student and attrition) but their interrelation 
and mediation by other aspects may be more complicated. At the same time, 
results revealed that the perception of autonomy itself can be shaped by other 
motivational aspects. Therefore, there is a need to analyse the connection 
between the moti vational aspects monitored herein even further.

Considering the current study as well as the teaching norms and the usual 
pedagogical practice of the Defence Forces106, additional knowledge on the 
motivational aspects analysed in this study might turn out to be a fresh input 
to improve the study environment of the Defence Forces. If we were to raise 
the awareness of the members of the Defence Forces about the impact of 

105  Godlewski, Kline 2012, pp. 264–265; Salo 2008, pp. 191–196.
106  Sinnep 2018, pp. 146–147; Värno, Soomere, Lepp 2019, p. 53.
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autonomy and other motivational aspects analysed in this study, and about 
the methods that can be used to support these in training, it could help to 
increase interest in conscription as well as in reservist exercises and have a 
wider impact on the positive image of the Defence Forces.

Affecting the external and personal aspects of the motivation of a student— 
for example, solving his or her social economic or family issues—is not in the 
hands of a lecturer or an instructor but in a supportive learning environ ment 
that arouses the dedication of a student and reduces the intention to quit, 
which can be designed by anyone who conducts studies. Such a thing requires, 
for example, an encouraging attitude, inspiring examples, using  appropriate 
methods and means, offering experiences of success, and also providing the 
opportunity to safely make mistakes and helping to  understand the impor
tance and significance of the subjects being taught107. In a wider  theoretical 
framework, the results of this study indicate an inter action between several 
important motivational aspects and the way in which it can affect later per
ception of these aspects, actual learning outcomes, and the  termination of 
studies. The study also indicates the importance of  autonomy as a primary 
necessity in military training.

Although the results of this study generally support our theoretical  starting 
points, we should be careful in our interpretation. One significant limitation 
is the generalisability of the results of this study. Since we only surveyed con
scripts drafted into the Kuperjanov infantry battalion, we cannot presume 
that the results of this study are representative and applicable to the conscripts 
of all national defence units. Another limitation might be that factors external 
to the studies and the learning environment were not controlled during this 
study, which is why the impact that they have on the results is unclear.

The KVAEVL questionnaire designed for this study, as well as the connec
tion that we determined between the productivity of conscript training and 
attrition, are promising. If problems are identified and solving them is sup
ported, increasing and developing defence capabilities can turn greater focus 
to human resources. For the purpose of improving the quality of training 
and applying an efficient contemporary approach to studying, instructors and 
commanders definitely need additional instructing. The KVAEVL question
naire should also be constantly improved in accordance with future studies 
to guarantee the precision of the means of measurement. The results of this 

107  Bandura 1997, p. 79; Ryan, Deci 2017, pp. 97–98.
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study indicate that a survey like this can give us important information about 
how conscripts cope.

In this study, we monitored the relationship between motivational aspects 
but not their development over time. However, monitoring such a develop
ment in motivation surveys conducted with conscripts in the future might 
give us important additional information about the impact of training, espe
cially since a decrease in motivation has been repeatedly noted among con
scripts of the Defence Forces108.

6. Conclusion

The objective of this study was to determine the relationship that the per
ception of autonomy has with selfefficacy, appreciation of training, and 
the intention to quit, and the relationship of these aspects with learning 
outcomes and attrition among conscripts using repeated inquiries. The 
 hypotheses  established in this study were generally confirmed: the perception 
of  autonomy positively predicted later selfefficacy and negatively predicted a 
later intention to quit, with a greater perception of autonomy being in positive 
correlation with the learning outcomes of conscripts and in negative corre
lation with attrition. At the same time, the perception of autonomy did not 
predict a later appreciation of training.

Despite the limitations, the results of this study are valuable because 
they offer new insight into the applicability of the principles of educational 
 sciences in the context of conscription. The Defence Forces are restricted in 
 deciding who to draft. In competition with other areas of life, conscripts must 
be  approached with contemporary methods that would increase their moti
vation to contribute to national defence. This study confirmed that the per
ception of autonomy, selfefficacy, and appreciation of training are important 
motivational aspects whose combination does not only affect the intention to 
quit, but also actual quitting. Focussing on only a single aspect in method
ological approaches may not provide the desired result of efficient training. 
Dedication to training among conscripts and students can more likely be sup
ported by considering the combined effect of motivational aspects where the 
perception of autonomy has a central significance.

The results of this study allow suggestions for their potential application 
and research directions in the future. The means of measurement used 

108  Tooding 2019, pp. 10–11.
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 herein may be suitable for monitoring the conscripts and active servicemen 
of the entire Defence Forces. This does not have to be restricted to collecting 
cross sectional data at the beginning of training; we also need longitudinal 
 studies conducted over a longer period of time with different classes. Such an 
 approach can offer a lot of information about the perception of motivational 
aspects about different types of training conducted at different times and in 
different manners in the Defence Forces. In this way, instructors and  lecturers 
can collect information about different options to improve their methods in 
order to teach people more efficiently and support their study motivation, 
while also offering lifelong choices for those people interested in a career in 
the Defence Forces and for reservists.
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Annex 2. Results and factor loadings of confirmatory factor analysis

Factor Statement

Measurements

t1 (N = 356) t2 (N = 342)

χ2 = 112.08 χ2 = 86.75

df = 113 df = 113

Perception  
of autonomy 
in training

(PA)

P1 I feel like instructors offer me a variety of 
options and opportunities.

0.80 0.73

P2 I feel like my instructors understand me. 0.82 0.84

P3 My instructors make me feel confident 
that I can cope with training.

0.77 0.84

P4 My instructors encourage me to ask 
questions, help and explanations.

0.68 0.73

P5 My instructors listen to my suggestions 
about different ways to do things.

0.63 0.66

P6 My instructors try to understand my 
perception before suggesting new ways to do 
things.

0.70 0.75

Selfefficacy 
in training

(SE)

S1 I am relatively certain that I can manage 
conscript training.

0.85 0.88

S2 … during difficult periods in 
conscription, I am able to pull myself 
together.

0.77 0.80

S3 … during difficult periods in 
conscription, I am able to cope.

0.84 0.74

S4 … I can pass conscript training. 0.80 0.85

S5 … by the end of conscription, I will be 
more successful than an average conscript.

0.72 0.72

S6 … after passing conscription, my 
commanders would give me a higher rating 
compared to my companions.

0.70 0.65

Appreciation 
of training

(AT)

A1 Conscript training seems valuable to me. 0.84 0.85

A2 Conscript training seems important 
considering my future service.

0.71 0.76

A3 I value the learning activities offered in 
conscript training.

0.88 0.89

Intention  
to quit 

(IQ)

I1 I have thought about terminating my 
conscript training.

0.68 0.76

I2 I am not certain if I can pass conscription. 0.71 0.78
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THE PRINCIPLES OF LIFE CYCLE COSTING 
OF THE ASSETS OF THE DEFENCE FORCES

Marek Mardo

ABSTRACT. Life cycle cost estimation enables decisionmakers to have an overview 
of all costs related to a procured asset item during its service life and helps to make an 
optimal decision based on the total cost of a tender. Usually, armament or a  weapon 
system is purchased with the lowest possible price. Ignorance in  calculating the 
 expenses that accompany the use of a purchased item will result in a situation where 
there are no budget resources left for maintenance. Without regular maintenance 
and updating, however, a purchased item will become unserviceable. This article1 
gives a short overview of the historic development of life cycle costing, describes the 
life cycle stages of an item, and introduces a method for analysing the costs related 
to owning an item.

Keywords: life cycle costing, life cycle cost estimation, cost breakdown structure 
(CBS), cost element, product tree, resources, cost of ownership (COO), total owner
ship cost (TOC), indirect cost, variable cost, direct cost, fixed cost, sunk cost

1. Introduction

Governmental defence acquisition programs are increasingly more focused 
on the total cost estimation of military equipment during its exploitation 
 period instead of just relying on the lowest bid, and use this as a basis for 
 making the final decision between tenders before signing a contract. Gener
ally, from the acquirer’s perspective, costs start with acquisition and end when 
the  acquired asset is no longer in use. When done properly, costing is con
sidered a powerful technique to measure the costeffectiveness of a defence 
procurement2. The unbudgeted or unestimated longterm cash flows related 
to life cycle costing (LCC) are causing a quick degradation in the required/
achieved opera tional capabilities because there will not be enough (financial) 

1  This article was originally written in Estonian and first published in the Estonian Journal of 
Military Studies (Sõjateadlane), No. 18, pp. 105–129.
2  RTO-TR-SAS-069, 2009. Code of Practice for Life Cycle Costing. NATO Research and 
Technology Organisation (RTO) Publication, September, p. 1. [RTO-TR-SAS-069, 2009]

Sõjateadlane (Estonian Journal of Military Studies), Volume 19, 2022, pp. 52–77.  
https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/

https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/
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resources allocated for sustainability; after a short period of exploitation, the 
acquired equipment becomes unoperational3. LCC is a process of  evaluating 
all cost inputs related to the acquired asset over its planned  ope rational usage 
that can be extended for up to 50 years. For example, the Boeing B52 Strato
fortress, a strategic bomber of the United States Air Force, made its first flight 
in 1952, and technical studies have determined that the service life of the 
bomber plane can be extended until the mid2040s4. During its service so far, 
the B52 bomber has been gradually modernised and its computer  systems 
constantly updated. According to Tysseland, lacking knowledge on life cycle 
costing is one of the several problems that directly affect the assessment of 
the economic profitability of defence investments5. Why do we even need 
life cycle  costing? As said in Code of Practice for Life Cycle Costing6, a NATO 
publication, it is one of the best indicators to measure the value of money for 
assessing  affordability, managing the budget, estimating future cash flows, 
evaluating dif ferent acquisition options and solutions in order to find the best 
alternatives,  improving business processes, and analysing national  defence 
programs. How much do different organisations actually consider life cycle 
costs? Since no research on the subject has been done in Estonia, we will 
have to look at the studies of our closest neighbours. According to a study 
of  Lindholm and Suomala, the practice of life cycle costing is used to some 
 extent in Finland but, in general, overall utilisation is rare7. It is  believed 
that the relevance of life cycle costing will grow if each end user is willing 
to  compile an inventory list for an asset to  determine the lowest  operational 
and maintenance costs during its entire exploitation period. Several life cycle 
costing models have been developed for users to assist in planning and per
forming longterm business activities (operations in the military) as a means 

3  Murumets, J. 2014. Tankidest ja tabelitest. – Rahvusvaheline Kaitseuuringute Keskus. Blogi, 
julgeoleku planeerimine. https://icds.ee/et/tankidestjatabelitest/ (14.12.2021).
4  In 1952–1962, a total of 744 planes have been constructed in eight modifications (from 
A to H). The plane has repeatedly been modified and its Hmodification celebrated 50 years in 
service on 26 October 2012. See Boeing 2021. https://www.boeing.com/defense/b52bomber/ 
(20.08.2011).
5  Tysseland, B. E. 2008. Life cycle costs based procurement decisions: A case study of 
 Norwegian Defence Procurement projects. – International Journal of Project Management, 
Vol. 26, Issue 4, p. 367. [Tysseland 2008]
6  RTO-TR-SAS-069, 2009.
7  Lindholm, A.; Suomala, P. 2005. Present and Future of Life Cycle Costing: Reflections from 
Finnish Companies. – Liiketaloudellinen aikakauskirja, Vol. 2, p. 288. [Lindholm, Suomala 
2005]

https://icds.ee/et/tankidest-ja-tabelitest/
https://www.boeing.com/defense/b-52-bomber/
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of using their assets and predicting the necessary cash flow for sustainability. 
A report of the National Audit Office of Estonia specifically foregrounds the 
deficiencies in planning and  organising defence procurements8. This gives 
ground to presume that  neither the  Republic of Estonia Centre for Defence 
Investment nor the Estonian  Defence Forces have developed uniform stand
ard procedures or a proper life cycle costing model for assets, involving their 
entire life cycle from concept development to disposal. The reform for organ
ising procurements initiated by the Centre for Defence Investment will prob
ably consider the recommendations listed in the 2020 report of the National 
Audit Office.

The objective of this article is to give an overview of the historic develop
ment of life cycle costing and introduce its fundamental principles and an 
initial cost allocation pursuant to a cost model—the cost breakdown structure 
(CBS) which could serve as the basis for future negotiations with capability 
planners, contracting authorities, and end users.

2. History of life cycle costing

This chapter will give a brief overview of the historic development of life cycle 
costing in major industrial countries and analyse several shortcomings in that 
field in Estonia. The earliest written references to life cycle management are 
probably found in 13th century England. The keeper of a king’s ports and 
 galleys was an official appointed by the King of England whose task was to 
build, man, supply, and maintain His Majesty warships9. 

Life cycle costing also raised some questions for the troops of the United 
States of America in World War II. The concept of life cycle costing gained 
more attention in the midsixties when the US Department of Defence (DoD) 
recognised the fallacy of justifying an acquisition based solely on the  lowest 
price of tenders10. Even though a procurement document from that era, 

8  Planning and cost-effectiveness of large-scale defence procurement (report summary) 
2020. Report of the National Audit Office to the Riigikogu, 11 November. Tallinn: National 
Audit Office of Estonia, p. 2. https://www.riigikontroll.ee/DesktopModules/DigiDetail/File
Downloader.aspx?FileId=14752&AuditId=2515 (20.11.2022). [ Planning and cost-effective-
ness of large-scale defence procurement 2020]
9  Rodger, N. A. M. 1997. The Safeguard of the Sea: A Naval History of Britain. Vol 1: 660–
1649. London: Penguin Books Ltd., p. 53.
10  Eisenberger, I.; Lorden, G. 1977. LifeCycle Costing: Practical Considerations. – The Deep 
Space Network Progress Report 42–40, p. 102. http://ipnpr.jpl.nasa.gov/progress_report2/42
40/40M.PDF (20.08.2021).

https://www.riigikontroll.ee/DesktopModules/DigiDetail/FileDownloader.aspx?FileId=14752&AuditId=2515
https://www.riigikontroll.ee/DesktopModules/DigiDetail/FileDownloader.aspx?FileId=14752&AuditId=2515
http://ipnpr.jpl.nasa.gov/progress_report2/42-40/40M.PDF
http://ipnpr.jpl.nasa.gov/progress_report2/42-40/40M.PDF
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Armed Services Procurement Act of 947, included a suggestion to consider the 
price and other aspects before making a decision, the lowest price of a bid was 
still the deciding factor in all purchases11. According to Woodward, both the 
public and the private sector in the 1970s still made procurement decisions 
based on the best purchase price12. The Logistics Management Institute13 was 
tasked with developing a method for and the fundamental principles of life 
cycle costing14. The term life cycle costing was first used in national defence 
documents published by the Logistics Management Institute. The term was 
described as the total cost of military equipment incurred by the Govern
ment, starting from the moment when the investigation of its generating idea 
elicits manpower usage within or without the Government until the moment 
when every piece of equipment is eliminated from the logistics system of 
the  Defence Forces15. In the first half of the 1970s, the U.S. Department of 
Defence introduced guidelines for life cycle costing16. From this point on, 
the theory and practice of life cycle costing were transferred to other major 
industrial countries and used as a basis for establishing national rules and 
regulations in a particular field. 

In the first half of the 1970s, terotechnology was developed in Great 
 Britain and it found immediate use. Terotechnology is a way of combining 
and  utilising engineeringtechnological expertise and knowledge on manage
ment and finances to get an overview of the life cycle costs of devices, equip
ment, infrastructure, etc., for economic purposes17. Similarly to the USA, the 

11  Life cycle costing in industry 1967. Task 67–21. Washington, D.C.: Logistics Management 
Institute, p. 1. https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/AD0660659.pdf (02.10.2021). [Life cycle costing 
in industry 1967]
12  Woodward, D. G. 1997. Life cycle costing – Theory, information acquisition and appli
cation. – International Journal of Project Management, Vol. 15, Issue 6, p. 335. [Woodward 
1997]
13  An organisation established with an order by President John F. Kennedy on 3 October 
1961 to advise national institutions (national defence, security, healthcare) independent of 
all  political and commercial interests. See LMI 2021. LMI History. https://www.lmi.org/lmi
history (02.10.2021).
14  Life cycle costing industry 1967, p. 1.
15  Okano, K. 2001a. Life cycle costing – An approach to life cycle cost management: A 
conside ration from historical development. – Asia Pacific Management Review, Vol. 6, Issue 3, 
p. 320. [Okano 2001a]
16  Life Cycle Costing Procurement Guide (LCC1), Life Cycle Costing in Equipment Procurement-
Casebook (LCC2), Life Cycle Costing Guide for System Acquisition (LCC3). See Okano 2001a, 
pp. 320–321.
17  Okano 2001a, p. 325.

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/AD0660659.pdf
https://www.lmi.org/lmi-history
https://www.lmi.org/lmi-history
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Brits also added development, construction, employing, maintenance, and 
 updating to life cycle costing, turning the focus more on the final user and 
a way for an asset owner to increase profitability and efficiency18. During 
the same period, two systems for managing life cycle costs were developed 
in Japan. In the second half of the 1960s Nippondenso CO. Ltd developed 
Total Productive Maintenance (TPM) with the goal of maximising equipment 
 effectiveness with minimum life cycle costs through the stages of (1) initial 
investment and applied research, (2) use, including maintenance, (3) manage
ment (supplies and training), and (4) disposal19. The strategy was adopted 
by the company in 1971. Since Japan was one of the countries that lost in 
World War II, their ministry of defence and the defence industry engaged 
in close cooperation with the US Department of Defence and adopted the 
USA approach to life cycle costing in their field of defence20. Germany, as 
one of the great industrial countries of continental Europe, developed natio
nal standards, legislation, and procedures for life cycle costing (German 
Lebenszykluskostenrechnung), publishing these in 1980. The documentation 
was compiled based on the experiences of the USA, Great Britain, and Japan 
(see Annex, Figure 6). According to Sánches, the historic development of 
life cycle costing was greatly influenced by Life-Cycle Costing Manual for the 
 Federal Energy Management Program, a standard for life cycle cost estimation 
published in the USA in 1987, and ISO/IEC 15288, specialised international 
standards published in 200221.

Although the need for calculating and modelling life cycle costs is con
stantly emphasised, such models are, according to Bengtsson and Kurdve, 
rarely used in industrial enterprises22. Lindholm and Suomala conclude in 
their study that Finnish industrial enterprises apply life cycle cost calculation 

18  File, W. T. 1993. Chapter 18: Terotechnology and Maintenance. – Koshal, D. (ed.). Manu
facturing Engineer’s Reference Book. Chapter 18.1. ButterworthHeinemann, Elsevier Ltd.
19  Okano 2001a, pp. 327–328.
20  Okano, K. 2001b. Life Cycle Costing in Historical Perspective. – Matsuyama Daigaku 
 Ronshu, Vol. 12, Issue 6, p. 69. https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/230502989.pdf (20.08.2021). 
21  Sánchez, P. J. 2015. Life Cycle Cost Estimation Procedure for a Weapon System in Spain. – 
Journal of the Spanish Institute for Strategic Studies, No. 6, p. 5. https://revista.ieee.es/article/
view/262/941 (20.07.2021). [Sánchez 2015]
22  Bengtsson, M.; Kurdve, M. 2016. Machining Equipment Life Cycle Costing Model with 
Dynamic Maintenance Cost. 23rd CIRP (International Academy for Production Engineering) 
Conference on Life Cycle Engineering. – Procedia CIRP, Vol. 48, p. 102. [Bengtsson, Kurdve 
2016].

https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/230502989.pdf
https://revista.ieee.es/article/view/262/941
https://revista.ieee.es/article/view/262/941
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and modelling only to a limited extent23. Both studies reveal that the academic 
models developed are too complex for practical use and there was no relevant 
and proper data available for end users to model estimations24.

In 2020, the Estonian defence budget was approximately 636 million 
euros, a third of which was spent on procurements25. Since the actual need 
for financial resources exceeds the two percent of gross domestic product, it 
is important that each euro invested in national defence is spent as efficiently 
as possible and produces as much defence capability as possible26.

In Estonia, the life cycle costing of assets and calculating future cash flows 
associated with maintenance have been problematic. The National Audit 
 Office conducted an audit to assess the procedure and costefficiency of 17 
defence procurements conducted in 2014–2019. The report revealed that 
life cycle cost was a selection criterion in several procurements, but in the 
 auditing process they were not able to answer how exactly life cycle costs were 
determined and assessed in acquisitions. Most of the procurements indicated 
that the final decision was made based merely on the purchase price, and life 
cycle cost was not a determining factor in the decisionmaking process in any 
of the procurements analysed. On several occasions, clauses concerning life 
cycle costs were not included at all in procurement contracts27.

In the same report, the National Audit Office indicates that procure
ment authorities had no organisation of work and implemented practices to 
 establish procedures on how to conduct market surveys or prepare technical 
specifi cations and documents for procurement activities, including life cycle 
cost assessments. According to an audit report, the procurement authority 
must update and specify the rights, obligations, and areas of responsibility 
of participants, improve procedures for conducting market research, and 
comple ment technical documentations in relation to all stages of the procure
ment. The instructions of the National Audit Office specify that the entire life 
cycle cost (from the initial idea to the end of service life), including expenses 
for training, spare parts, and expendables of a purchased weapon system, 
must be determined during market research.

23  Lindholm, Suomala 2005, p. 288.
24  Bengtsson, Kurdve 2016, p. 102. See also Lindholm, Suomala 2005, p. 291.
25  Planning and cost-effectiveness of large-scale defence procurement 2020, p. 1.
26  Riigi Kaitseinvesteeringute Keskuse eesmärgid 2019–2023. Republic of Estonia Centre 
for Defence Investment. https://www.kaitseinvesteeringud.ee/organisatsioon/ (20.11.2022).
27  Planning and cost-effectiveness of large-scale defence procurement 2020, pp. 3–5.

https://www.kaitseinvesteeringud.ee/organisatsioon/ 
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The subject of life cycle costing has not been extensively analysed in 
 Estonian scientific publications. In 2015–2020, only a handful of  studies were 
conducted on the procurements and maintenance costs of the  assets ( weapon 
systems) of the Defence Forces. In 2018, a student of Tallinna Tehnika
kõrgkool Mario Evestus defended his final thesis called The life cycle cost 
model of the ground vehicles of the Defence Forces28. The study  focused on 
the funda mental principles of life cycle costing, determining the expenses 
for maintaining  vehicles and developing a cost model example. In 2017, the 
 Estonian  Military Academy initiated a project for developing two experi
mental models in  cooperation with researchers from the University of Tartu 
and represen tatives of the Navy. The first model was aimed at analysing and 
 budgeting the exploitation costs of commissioned warships. The second 
model was a tool for assessing and estimating the future cash flows of planned 
asset acquisition programs to support the decisionmaking processes. Both 
models were delivered to the end user but their usage, as currently known, is 
negligible.

In conclusion, life cycle costing analysis helps to identify key cost  drivers, 
provide better insight into the costs related to (armament) programs for plan
ning and budgeting purposes, deliver an efficiency measurement tool for the 
procurement authority, and offer a comparison tool for the tender evaluation 
process in order to assist decisionmaking29. According to Tysseland, all pro
curement decisions made on behalf of the Norwegian Ministry of Defence 
since 2004 rely on thorough life cycle cost estimations, regardless of the fact 
that, sometimes, the initial investment in a weapon system may be signifi
cantly more expensive compared to competing offers30.

3. Fundamentals of life cycle costing

The objective of the life cycle costing approach is to estimate the expenses 
that will accompany a purchased (weapon) system for its entire service life as 
 precisely as possible without compromising the operational efficiency and per
formance of the manufacturer’s design31. Another purpose of life cycle costing 

28  Evestus, M. 2018. Kaitseväe maismaasõidukite elutsükli kulumudel. Final thesis. Tallinn: 
Tallinna Tehnikakõrgkool.
29  RTO-TR-SAS-069, 2009, p. 24.
30  Tysseland 2008, p. 367.
31  Spickova, M.; Myskova, R. 2015. Costs Efficiency Evaluation Using Life Cycle Costing as 
Strategic Method. – Procedia Economics and Finance, Vol. 34, p. 337.
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is the management of production schedules to estimate possible cost impacts 
during the product development phase and support decision making32.

According to Langdon, life cycle costing is a tool for evaluating the total 
cost of an asset over its useful exploitation period, considering not only the 
initial cost but also successive utilisation costs in order to achieve better value 
for money from the acquisition33. By definition, life cycle costing (LCC) is a 
process of collecting and analysing data and applying quantitative tools and 
techniques for estimating the resources required for each life cycle stage of a 
systemofinterest34. Özkil points out that using life cycle costing serves two 
purposes. First, economic judgement: addressing the cost and benefit options 
to national coffers. Second, financial judgement: assessing affordability based 
on future cash flows and transfer of payments35. Life cycle cost estimation is 
not an exact science; while it does not give us the precise sum of expenses, it 
does, however, help to recognise major cost factors, provide the magnitude 
of costs, identify areas of possible technical and/or managerial improvements 
and financial savings, and compare different alternatives36. Available data, 
purpose of assessment, and time spent on analysis are the key factors of the 
life cycle cost estimation process.

The entire life cycle of an asset involves several stages that signify the 
major activities of the entire process. For the purpose of common under
standing, the terms phase, part, segment, and section are used as synonyms 
for the term stage in specialised literature. At different times, costs have been 
allocated in different levels of detail. As explained by White and Ostwald, 
Woodward structured life cycle costing for the purpose of analysis and esti
mation into three sections: engineering and development costs, production 
and implementation costs, and operating costs (see Figure 2)37. Elmakis and 

32  ALP-10, 2017. NATO Guidance on Integrated Logistics Support for Multinational Arma
ment Programmes. NATO Standard. Edition, C, Version 1, October, p. 7. [ALP-10, 2017]
33  Langdon, D. 2007. Life cycle costing (LCC) as a contribution to sustainable construction: 
A common methodology. Final Report, May. Davis Langdon Management Consulting, p. 3.
34  RTO-TR-SAS-069, 2009, p. 1.
35  Özkil, A. 2003. The Use of Life Cycle Cost and Nature of Decisions. – Cost Structure and 
Life Cycle Cost (LCC) for Military Systems. RTOMP096, AC/323(SAS036)TP/27. NATO 
Research and Technology Organisation Meeting Proceedings, June. Papers presented at the 
RTO Studies, Analysis and Simulation Panel (SAS) Symposium held in Paris, France, 24–25 
October 2001. NATO Research and Technology Organisation, pp. 31, 32. [Özkil 2003]
36  RTO-TR-SAS-069, 2009, p. 2.
37  White, G. E.; Ostwald, P. H. 1976. Life Cycle Costing. – Management Accounting (US), 
January, pp. 39–42. Cited from Woodward 1997, p. 336. See Woodward 1997.
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Lisnianski emphasise the importance of expenses arising from decommis
sioning a system and its disposal38. Decommissioned weapon systems usually 
entail significant costs; they must be safely stored and demilitarised and all 
hazardous substances (e.g., fuel, oils, asbestos) or parts that include such sub
stances must be removed before demolition. In order to minimise or even get 
rid of disposal costs, owners are known to try and resell or donate equipment 
to third countries. 

Yearly cost

Development and 
construction Manufacturing and 

application

Operation

Timeline

End of service life

Figure 2. Stages of expense distribution39

Sherif and Kolarik as well as Asiedu and Gu have presented a more detailed 
overview of life cycle costing. According to them, life cycle costs can be 
 divided into up to seven stages: research and development, product develop
ment, construction/acquisition, setup (set to work), exploitation (ope rating), 
maintenance and repair, and disposal40. In NATO, the life cycle stages of 
weapon systems are classified in accordance with standard ISO/IEC/IEEE 
15288:2015 Systems and software engineering – System life cycle  processes41, 
dividing the life cycle of acquired assets into six distinct stages: concept 
 development, research and development, production, exploitation, support 
and decommissioning.

38  Elmakis, D.; Lisnianski, A. 2006. Life cost analysis: Actual problem in industrial manage
ment. – Journal of Business Economics and Management, Vol. 7, No. 1, p. 6.
39  Woodward 1997, p. 336.
40  Sherif, Y. S.; Kolarik, W. J. 1981. Life Cycle Costing: Concept and Practice. – Omega. The 
International Journal of Management Science, Vol. 9, Issue 3, p. 288; Asiedu, Y.; Gu, P. 1998. 
Product life cycle cost analysis: State of the art review. – International Journal of Production 
Research, Vol. 36, No. 4, p. 885.
41  Systems and software engineering – System life cycle processes 2015. ISO/IEC/IEEE 
15288:2015. Geneva, Switzerland: The International Organization for Standardization.
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Figure 3. Stages of life cycle costing42

Each stage of the life cycle cost breakdown of equipment, a product or a 
weapon system has a certain role to play in estimating the total cost. The 
AAP2043 and SimõesMarques44 have both emphasised the importance of 
the preconcept phase which is the first stage in the life cycle process of the 
system of interest (SOI) and is a single point of entry (see Figure 3).

The preconcept stage is devoted to collecting, assessing and defining 
shortfalls, enhancements and changes to the SOI capability requirements 
prior to proceeding to the concept and development stages. Processing 
these  materials will reveal if technological readiness enables development 
of a  proper device or a weapon system within an acceptable timescale and 
 affordable cost. Initial risks will be determined and a plan for their manage
ment drawn concurrently45. The concept stage broadens the research, experi
ments and modelling done in the preconcept phase and its objective is to 
determine system requirements, finalise the studies, and give a feasible de
sign concept to a customer46. According to Özkil, it is unlikely at this stage 
that the costs would be identified in detail; rather, they tend to be broad and 
rough estimates of the general cost breakdown structure elements47. The 
 development stage commences after the concept phase. Its objective is to fill 
the capability gap with a solution and complete the end user requirements 
for this  particular solution48. Several studies have pointed out that 50–70% 

42  RTO-TR-SAS-069, 2009, p. 23; AAP-48, 2013. NATO System Life Cycle Stages and Pro
cesses. NATO Publication. Edition B, Version 1, March, p. 1–3; Simões-Marques, M. J. 2015. 
Modeling and Simulation in System Life Cycle. 6th International Conference on Applied 
Human Forces and Ergonomics (AHFE 2015) and the Affiliated Conferences. – Procedia 
Manufacturing, Vol. 3, p. 787. [Simões-Marques 2015]
43  AAP-20, 2015. NATO Programme Management Framework (NATO Life Cycle Model). 
NATO Standard. Edition C, Version 1, October, p. 27. [AAP-20, 2015]
44  Simões-Marques 2015, p. 787.
45  AAP-20, 2015, p. 27.
46  Simões-Marques 2015, p. 790.
47  Özkil 2003, p. 32.
48  RTO-TR-SAS-069, 2009, p. 23.



MAREK MARDO62

of all avoidable  expenses are made in the research and development stage49. 
According to Sokri et al., this is a phase where the main decisions are made re
garding the system50. When a SOI is available on market, the acquisition stage 
is completed by purchasing the main asset and subassets along with their 
delivery, setup and integration with other systems. Otherwise, the production 
stage would commence with manufacturing the main equipment (e.g., a war
ship) alongside related supporting and assisting systems. Obviously, weapon 
systems are not consumer goods and must be constructed in parallel with 
sub and supporting systems. The production stage is usually considered to 
be part of the procurement phase. Before being given to the customer, a SOI 
will undergo a series of tests and trials. The exploitation, or utilisation, stage 
begins with com missioning a weapon system at operational theatres  pursuant 
to its operational and costeffectiveness51. The support stage is parallel with 
the utilisation phase; it  offers maintenance, logistical and other support and 
operational sustainability services to the system until the end of its life cycle. 
In North America, the terms operations and sustainment, or in-service stage 
are used synonymously with utilisation. The service life of a device ends with 
retirement, followed by its demilitarisation and disposal. Retirement also 
means that the services for sustaining the capabilities of a device or a system 
are no longer necessary52. Disposal must be in concordance with valid inter
national agreements and legal requirements.

4. Costs and cost elements

The previous chapter was devoted to the six structure elements of the life 
cycle of a system; in this chapter, we will have a closer look at the cost break
down structure (CBS) of each element. Cost breakdown helps to identify, 
categorise, and combine all kinds of cost elements in the course of the service 
life of a device or weapon system.

49  Newnes, L. B.; Mileham, A. R.; Cheung, W. M.; Marsh, R.; Lanham, J. D.; Saravi, M. E.; 
Bradbery, R. W. 2008. Predicting the wholelife cost of a product at the conceptual design 
stage. – Journal of Engineering Design, Vol. 19, No. 2, April, p. 100.
50  Sokri, A.; Ghergari, V.; Wang, L. 2016. Development of Cost Breakdown Structure for 
Defence Acquisition Projects. Scientific Report, DRDCRDDC2016R086, May. Defence, 
Research and Development Canada, p. 4. [Sokri et al. 2016]
51  RTO-TR-SAS-069, 2009, p. 33.
52  AAP-20, 2015, p. 46.
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Life cycle costing is a data driven process. The required methods and 
 analyses are outlined by the amount, quality, and other elements of avail
able data; life cycle costing is therefore not a precise science. It highlights 
the magni tude of costs, enables one to compare different alternatives, and 
identifies potential areas for saving resources and improving the overall 
 organisation53.

When commencing life cycle cost analyses, cost breakdown structure 
(CBS) is an essential first step followed by cost allocation estimation. 

Cost breakdown helps to determine and line up all internal cost elements 
of the stages of the life cycle of a system that could be acquired54. The estab
lished cost breakdown structure must be:

• Flexible (simplistic) to make its setup, usage, amendment, adoptability or 
integration with other (similar) systems easy.

• Comparable with other breakdown structures.
• Comprehensive, involving relevant activities and cost items.
• Hierarchical, i.e., wellstructured. 
• With specific traits to support management.
• Unambiguous, i.e., having uniform terminology and definitions.55

According to Sokri et al., a cost element is created when a resource is used 
for an activity that applies to a particular element or product56. In order to 
determine all the expenses of an asset during its life cycle, one must create a 
list of activities (see Annex 2, Table 2) and subactivities pursuant to the LCC 
stages (e.g., exploitation of system).

The next step is to connect the product tree with different activities. A 
product tree has three interrelated elements: the main system, the support 
elements, and specific means (Figure 4). For example, if the main system is 
a warship, its support elements are spares, special test and tool equipment, 
publications, training material, facilities, and so forth. Specific means com
bining the essential elements, including their own support elements that are 

53  RTO-TR-SAS-069, 2009, p. 11.
54  RTO-MP-096, 2003. Cost Structure and Life Cycle Cost (LCC) for Military Systems. 
AC/323(SAS036)TP/27. – NATO Research and Technology Organisation Meeting  Proceedings 
96, June, p. vii.
55  RTO-TR-SAS-069, 2009, pp. 13–14; Sokri et al. 2016, pp. 7–8.
56  Sokri et al. 2016, p. 8.
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developed, manufactured and utilised for the acquisition program and not 
normally delivered to the end user (e.g., test and trials facilities).

Specific means

Support elements of 
specific means

Support elements not 
 delivered by the programme 

Existing support 
elements

Product of a procurement 
programme 

Product delivered 
to the end users

Main system

Support  
elements

Support system  
of the user

Figure 4. The product tree of a purchased device57

After an activity list and the product tree are created, all potential resources 
must be associated with it (see Annex, Table 3). It is important to understand 
that main system exploitation may require different resources compared to 
those of support systems, meaning that the allocation of resources must be 
thoroughly analysed prior to connecting the resources with the costs. The list 
of resources58 includes:

• Personnel – for operating, maintenance, and support.
• Equipment – for maintenance, repair, and support.
• Consumables – for operating (e.g., fuel, oil, and lubricant) and training.
• Infrastructure – temporary or permanent (during the entire life cycle).
• Services – contractual partners.
• Information – copyright charges.

According to Sokri et al., every cost element is related with a life cycle stage of 
the capital asset, the activity and/or subactivity, resources, and the product59. 

57  RTO-TR-058, 2003. Cost Structure and Life Cycle Costs for Military Systems. RTO 
 Technical Report. NATO Research and Technology Organisation (RTO) Technical Report, 
September, p. 61. [RTO-TR-058, 2003]
58  Ibid., p. 71.
59  Sokri et al. 2016, p. 8.
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It is important to make a distinction between the procurement costs of an 
asset and future cash flows for its maintenance. The data regarding the expen
ditures already made must be collected and saved in a database in order to:

• Complement them for further analysis of the costs incurred.
• Determine all possible cost drivers.
• Analyse and compare cost estimations with actual expenses.
• Control the decisions of the management.60

The axis of an asset at a certain point of time t of its service life is displayed in 
Figure 5. During the timeline, an asset generally contains two types of costs: 
expenditures already incurred and future expenses. Expenditures are usually 
referred to as sunk costs. According to Mereste61 and “Cost Structure and Life 
Cycle Costs for Military Systems”62, sunk costs are monetary costs  already 
made. These cannot be reclaimed, avoided, or decreased (e.g.,  property dis
bursements) and these will not affect the final decision. Mereste says that nei
ther future decisions nor subsequent events can affect the payments already 
made, although decisions for the future are largely dependent on the sum 
and distribution of past expenses63. The approximate sum of future expenses 
(direct, indirect, fixed, and variable costs) can still be corrected64.

t
Past expenditures Future expenditures

Collection of actual costs Cost estimating

Figure 5. Timeline and factors65

Weapon systems are developed with a specific purpose. These are not con sumer 
goods; generally, weapon systems are complex, include  hightech compo nents, 
and require frequent modification or modernisation66. Considering all this, 

60  Özkil 2003, p. 3–6.
61  Mereste, U. 2003. Majandusleksikon I–II. Tallinn: Eesti Entsüklopeediakirjastus, II, p. 144. 
[Mereste 2003]
62  RTO-TR-058, 2003, G3.
63  Mereste 2003, p. 144.
64  RTO-TR-058, 2003, p. 103.
65  Ibid.
66  Sánchez 2015, p. 2.
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an estimation of the life cycle costs of a weapon system is a compli cated and 
labourintensive task. Since the inservice life of warships and military air
craft is usually between two and five decades, Newnes and Valerdi  included 
the  obsolescence of electronic components in the list of issues,  making life 
cycle cost estimation even more complicated and  obscure67. Life cycle cost 
esti mation involves a number of risks and uncertainties.  Kirk patrick and von 
Deimling et al. also agree that the actual cost of the service life of a weapon 
system cannot be determined precisely. On the other hand, life cycle cost 
estimation plays a vital role in the procurement  decisionmaking process and 
the prediction of all cost elements  during an  asset’s  expected lifespan is made 
pursuant to the prices, information and knowledge available at that particu
lar moment in time68. Despite the fact that the US Department of Defence 
possesses a large amount of data that is  focused on monitoring and reducing 
the total ownership costs (TOC) of assets, they are still struggling to esti
mate  accurate operational and support costs that rely on the assessment and 
 revision of incurred costs69.

Life cycle costing became a subject of research in the second half of the 
1960s, and a specialised English terminology has since been developed con
currently. In different publications, however, the terminology  regarding 
life cycle costing is often misinterpreted and different terms are used as 
 synonyms. Xu et al.70 used whole life cost and through life cost in their article, 
while terms such as cost of ownership and total ownership cost can be found in 

67  Newnes, L. B.; Valerdi, R. 2012. Special issue on Through Life Cost estimating. – Inter
national Journal of Computer Integrated Manufacturing, Vol. 25, No. 4–5, p. 197.
68  Kirkpatrick, D. L. I. 2000. Life cycle costs for decision support: A study of the various life 
cycle costs used at different levels of defence policy and management. – Defence and Peace 
Economics, Vol. 11, No. 2, p. 336; Deimling, C. A. von; Essig, M.; Schaupp, M.; Amann, M.; 
Vafai, S. 2016. LifeCycleCostManagement as an Instrument for Strategic Public Procure
ment: State of the Art and Perspectives. Working Paper, p. 3. https://www.researchgate.net/
publication/299393462_LifeCycleCostManagement_as_an_Instrument_for_Strategic_Pub
lic_Procurement_State_of_the_Art_and_Perspectives (25.03.2021).
69  Ryan, E.; Jacques, D.; Colombi, J.; Schubert, C. 2012. A Proposed Methodology to Charac
terize the Accuracy of Life Cycle Cost Estimates for DoD Programs. – Procedia Computer 
 Science, Vol. 8. New Challenges in Systems Engineering and Architecting Conference on 
 Systems Engineering Research (CSER), p. 363.
70  Xu, Y.; Elgh, F.; Erkoyuncu, J. A.; Bankole, O.; Goh, Y.; Cheung, W. M.; Baguley, P.; 
Wang, Q.; Arundachawat, P.; Shehab, E.; Newnes, L.; Roy, R. 2012. Cost Engineering for 
Manufacturing: Current and Future Research. – International Journal of Computer Integrated 
Manufacturing, Vol. 25, Issue 4–5, p. 302.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/299393462_Life-Cycle-Cost-Management_as_an_Instrument_for_Strategic_Public_Procurement_State_of_the_Art_and_Perspectives
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/299393462_Life-Cycle-Cost-Management_as_an_Instrument_for_Strategic_Public_Procurement_State_of_the_Art_and_Perspectives
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/299393462_Life-Cycle-Cost-Management_as_an_Instrument_for_Strategic_Public_Procurement_State_of_the_Art_and_Perspectives
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 different publications of the Alliance71. It is important to stress that these are 
not synonyms but components of life cycle costs and each has an individual 
definition and area of use72.

Life cycle costs include all direct and indirect variable costs related to the 
purchasing, exploitation, support, and disposal of a weapon system.  Mereste73 
defines direct costs as expenses made on the personnel that are directly 
 involved with manufacturing a product, and the cost of materials. Direct 
costs are directly attributed to a cost object, whereas indirect costs cannot be 
 associated with a specific cost object74. Indirect costs are notionally attributed 
to and distributed among several cost objects (e.g., system, platform)75. Keep 
in mind that all indirect costs related to activities or resources that are not 
 affected by the introduction of the system are not part of life cycle costs76. 
Direct and indirect costs can also be divided into fixed and variable costs. 
According to Mereste, variable costs are expenses that can either increase or 
decrease in accordance with a rise or fall of production capacity77. Fixed costs 
are costs that are not directly dependent on a cost driver78. Fixed costs have 
to do with owning a device or a system (labour costs, interest rates) and do 
not depend on whether the volume of use increases or decreases79. Such fixed 
costs can be categorised as permanent ownership costs, whereas costs asso
ciated with constant management decisions (e.g., expenses on training and 
development) can be categorised as permanent arbitrary costs80.

General expenses not affected by a weapon system under observation are 
commonly not considered to be part of life cycle costs. From an accounting 
viewpoint, general expenses are costs that cannot be directly related to the 
goods produced, purchased or sold by a company81. The result of life cycle cost 

71  RTO-TR-058, 2003.
72  Sokri et al. 2016, p. 5; ANEP-41, 2006. Ship Costing. Allied Naval Engineering Publication. 
4th ed. NATO International Staff Defence Investment (DI). NATO Standardization Agency, 
p. 21. [ANEP-41, 2006]
73  Mereste 2003, II, p. 57.
74  Mereste 2003, I, p. 348.
75  ALP-10, 2017, A2.
76  ANEP-41, 2006, p. 43
77  Mereste 2003, I, p. 632.
78  Mereste 2003, II, p. 147.
79  RTO-TR-058, 2003, G2.
80  Mereste 2003, II, p. 147.
81  Ibid., p. 592.
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estimation is a minimum component of the total cost, used to compare dif
ferent options. Life cycle costing is normally used as a minimum to compare 
options between alternatives and is frequently used for economic  analysis82. 
Total ownership cost (TOC) includes expenses that arise from owning a 
weapon system. In addition to life cycle costing, these also include indirect, 
direct, and linked costs83. Total Cost of Ownership and Cost of owner ship 
(COO) are synonyms84 and they are part of budgeting and financial analyses. 
Whole life cost (WLC) includes all expenses that a company has to make 
when owning a certain weapon system. Compared to cost of ownership, this 
also includes nonlinked costs.

Table 1. Associations between costs and variations of life cycle costing85

Type of cost PLCC TLCC TOC WLC

Directfixedlinked costs × × × ×

Directvariablelinked costs × × × ×

Indirectfixedlinked costs × ×

Indirectvariablelinked costs × × ×

Nonlinked costs ×

Life cycle costs, total ownership cost, and whole life cost are actually com
ponents of the cost breakdown structure of a weapon system. Even more 
precisely, life cycle costs can be divided into different components hierarchi
cally: sailaway costs, (program) procurement costs, program life cycle costs 
(PLCC), and total life cycle costs (TLCC)86. For example, the sailaway cost 
of a warship includes the cost of the hull, power and navigation equipment, 
electronics, shipyard program management elements, testing and validation 
of ship systems, changes in construction projects, warranties, taxes, etc. After 
adding procurement costs and the remaining linkeddirect components of 
the exploitation, support and disposal phases, it will result in establishing the 
minimum level of LCC, the Program Life Cycle Cost (PLCC, see Table 1). 

82  RTO-TR-058, 2003, p. 112.
83  Sokri et al. 2016, p. 6.
84  RTO-TR-058, 2003, p. 11.
85  ANEP-41, 2006, p. 42, adjusted by the author. See also Sokri et al. 2016, p. 6.
86  ANEP-41, 2006, p. 21.
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When supplementing PLCC with the linked indirect variable costs of man
power, we will achieve the next level of LCC, e.g. the TLCC87.

Costs can be categorised in a number of ways to facilitate analysis, for 
example, according to:

• Time (month, year, stage of life cycle).
• Type of costs (direct, indirect or fixed costs).
• Products (system, subsystem).
• Activities or processes (management, maintenance, repair).
• Resources (labour, equipment).
• Organizational hierarchy (units, services).88

There are two types of constraints that have an effect on the life cycle  costing 
process: external and internal. These can vary in different organisations and 
NATO Member States. External factors include, for example, timely con
straints of decisionmakers (e.g., the government), the number of organisa
tions involved in an acquisition program, or the availability of resources 
(labour, time) to support life cycle costing. The maturity level of capability 
requirements, resources spent on analyses, and the availability of collected 
data and information are usually internal hindering factors89. A database with 
updated and sufficient information is the key factor in estimating life cycle 
costs. The US Department of Defence began collecting and storing cost data 
in 1942 when they started acquiring assets in large quantities, focusing pri
marily on the manufacturers of aircrafts and missiles in the 1940s and 1950s90. 
According to Robinson, the data collection of that time was not consistent, 
nor did it always comply with existing standards. Because of that, successive 
data processing was extremely complicated, but databases were constantly 
complemented and collection processes refined, leading to the creation of 

87  ANEP-41, 2006, p. 45.
88  RTO-TR-SAS-069, 2009, p. 14; Sokri et al. 2016, pp. 7–8.
89  RTO-TR-SAS-069, 2009, p. 1.
90  Robinson, D. M. 2003. Innovations and Improvements in Cost Information Manage
ment. – Cost Structure and Life Cycle Cost (LCC) for Military Systems. RTOMP096, 
AC/323(SAS036)TP/27. NATO Research and Technology Organisation Meeting 
 Proceedings 96, June. Papers presented at the RTO Studies, Analysis and Simulation Panel 
(SAS) Symposium held in Paris, France, 24–25 October 2001. NATO Research and Technology 
Organisation, p. 7–1. [ Robinson 2003]
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Contractor Cost Data Report91 in 1970, a standardised and unified database 
for defence expenses. This data report has become a pillar for the analytics of 
the US Department of Defence in estimating life cycle costs.

The estimation of life cycle costs cannot only consider the financial aspects 
but must also account for national defence needs (capability requirements), 
the specificities and pace of military operations, and environmental and social 
factors. Technological progress and the application of new technologies are 
becoming increasingly important, making the estimation of life cycle costs 
all the more complicated. Some research conducted in the field of unmanned 
systems have shown a rise in the costs of repair and maintenance work. Some 
of the mentioned aspects were not covered in this paper at all.

5. Conclusion

The purpose of this article was to give an overview of the fundamental prin
ciples and aspects of life cycle costing. It is important to be aware of the his
torical background and theoretical development of this area to appreciate the 
benefits that an organisation may gain from life cycle costing.

The topic of the life cycle costing of defence equipment became more 
 relevant in the USA in the 1960s when procurement decisions were 
 primarily made pursuant to the optimal price of an offer. As a result, the 
lacking  resources for maintaining existing equipment had to be covered by 
 resources meant for purchasing new equipment elements. Life cycle  costing 
as a  discipline was initiated by the administration of President John F. 
 Kennedy and the  knowledge and expertise of USA researchers was  quickly 
utilised by other larger industrial countries. Even though life cycle costs 
can be  approached from an interdisciplinary viewpoint, it lies in the area of 
 expertise of accounting. In Estonian scientific publications, the subject of life 
cycle  costing has garnered little interest, which gives grounds for more intense 
research in the field of national defence.

Weapon systems are usually not consumer goods. They are technically 
very complicated and include high technology electronic parts that require 
them to be frequently modified and modernised. This, in turn, suggests 
that life cycle cost estimation is a complicated and vague activity that needs 
 extensive  analyses. The purpose of life cycle costing is to determine the cost 
elements of a purchased weapon system during its entire service life and 

91  Ibid., p. 71.
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 assess  approximate exploitation expenses. Total costs must be calculated at 
each stage of a life cycle, from concept to disposal. When analysing total life 
cycle costs, one must first establish a cost breakout structure for the internal 
cost elements of all life cycle stages, then determine the costs and make an 
estimation. A cost breakout structure must be simple, comprehensive, well
structured, comparable to other similar structures, and terminologically 
 unequivocal.

The result of life cycle cost modelling and analysis gives us a chance to 
compare systems with similar performance, save budget resources, and 
 determine the fields where technological or management innovations can be 
applied. Life cycle costing gives a wider perspective to assessing the balance 
between expenses and benefits in national economy and finances, and helps 
to analyse future cash flows and the need for their national redistribution.

In light of the issues discussed in the National Audit Office’s 2020 report 
summary on internal security and national defence, Planning and cost-effec-
tiveness of large-scale defence procurement, the tasks and areas of responsibility 
of procurements held in the administrative area of the Ministry of Defence 
still require further analysis. A universal model must be developed to cover 
life cycle costing in the army, the navy, and the air forces, plus all costs accom
panying purchased weapon systems during their service life. The approximate 
results of cash flow necessities determined with life cycle cost analysis enable 
decisionmakers to make the optimal choice for the Defence Forces from all 
potential offers.
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Figure 1. Transition of the knowledge and expertise of life cycle costing92

92  Okano 2001a, p. 336.
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Table 2. Distribution of life cycle costs, stages and activities of the service life of a device93

Level 1: Stages Level 2: Activities
Preconcept (concept 
development) costs

 Program management, project management
 Research, initial testing, analysis, simulation

Concept costs  Project management
 Research, initial testing, analysis, simulation
 Other

Product  
development costs

 Project management
 Research, studies analysis, simulation
 Engineering
 Solicitation and contract management
 Development (research and design)
 Procurement (purchasing)
 Other

Investment and 
procurement costs

 Project management
 Research, studies analysis, simulation
 Engineering and manufacturing
 Procurement (purchasing)
 System integration (subactivities, e.g., integrating 

existing weapon systems with the purchased system)
 Testing, trials, demonstration, and evaluation of 

equipment or a system
 Deployment
 Infrastructure investments
 Other

Operation 
(exploitation) costs

 Personnel costs (direct personnel)
 Fuel, oil, lubricants; training materials, victuals, etc.
 Services and support directly related with exploitation

Maintenance and 
support costs

 Maintenance of equipment (weapon system) (levels 
1–4)

 Replenishing spare parts, expendables, etc.
 Training
 Sustainment
 Packing, handling, storing, and transport (PHST)
 Indirect support activities

Modernisation 
(upgrading) costs

 Equipment or system updates and upgrades

Decommissioning  
and disposal costs

 Planning and initiating disposal 
 Treatment of hazardous substances and waste
 Dismantling, disposal, and storing of systems
 Transport costs
 Reselling equipment or systems

93  Sokri et al. 2016, pp. 13–17; Simões-Marques 2015, p. 787; RTO-TR-SAS-069, 2009.
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FUTURE MARITIME DEFENCE 
SCENARIOS IN ESTONIA

Tauri Roosipuu

ABSTRACT. The issues of organising Estonian maritime defence have been subject 
to publications since Estonia regained independence but have not yet been acknowl
edged either on a governmental or a societal level and no fundamental rearrange
ments have been made so far. The objective of this article1 is to propose two extreme 
hypothetical scenarios in the perspective of the next thirty years, both positive and 
negative, based on the current state of Estonian maritime defence. The first, black 
scenario is based on the assumption that the next decades will bring about nega
tive developments and Estonian maritime defence will significantly deteriorate. The 
second, white scenario is based on the opposite assumption of positive developments 
and a major improvement in Estonian maritime defence. The distinct difference 
 between the two scenarios should, again, draw attention to the facts that ignoring the 
issues of Estonian maritime defence may have fatal consequences and that it will be 
entirely possible to establish a wellfunctioning maritime defence over the following 
decades.

Keywords: Estonian maritime defence, maritime mindset, national maritime 
 defence, sea blindness, state fleets, future scenarios

1. Introduction

In the context of this article, Estonian maritime defence is defined as a col
lection of national maritime objectives and tasks based on the concepts of 
comprehensive national defence and fully supporting its establishment. For 
this, we need clearly established national maritime interests as well as pur
poseful and systematic actions for protecting these interests. The issues of 
organising Estonian maritime defence have been subject to publications since 
Estonia regained independence but have not yet been acknowledged either on 

1  This article is based on an essay by the author that won second prize in the essay contest 
“The Future of Naval Warfare” organised by the Estonian Military Academy in 2019. This 
 article was originally written in Estonian and first published in the Estonian Journal of Military 
Studies (Sõjateadlane), No. 16 (2021), pp. 34–45.

Sõjateadlane (Estonian Journal of Military Studies), Volume 19, 2022, pp. 78–90.  
https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/

https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/
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a governmental or a societal level, and no fundamental rearrangements have 
been made so far.

Almost thirty years have passed since Estonia regained independence, 
which is a common lifespan of a ship. Therefore, the focus of this article is 
on the following three decades: Estonian maritime defence until 2050. The 
objective of this article is to propose two extreme hypothetical scenarios, posi
tive and negative, based on the current state of Estonian maritime defence. 
The first, black scenario is based on the assumption that the next decades 
will bring about negative developments and Estonian maritime defence will 
significantly deteriorate. The second, white scenario is based on the opposite 
assumption of positive developments and a major improvement in Estonian 
maritime defence.

These proposed scenarios are based on publicly available sources as well 
as current societal and political processes. Since the development of mari
time defence requires significant time and investment, an important factor 
has been the age of current vessels and equipment as well as capability gaps. 
Both scenarios are described from the perspective of a maritime mindset, 
maritime situational awareness, and the subtopics of vessels, fleets, and capa
bilities, comprising the basis for exemplifying a hypothetical case description 
and analysis.

2. Maritime mindset

In the case of the black scenario, Estonian maritime geography will continue 
to be ignored on a governmental and political level, including by the manage
ment of national defence. The maritime interests of Estonia will  remain un
defined and unprotected as a result of inadequate legislation2 and the lack 
of a systematic approach. Maritime management will remain visionless and 
segregated3 between ministries and authorities. Single projectbased attempts 
to change the situation will not provide the desired result or integrate into 
the larger picture. The maritime domain will gradually disappear, mari
time compe tency will decrease, and sea blindness will increasingly spread 

2  Kaunis, I.; Lindpere, H.; Lott, A. 2015. Mereõiguste kodifitseerimise lähteülesanne. Conso
lato del Mare OÜ, p. 265. https://www.just.ee/sites/www.just.ee/files/mereoiguse_kodifitseeri
mise_lahteulesanne.pdf (12.05.2020). [Kaunis, Lindpere, Lott 2015]
3  Eesti merenduspoliitika 2012–2020. 2012. Majandus ja kommunikatsiooniministeerium, 
p. 57. https://dhs.riigikantselei.ee/avalikteave.nsf/documents/NT001A58E6?open (20.22.2022).

https://www.just.ee/sites/www.just.ee/files/mereoiguse_kodifitseerimise_lahteulesanne.pdf
https://www.just.ee/sites/www.just.ee/files/mereoiguse_kodifitseerimise_lahteulesanne.pdf
https://dhs.riigikantselei.ee/avalikteave.nsf/documents/NT001A58E6?open
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in  society. Expert opinions will succumb to political will. The number and 
 authority of people able to understand maritime issues is small, even more 
marginal in the subject of maritime defence. This, in turn, will be reflected 
in national defence where the dominating focus will remain on land forces, 
and the navy as a niche domain will continue to fight for its existence with
out any significant independent contributions to the state’s initial selfdefence 
capa bility. This is happening in spite of the attempt of the maritime officials 
to bring a merchant fleet under the Estonian flag4: an attempt based on a 
bottomup initiative that will not bring the state any expected benefits after 
the initial state aid period. The resistance of financial officers will result in 
the loss of any political interest to make developing the maritime domain a 
priority and reform the field. An increasing amount of political attention will 
be paid to secondary questions without any interest in extensive reorganisa
tion that would not result in any subsequent political benefits. This is sup
ported by the establishment of several joint authorities with a questionable 
return and an increasingly entrenching structure of the administrative areas 
of ministries. The state will have neither a complete overview nor control over 
processes on the Estonian sea area.

In case of the white scenario, Estonian maritime issues and challenges will 
be increasingly more acknowledged on a political level. This will be the result 
of restoring the merchant fleet under the Estonian flag which will draw the 
necessary attention to the maritime domain. In order to solve maritime issues, 
the government will assemble a commission where experts play an important 
role. They will strenuously but persistently start solving the issues that have 
arisen since the nineties. For the first time ever, the maritime interests of 
 Estonia will be defined, maritime management will be reorganised,  legislation 
arranged, and the necessary reforms implemented to guarantee the sover
eignty of Estonian sea areas. Managing the maritime domain will become 
systematic. Dangers coming from the sea will be increasingly acknowledged 
while firmly rooted dogmas (e.g., potential dangers can only come from the 
East, meaning Kronstadt, and not from the West, meaning Kaliningrad; mari
time defence should be the responsibility of our allies; one can be present at 
sea without a ship) will, over time, disappear. Despite the general principle of 
reducing legislation and authoritative structures, the required reorganisations 
will be established as a part of a national reform. Issues related to Estonian sea 

4  Eesti laevanduse areng – põhjused ja ajajoon 2018. Transpordiamet, 11, oktoober. https://
www.transpordiamet.ee/uudised/eestilaevandusearengpohjusedjaajajoon (21.11.2022).

https://www.transpordiamet.ee/uudised/eesti-laevanduse-areng-pohjused-ja-ajajoon
https://www.transpordiamet.ee/uudised/eesti-laevanduse-areng-pohjused-ja-ajajoon
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areas and maritime zones will arise due to the establishment of wind farms 
and increasingly intensive hybrid operations with research vessels, fishing 
vessels, etc., of the Russian Federation.

3. Maritime situational awareness

In the case of the black scenario, sea surveillance, which is the basis for mari
time situational awareness and all naval operations, will stay divided among 
different authorities and the responsibility of sea surveillance would remain 
unregulated by legislation. Despite several attempts to establish a unified 
sea surveillance system compatible with wartime requirements, this will be 
stuck in the maze of working groups and the indecisiveness of ministries and 
 authorities. There will not be a recognised maritime picture. All resources 
of the Police and Border Guard Board will be spent on maintaining existing 
 capabilities and renewing current radar systems and positions. Even though 
the Defence Forces will purchase mobile radars that will increase the surviv
ability of the sea surveillance system, these will not be sufficient to cover all 
Estonian sea areas. Due to unsuitable vessels and the lack of resources, the 
Navy will not be able to identify all contacts, especially in the open area of the 
Baltic Sea. This issue has been present for decades but there have not been any 
political initiatives for solving it alongside mundane issues.

In the case of the white scenario, in an initiative of leading officials of 
the Ministry of Defence, the Ministry of the Interior, and the Ministry of 
Economic Affairs and Communications, a work group will be assembled, 
 including specialised experts, to reorganise Estonian sea surveillance5.  Legally, 
the task of sea surveillance will be given to the Defence Forces; they will build 
a recognised maritime picture with stationary and mobile coastal radars and 
vessels that permanently fly the state flag on the Estonian sea area and identi
fying contacts. The Estonian sea surveillance system will be integrated with 
those of NATO and other friendly countries of the Baltic Sea. The Police 
and Border Guard Board, the Estonian Maritime Administration (since 2021 
the Transport Administration) and other institutions will use the maritime 
 picture to a necessary extent in their everyday operations.

5  Sargma, S. 2019. Mereolukorrateadlikkus ja selle täiustamisvõimalused Eestis. – Sõja
teadlane, No. 11. Tartu: Eesti Ülikoolide Kirjastus, pp. 140–141.
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4. Vessels and fleets

In the case of the black scenario, authorities will continue to maintain separate 
fleets that are unable to fully perform the tasks assigned to them, espe cially 
in the event of a crisis or engagement6. Some fleets may be unified under 
the governance of the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Communications by 
handing over the vessels of the Maritime Administration, the Port of Tallinn, 
Saarte Liinid, and Estonian Pilot to a state company. Renewing or replacing 
smaller vessels (buoy tenders, research vessels, or pilot boats) would not be 
overly problematic. The more critical issue concerns icebreaking capabilities. 
By then, the Tarmo icebreaker of the Maritime Administration will be  either 
sold or scrapped, the Botanica icebreaker of the Port of Tallinn will have been 
in use for over forty years. If the predominantly warm winters continue, no 
resources will be invested into building a new icebreaker, and in the rare 
harsher winters, the area around the Gulf of Finland will be serviced solely 
by the Botanica. This will create queues for access to the port; in the future, 
all ports must consider it an economic risk. The Sektori buoy tender of the 
Maritime Administration and the multipurpose icebreaker EVA316 will be 
replaced with a new multipurpose vessel that will operate on the Gulf of Riga 
as an icebreaker.

The fleet of the Police and Border Guard Board will, for the most part, 
remain in its current state; only the Pikker patrol vessel will be replaced with 
another Rajuclass vessel over the next decade with European funding. In 
the critical budgeting conditions7, the Ministry of the Interior will not have 
found a way to allocate additional investment. The fleet will still be composed 
of four vessels, which is not sufficient for performing the assigned tasks. 
 Pollution control abilities will remain at the same level as in 2020. Because of 
the  increasingly policecentred background of the management of the Police 
and Border Guard Board, they will leave the fleet neglected. Because of the age 
and diverseness of the fleet, a proactive presence at sea will be replaced with 
reacting to events from the harbour. This will be complemented by staff issues 
arising from constant competition with the merchant navy. The  unfortunate 

6  Murumets, J. 2016. Eesti merejulgeolek. Uuringu raport. – ENDC Occasional Papers, 
Vol. 5. Tartu: Eesti Ülikoolide Kirjastus, pp. 44–47. [Murumets 2016]
7  Politsei- ja Piirivalveameti moodustamise kulg ja tulemuslikkus 2016. Riigikontrolli aru
anne Riigikogule. Tallinn, 19. aprill, p. 4. https://www.riigikontroll.ee/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket
=1DZyqcLQ8Iw%3D&language=etEE&forcedownload=true (12.05.2020).

https://www.riigikontroll.ee/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=1DZyqcLQ8Iw%3D&language=et-EE&forcedownload=true
https://www.riigikontroll.ee/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=1DZyqcLQ8Iw%3D&language=et-EE&forcedownload=true
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decisions adopted in the 1990s to maintain separate fleets8 will continue into 
the middle of the century and it seems impossible to reverse them.

The naval fleet is in the most difficult situation of all national fleets since 
the length of service of minehunters will amount to forty years in around 
2030. Warships are expensive and must be replaced all at once. Due to the 
current capability gaps of the Defence Forces, various investments will create 
competition. It will be difficult to find the money for larger investments: this 
will be subject to great criticism that will result in the navy fighting for its 
existence. In a worstcase scenario, minehunters will be replaced with other 
used vessels that will not resolve the capability gaps.

In the case of the white scenario, a national fleet strategy will be estab
lished. Its purpose will be to create balanced fleets that are able to operate 
during wartime as well as peacetime. Standard projects will be developed 
for modular ships9 that will constitute the basis for constructing new ships. 
Under this new conception, vessels will be built for the Navy in the 2030s. 
Com bining the fleets and reorganising them pursuant to the need to use force 
will be opposed to some extent but the unsustainable future perspective of 
separate fleets will not leave any other options. Since the state needs ships to 
be present (cannot be replaced with aircraft or small watercrafts) and operate 
at sea, it is reasonable to use the potential of these vessels to their full extent, 
considering the spectrum of required tasks at all escalation levels. The ves
sels of the Police and Border Guard Board will be divided between the Navy 
and civil organisations until the lifespan of these vessels ends. Although the 
number of vessels will decrease, their number of days at sea will increase, 
whereas the number of capability gaps will decrease and tasks will be  better 
performed. Modular solutions will enable the addition of more expensive 
abilities to the vessels later.

5. Capabilities

Since a number of capability gaps are related with currently used vessels 
and their quantity, the situation with capability gaps would not improve in 
the case of the black scenario. It is extremely difficult or even impossible to 

8  Laanetu, L. 2017. Mereline riigikaitse ehk tardumine 1990ndatesse. – Sõdur, No. 1, 
pp. 20–25.
9  Laanemets, O. 2015. Eesti merejõudude ülesanded ja laevatüübid. – ENDC Occasional 
Papers, Vol. 3. Uurimusi Eesti merelisest riigikaitsest. Tartu: Eesti Ülikoolide Kirjastus, 
pp. 157–165. [Laanemets 2015]
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add complementary capabilities and modify their operational and construc
tion parameters (speed, helicopter deck, etc.). The vessels of the Maritime 
Adminis tration and the Police and Border Guard Board are not ready for 
military use (communication systems, armament, etc.). Estonia would have 
to have 7.5 vessels with relevant capabilities instead of the current four10 just 
to comply with the minimum pollution control capabilities11 as recom mended 
by the Baltic Marine Environment Protection Commission (the Helsinki 
Commission, or HELCOM). Over the next decade, the military capability 
the most likely to be developed will be mine laying (along with obtaining the 
mines). As far as military capabilities go, this will remain a single (or one of 
the few) qualitative advancement. Replacing monofunctional minehunters 
with used monofunctional vessels will leave the naval fleet in the inevitable 
trap of capability developments for the next few decades.

In the case of the white scenario, the capabilities of fleets will improve as 
a result of the number of vessel classes being reduced, the implementation 
of modular vessel classes, and an increase in the crossusage of vessels. Any 
 addition or modification of a capability will no longer require the construc
tion of a new vessel. Expensive capabilities could be added to a vessel later 
in its lifespan and modified according to a particular crisis or emergency. 
In  addition to fully developing naval mine warfare capabilities (launching, 
hunting, sweeping), we will also be able to increase the selfdefence  abilities 
of warships and create the conditions for them to operate in other areas of 
naval warfare besides mine warfare (surface, submarine, or air warfare). 
 Besides the niche capability of mine hunting, the Navy will also have an actual 
oppor tunity to make a military contribution into the state’s initial selfdefence 
 capability12.

10  Riigi ülesannete rahastamine Euroopa Liidu toetustest 2017. Riigikontrolli aruanne 
Riigikogule. Tallinn, 30. november, p. 65. https://www.riigikontroll.ee/Portals/0/Upload/
ELi%20raha%20audtit_30.11.2017_LOPP.pdf (12.05.2020).
11  HELCOM Manual on Co-operation in Response to Marine Pollution within the frame-
work of the Convention on the Protection of the Marine Environment of the Baltic Sea 
Area (Helsinki Convention) 2019. Volume 1, Chapter 13. Helsinki Commission, p. 37. https://
helcom.fi/wpcontent/uploads/2019/08/HELCOMManualonCooperationinResponseto
MarinePollutionVolume1.pdf (12.05.2020).
12  Murumets 2016, p. 49.

https://www.riigikontroll.ee/Portals/0/Upload/ELi%20raha%20audtit_30.11.2017_LOPP.pdf
https://www.riigikontroll.ee/Portals/0/Upload/ELi%20raha%20audtit_30.11.2017_LOPP.pdf
https://helcom.fi/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/HELCOM-Manual-on-Co-operation-in-Response-to-Marine-Pollution-Volume-1.pdf
https://helcom.fi/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/HELCOM-Manual-on-Co-operation-in-Response-to-Marine-Pollution-Volume-1.pdf
https://helcom.fi/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/HELCOM-Manual-on-Co-operation-in-Response-to-Marine-Pollution-Volume-1.pdf
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6. Case description and analysis

The following section includes a description and analysis of the operations of 
the state in a hypothetical situation according to the two previously described 
development scenarios and relevant capabilities.

In the case of the black scenario, a research vessel from the Russian 
 Federation will operate in the central area of the Baltic Sea, in the Estonian 
exclusive economic zone; officially, it will be conducting biological research 
but its actual assignment will be hybrid operations, including an explora
tion of the cables in the seabed. The Police and Border Guard Board will not 
be engaged in visually detecting or monitoring the activities of the  vessel. 
 During a deployment exercise, a NATO national sealift ship will berth in 
Saaremaa Harbour. With the purpose of replenishing supplies, the research 
vessel will approach a roadstead in the Estonian territorial sea. In the darkness 
of night and by violating the border regime, a boat from the research vessel 
will land on the Saaremaa shore. Before any signal to stop can be given, the 
research vessel will leave Estonian territorial waters. Since Estonia is one of 
the  minority coastal states that has not established a contiguous zone13 of 12 
nautical miles of width in addition to the territorial sea of 12 nautical miles 
of width, the authorities do not have the right of control or hot pursuit after 
the research vessel has left territorial waters14. The research vessel is not held 
responsible.

Later, disturbances in GPS signals will be detected near a transit fairway 
in the central area of the Baltic Sea, the actual source of which is the afore
mentioned research vessel. Russia will accuse the organisers of the deploy
ment exercise of restricting the freedom and safety of navigation and will 
send a frigate to the area. The frigate will navigate near the border of the 
Estonian territorial sea where a patrol boat of the Police and Border Guard 
Board was sent. The next manoeuvre of the frigate of the hostile country will 
be to enter Estonian territorial waters. They will violate the conditions of 
inno cent  passage by drifting in the Saaremaa Harbour roadstead. The vessel 
of the  Police and Border Guard Board will fix the entrance of the frigate into 
the terri torial sea with technical means and demand its immediate depar
ture from territorial waters15, however, it will not have any legal premises or 

13  Kaunis, Lindpere, Lott 2015, p. 190.
14  Ühinenud Rahvaste Organisatsiooni mereõiguse konventsioon. – RT II, 2005, 16, 48. 
https://www.riigiteataja.ee/akt/911675 (12.05.2020). [UNCLOS]
15  Riigipiiri seadus. – RT I, 08.07.2020, 7. https://www.riigiteataja.ee/akt/RiPS (26.04.2020).

https://www.riigiteataja.ee/akt/911675
https://www.riigiteataja.ee/akt/RiPS
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armament (besides the handguns of the crew) to fire warning shots. Due to 
insufficient national legislation at different escalation levels, it is unclear if 
and when the Navy should intervene and what impact a naval antiaircraft 
cannon located in Tallinn would have in an already escalated situation. After 
a number of provocative manoeuvres with risk of engagement in the Saare
maa Harbour roadstead, the frigate will proceed to the open sea and leave the 
area. Only diplomatic notes will remain (references to technical issues) but 
the actual message will be clear: Estonia does not have the ability to defend its 
sea area and guarantee its sovereignty.

In the case of the white scenario, a research vessel of the Russian  Federation 
will operate in the central area of the Baltic Sea, in the Estonian exclusive 
economic zone; officially, it is conducting biological research but its actual 
assignment is hybrid operations, including an exploration of the cables in the 
seabed. The research vessel is visually detected during a build of the maritime 
picture and its activities regularly monitored. During a deployment exercise, a 
NATO national sealift ship will berth in Saaremaa Harbour. With the purpose 
of replenishing supplies, the research vessel will approach a roadstead in the 
Estonian territorial sea. In the darkness of night and by violating the  border 
regime, a boat from the research vessel will land on the Saaremaa shore. 
 Before any signal to stop can be given, the research vessel will leave Estonian 
territorial waters but, thanks to the establishment of a contiguous zone with a 
maritime zone act, the stop signal is given in the contiguous zone. The right 
of hot pursuit ceases as soon as the ship pursued enters the territorial sea of 
its own state or of a third state, unless the pursuit has not been interrupted16. 
Warning shots will be fired to stop the research vessel. The naval boarding 
crew and officials will board the vessel and their inspection will reveal the 
true assignment of the vessel which was to explore the cables at the bottom 
of the sea and conduct other hybrid activities. Russia will accuse Estonian 
officials of restricting the freedom and safety of navigation and will send a 
frigate to the area. The frigate entering into the exclusive economic zone of 
Estonia will be escorted by a naval vessel. After an abrupt change in course to 
the Saaremaa Harbour, the frigate will receive an order to follow the require
ments of innocent passage. Under the legally clear conditions of guarding 
and protecting the sea border, the naval vessel is forced to fire  warning shots 
from a compact cannon. Despite the escalating situation, the frigate will leave 

16  UNCLOS.
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Estonian territorial waters, thus guaranteeing the sovereignty of the territory 
of Estonia.

In the first scenario, the situation may quickly become fatal, while in the 
second scenario, we would guarantee actual deterrence and sovereignty. 
A small country like Estonia is not capable of engaging in a conventional 
naval warfare with our neighbours from the East. Conventional warfare may 
 follow a long period of peace and different escalation levels that we must first 
manage. Hybrid warfare is a common way for Russia to achieve its  strategic 
 objectives without engaging in conventional warfare and it involves the use 
of a marine environment. Examples of this include the drowning of the 
 Metallist freighter in the Narva Bay17 in 1939 or the Kerch Strait incident18 in 
2018. In order to prevent situations like these, we need maritime situational 
awareness (recognised maritime picture) and the ability to demonstrate the 
 sovereignty of our nation. Currently, Estonia has shortcomings in both areas. 
The  problem is not just the lack of solutions, it is lack of awareness, will, 
 decisiveness, and engagement on a governmental level. It is not a technical 
issue; it is  political. It is made more complicated by the comprehensiveness 
of the issue: it must be handled in cooperation with different ministries, not 
just within a  single authority. The Estonian Navy as a postmodern navy is not 
 required to  operate alone. In cooperation with other countries of the  Baltic 
Sea, we can confront the Baltic Fleet of the Russian Federation, prevent the 
adversary from  achieving sea control19, and implement the conception of 
small war20 by contributing to the joint operation of Estonian military de
fence and protecting sea lanes of communication and other communications.

First, however, we must break the mentality of denying the existence of 
sea. After that, we can start implementing sea surveillance and the neces
sary reforms regarding fleets in order to start developing capabilities. It is 
a long process but we must begin now. The existence of a purposeless and 
 incapable organisation is easy to confront. Unfortunately, there is no better 
way to change a mental pattern than to talk and talk and talk. The process of 

17  Petrov, P. 2006. Punalipuline Balti Laevastik ja Eesti 1939. aasta septembris ning vahe
juhtum aurikuga „Metallist“. – Akadeemia, nr 6, pp. 1213–1236.
18  Lewis, S. 2006. Russia’s Continued Aggression Against Ukraine: Illegal Actions in the Kerch 
Strait and Sea of Azov. – The RUSI Journal, Vol. 164, No. 1. Royal United Services Institute 
(RUSI), pp. 18–26.
19  Laanemets 2015, p. 76.
20  Laanetu, L. 2014. Väikesõja kontseptsioon – kas Eesti esimene meresõjaline doktriin? – 
Sõdur, No. 4, pp. 42–47.
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restoring a merchant fleet under our own flag is a great example of the fact 
that activities based on a bottomup initiative lasting for decades may, in the 
end, bear some fruit. A wakeup call like we saw before the land border con
struction was initiated would be an incomparably worse alternative.

7. Conclusion

The organisation of Estonian maritime defence is at a crossroads. Continuing 
on the current course is not sustainable even for maintaining current capabili
ties because, over time, new issues will arise. The realisation of either scenario 
mostly depends on the blossoming of a maritime mindset. In the case of the 
black scenario, Estonian maritime geography will continue to be ignored at a 
governmental and political level, including in managing national defence. As 
a positive alternative, the maritime interests of the nation would be defined, 
maritime management reorganised, legislation arranged, and the necessary 
reforms implemented to guarantee sovereignty on Estonian sea areas.

The second aspect is the national organisation of sea surveillance and 
the building of a recognised maritime picture that are the basis of  maritime 
 situational awareness and all naval operations. In the case of the black 
 scenario, these would remain segregated among different authorities and 
 responsibility for sea surveillance would remain unregulated by law. In the 
case of the white scenario, the task of sea surveillance would be legally given 
to the Defence Forces: they would build a recognised maritime picture in 
accordance with wartime requirements with stationary and mobile coastal 
radars and vessels that permanently fly the state flag and identify contacts.

The national quality of the performance of naval tasks is directly  dependant 
on the organisation of national fleets and the vessels being used. In the case 
of the negative scenario, authorities would still maintain separate fleets that 
are unable to fully perform the tasks assigned to them, especially in the event 
of a crisis or engagement. In the case of the white scenario, however, they 
would develop a strategy for national fleets with the purpose of creating well
balanced fleets capable of operating in peacetime as well as wartime. Since a 
number of capability gaps relate to currently used vessels and their quantity, 
the situation with capability gaps would not improve in the case of the black 
scenario. In the case of the white scenario, however, the capabilities of fleets 
would improve as a result of the number of vessel classes being reduced, the 
implementation of modular vessel classes, and an increase in the crossusage 
of vessels.
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Maritime defence is needed not only for conventional warfare but also 
under peacetime conditions as well as at different escalation levels. In order 
to prevent losses in hybrid warfare and the escalation of crises, we need mari
time situational awareness (recognised maritime picture) and the ability to 
demonstrate the sovereignty of the country. In the case of the black scenario, 
the situation might escalate relatively quickly in a crisis; the other scenario, 
however, would allow us to guarantee actual deterrence of the country and 
sovereignty. The differences between the two proposed scenarios should, once 
again, bring attention to the fact that ignoring the issues of Estonian maritime 
defence may have fatal consequences and establishing a functional maritime 
defence is entirely possible over the course of a few decades. First, we must 
break the mentality of denying the existence of the sea, after that we can start 
implementing the necessary reforms regarding sea surveillance and fleets, 
which are the basis for enabling a capability development. In order to change 
this mindset we must constantly raise awareness in the whole of society. The 
validity of the possible scenarios is only revealed over time. Actual develop
ments may lie somewhere between the two scenarios, or in a combination of 
the two.
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DO SMALL STATES NEED  
A BALANCED FLEET?

Taavi Urb

According to Milan Vego, a renowned naval warfare historian and theoreti
cian from Bosnia and Herzegovina, “Failure to build a balanced fleet has in 
the past created many difficulties in accomplishing strategic objectives in a war 
at sea.”1 However, it is worth asking if this statement also applies to small states.

It is widely accepted that a balanced fleet would benefit a maritime nation; 
however, the same may not always apply to small states with little ambitions, 
limited resources, and some specific problems. The current revolution in mili
tary affairs and past budget cuts have made it increasingly harder to maintain 
a capable fleet. This raises the question of whether small states should try to 
build a balanced fleet or are there any other, better, options.2

1. The importance of the maritime domain

The sea comprises 70.8% of the Earth’s surface. Although people live on land, 
the maritime domain is important to coastal states. The sea has four historical 
attributes: it is a pool for resources, a medium for transportation, a medium 
for exchanging information, and a medium for power projection. Mankind 
currently obtains 20% of dietary proteins from the sea. Fishing and the fishing 
industry in general are an important international business3. Essential  natural 
resources can be found under the sea, most importantly oil and natural gas, 
already half of whose entire supplies are extracted from the sea bottom4. Since 

1  Vego, M. N. 1999. Naval Strategy and Operations in Narrow Seas. London: Taylor and 
Francis, p. 297.
2  This article was originally written in Estonian and first published in the Estonian Journal of 
Military Studies (Sõjateadlane), No. 16, pp. 143–148.
3  Till, G. 2013. Seapower: A Guide for the TwentyFirst Century. Revised and updated third 
edition. New York: Routledge, pp. 6–7. [Till 2013]
4  Мурашов, Е. А. 2002. Ocновы тактики военноморского флота. СанктПетербург: 
Ми нистерство обороны Российской Федерации, p. 10

Sõjateadlane (Estonian Journal of Military Studies), Volume 19, 2022, pp. 91–107.  
https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/

https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/
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maritime transport is the cheapest and fastest means of transporting large 
quantities of goods, over 90% of global trade is operated by sea5. Sailors have 
been mediators of information throughout history, although today this role 
has been taken over by internet cables in the sea and ocean bottoms. An esti
mated 90% of all internet traffic passes through these cables6. Sea  powers 
can use the sea to invade an opponent or coerce them by limiting their 
oppor tunities to use the sea. Such power projection does not have to be an 
amphibi ous operation on the shore of another country; it is enough to disrupt 
or  merely threaten to disrupt sea lines of communication. Even sending a 
 capable naval fleet to an area of crisis is considered an extremely powerful 
political  message7. Today, the four historic purposes of the sea are comple
mented by a fifth: the sea is increasingly seen as a natural environment, used 
for leisure but also requiring protection8.

Coastal states cannot ignore the possibilities and threats posed by the sea. 
The maritime cluster (fishing and shipping industry, shipbuilding, etc.) may 
constitute a great proportion of the national economy. On the other hand, 
maritime boundaries may become an avenue of aggression by hostile coun
tries. This is the reason why every coastal state has its maritime interests and 
each coastal state needs capabilities, e.g., naval forces of some sort, to pro
tect them. Sometimes, however, countries fail to recognise their existing or 
potential interests9. In the naval community, this phenomenon is called sea 
blindness.

5  Till 2013, pp. 7–13.
6  Main, D. 2015. Undersea Cables Transport 99 Percent of International Data. – Newsweek, 
April 2. https://www.newsweek.com/underseacablestransport99percentinternationalcom
munications319072 (20.12.2020).
7  Till 2013, pp. 14–17.
8  Ibid., pp. 300–301.
9  Urb, T. 2016a. Euroopa mereline julgeolekulõhe. – Sõdur, No. 9. [Urb 2016a]; Mellett, Mark 
2014. Adaptive Dynamic Capabilities and Innovation: The Key for Small Navies  Protecting 
National Interests at and from the Sea. – Mulqueen, M.; Sanders, D.; Speller, I. (eds.). Small 
Navies: Strategy and Policy for Small Navies in War and Peace. Dorchester: Ashgate Publishing 
Company, p. 68. [Mellett 2014]; Laanemets, Ott 2014a. Eesti merejõudude ülesannete analüüs 
ja sellest tulenevad laevatüübid. Magistritöö. Tallinn: Tallinna Tehnikaülikool. [Laanemets 
2014a]

https://www.newsweek.com/undersea-cables-transport-99-percent-internationalcommunications-319072
https://www.newsweek.com/undersea-cables-transport-99-percent-internationalcommunications-319072
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2. What is a small state?

There is no single widely accepted definition of a small state but, according 
to consensus, a small state is a country with relatively few resources and/or 
insigni ficant or little impact from the perspective of an inter national  system. 
This is why their security relies on collective defence and inter national  security 
agreements10. According to Anders Wivel, Alyson J. K. Bailes, and Clive 
 Archer, small states are unable to protect their sovereignty  independently, 
their opportunities to act are restricted, and their impact on international 
 relations is small. Because of that, they rather tend to adjust to the inter
national environment than to shape it and try to achieve any kind of impact 
through international institutions11. Since small states may have something 
that large countries would like to obtain—natural resources, a strategic loca
tion, support, or voice in the international arena—they have to protect their 
territorial integrity, political sovereignty, national identity, and freedom 
to act12.

Even small states can have a grand strategy13. In this case, the navy of a 
coastal state “will rank among its most relevant peacetime instruments of 
power, among its most valuable pieces of diplomatic real estate.”14 Usually, 
however, they perform their military and law enforcement operations in 
their own or adjacent waters. Although territorial sea and exclusive economic 
zones are important to small coastal states or coastal powers, the sea power of 
small states is limited in both intensity and extent15.

10  Maass, M. 2017. Small states in world politics. The story of small state survival, 1648–2016. 
Manchester University Press, pp. 220–221, 232.
11  Wivel, A.; Bailes, A. J. K.; Archer, C. 2014. Setting the Scene: Small States and International 
Security. – Wivel, A.; Bailes, A. J. K.; Archer, C. (eds.). Small States and International Security: 
Europe and Beyond. London and New York: Routledge, pp. 5–7.
12  Bailes, A. J. K.; Rickli, J-M.; Thorhallsson, B. 2014. Small States, Survival and Strategy. –
Wivel, A.; Bailes, A. J. K.; Archer, C. (eds.). Small States and International Security: Europe and 
Beyond. London and New York: Routledge, p. 26.
13  Holmes, J. R. 2012. Small Navy, Strong Navy. – The Diplomat, December 20. http://thedip
lomat.com/2012/12/smallnavystrongnavy/ (13.09.2017). [Holmes 2012]
14  Børresen, J. 2004. Coastal Power: The Sea Power of the Coastal State and the Manage
ment of Maritime Resources. – Hobson, R.; Kristiansen, T. (eds.) Navies in Northern Waters, 
1721–2000. London: Frank Cass, pp. 273–274. [Børresen 2004]
15  Børresen 2004, pp. 250–251.
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3. What is a balanced fleet?

Historically, a balanced fleet means an optimal combination of capital ships, 
cruisersfrigates, and smaller ships. Capital ships (in the contemporary sense, 
aircraft carriers, nuclear submarines, and cruisers) give the navy a striking 
force but a navy cannot be composed only of capital ships because these are 
too expensive and unable to perform all necessary tasks. Because of that, a 
perfect navy needs cruisers, frigates, and conventional submarines that are 
cheaper but fast and with great autonomy and sufficient firepower to operate 
in less significant sea areas and protect capital ships. In order to perform more 
specific tasks or operate in specific sea areas, a navy also requires smaller 
ships such as corvettes, patrol boats, mine warfare vessels, and landing ships.

In the contemporary sense, a balanced fleet is a combination of platforms 
and weapon systems whose combined effect exceeds the sum of its single ele
ments. A balanced fleet has at least limited capabilities in all principal warfare 
areas: anti surface warfare, antiair warfare, antisubmarine warfare, and mine 
warfare16. From the perspective of coastal power, a balanced fleet must have 
the units and capabilities to cover the entire conflict spectrum from peace to 
war. It must be flexible enough to enable a whole spectrum of options from 
surrender to total war. The navy of a coastal power should not be a miniature 
copy of a large one, but one specifically designed for local conditions and 
tasks17. In addition to vessels, such a “fleet” should also include coastal and 
air assets which support fleet operations.

The constitution and size of a balanced fleet depends on the  geographical 
position, the political and economic situation, recognised threats, and 
 ambitions of a country. If any of these change the fleet must be modified 
 accordingly. The best way to illustrate this logic is with the example of the 
 Republic of Korea Navy. Until 1993, the Republic of Korea Navy was focused 
on defending the state’s territory against the People’s Republic of Korea. The 
succeeding socalled Sunshine Policy towards the People’s Republic of Korea, 
and being freed from army control, enabled the Republic of Korea Navy to 
widen its perspective and start to develop an oceangoing fleet. But in 2010, 
the deteriorating relationship between both Koreas brought it back to its 

16  Murumets, J. 2016. Eesti merejulgeolek. Uuringu raport. – ENDC Occasional Papers, 
Vol. 5. Tartu: Eesti Ülikoolide Kirjastus, p. 13. [Murumets 2016]
17  Børresen 2004, pp. 253–263.
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 former role18. Another example is the increase of the naval ambitions of China 
that, since 2009, have forced other countries in the region to reshape their 
navies19.

4. The tasks of the navies of small states 

Even though “a militarily skilful combination of geographic position and 
asymmetric technology could well make a notionally smaller navy /…/ 
disproportionately effective strategically”20, small coastal powers generally 
 cannot win wars just by relying on force. Because of this, the main task of 
a coastal power’s navy is not defence but deterrence. The navy of a small 
state must focus on presence and situational awareness, but it must also have 
enough power to avoid fait accompli in the situation where an aggressor is 
using socalled definitive force21. The navy of a small state must adequately 
perform as a tripwire and force aggressors to fire the first shot22. Therefore, 
naval forces are an important part of threshold defence23.

Maritime presence is important in time of peace and even more in time 
of crisis where coastal powers must demonstrate their awareness of where
abouts in the sea area and decisiveness in enforcing sovereignty and the rule 
of law. It is extremely important for coastal powers to establish, enforce, and, 
if necessary, defend sovereignty in their own sea area because, otherwise, such 
an  absence would be filled by others24. Somalia and Libya are unfortunate 
examples of what happens to coastal states unable to protect their interests 
in their own sea area. From Estonian history, we can think of the sinking of 

18  Bowers, I. 2014. The Republic of Korea Navy – a “Big” Small Navy. – Mulqueen, M.; 
 Sanders, D.; Speller, I. (eds.). Small Navies: Strategy and Policy for Small Navies in War and 
Peace. Dorchester: Ashgate Publishing Company, pp. 95–107. 
19  McDevitt, M. 2014. Small Navies in Asia: The Strategic Rationale for Growth. – Mul
queen, M.; Sanders, D.; Speller, I. (eds.). Small Navies: Strategy and Policy for Small Navies in 
War and Peace. Dorchester: Ashgate Publishing Company, pp. 81–83.
20  Till, G. 2014. Are Small Navies Different? – Mulqueen, M.; Sanders, D.; Speller, I. (eds.). 
Small Navies: Strategy and Policy for Small Navies in War and Peace. Dorchester: Ashgate 
Publishing Company, p. 27. [Till 2014]
21  Murumets 2016, p. 12.
22  Børresen 2004, p. 253.
23  Murumets, J. 2019. Ründekünnise kontseptsioon väikeriigi kaitsestrateegias. – Saumets, A. 
(ed.). Sõjateadlane, No. 12. Tartu: Eesti Ülikoolide Kirjastus, pp. 96–97.
24  Laanemets 2014a, p. 25.
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the freighter Metallist in the Narva Bay in 1939 and subsequent events. The 
 hijacking of the Arctic Sea in 2009 and “unknown submarines” in Swedish 
 waters in 2014 and 2017 convincingly prove that the sovereignty of a  country 
is not granted in its own territorial waters even today and in this region. 
 Russia’s attempts in recent conflicts to act just below the level of a “real” war 
and to deny its involvement clearly demonstrate that any country has to firmly 
and visibly establish sovereignty in its entire territory, including the sea area.

5. The problems of small navies

Small navies have some specific problems. Even though big navies can also 
suffer from a lack of money, personnel and equipment, small navies have 
lesser sustainability and each cutback may have fatal consequences. The loss 
of equipment and personnel due to budget cuts may have a disproportionately 
large impact on small navies because their resources are already spread thin 
to perform multiple tasks. The loss of only a few units can undercut an entire 
capability. Since the responsibility for major naval domains will frequently 
rest with a small cohort of personnel or even a single individual, their retire
ment or dismissal from service can mean the loss of important knowledge25.

The current revolution in military affairs has generated a situation where 
new weapon systems are more powerful but also more expensive than their 
predecessors. This has caused a certain structural disarmament: although 
every new platform is more capable, the number of new weapon systems 
and platforms a state can afford is constantly decreasing26. Even the United 
States of America is unable to maintain the planned 355 warships27. Great 
Britain is planning to purchase three Type 26 frigates for 4.16 billion euros28 

25  Mulqueen, M.; Warburton, T. 2014. Transforming Small Navies by Systematic Inno vation: 
A Framework for Productivity, Efficiency and Effectiveness. – Mulqueen, M.;  Sanders, D.; 
Speller, I. (eds.). Small Navies: Strategy and Policy for Small Navies in War and Peace. 
 Dorchester: Ashgate Publishing Company, p. 55. [Mulqueen, Warburton 2014]
26  Loo, B. (ed.) 2009. Military Transformation and Strategy: Revolutions in Military Affairs 
and Small States. London and New York: Routledge, p. 6.
27  Larter, D. B. 2019. Pentagon proposes cuts to US Navy destroyer construction, retiring 13 
cruisers. – Defence News, December 24. https://www.defensenews.com/naval/2019/12/24/pen
tagonproposesbigcutstousnavydestroyerconstructionretiring13cruisers/ (02.02.2020).
28  Waters, C. 2017. Type 26 Global Combat Ship: Status Report. – European Security & Defence, 
Vol. 6, p. 68. [Waters 2017].
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and five Type 31 corvettes for 1.4 billion euros29 but is unable to maintain a 
surface fleet in its current quantity30. In order to maintain its current capa
bilities, Great Britain is planning to construct three Astuteclass nuclear 
sub marines for 3.9 billion euros but the estimated cost of the project for the 
new  Successorclass submarines is already 35–46 billion euros31. The esti
mated cost of the  Finnish Laivue 2020 project is 1.2 billion euros. Within 
this  project, Finland will  purchase four new corvettes to replace the four 
 existing missile boats and three minelayers32. In addition, Finland will spend 
162  million euros (along with a potential successor contract worth 193 mil
lion euros) to purchase new antiship missiles within the SSM2020 project33.

There are, of course, cheaper options: the unit price of the Chinese Houbei
class missile craft is 45 million euros while the price of the Taiwanese Kuang 
Hua VI class missile craft is merely 9 million euros34. Recently, the Indonesian 
Navy acquired four Cluritclass missile craft for 4.7 million euros per unit 
and six Pariclass patrol boats for 3.2 million euros per boat35. The patrol ship 
 Kindral Kurvits of the Estonian Police and Border Guard Board was pur
chased for 33 million euros36, while the smaller ship Raju was  purchased for 

29  Bargain basement Type 31e – the Lidl frigate or an industrial miracle? 2017. – Save the 
Royal Navy, October 25. https://www.navylookout.com/bargainbasementtype31ethelidl
frigateoranindustrialmiracle/ (04.06.2020).
30  Waters 2017, p. 68.
31  Waters, C. 2016. British Naval Construction. Current Programmes and Future Prospects. – 
European Security & Defence, Vol. 5, pp. 50–52.
32  Squadron 2020. The Finnish Defence Forces’ strategic project 2017. – Ministry of 
Defence, Finland, p. 3. http://www.defmin.fi/files/3819/Squadron_2020_The_Finnish_
Defence_Forces_strategic_project.pdf (06.08.2018).
33  Finnish Navy to acquire new Surface-to-surface Missile system 2018. – Valtioneuvosto, 
Finnish Government, July 6. https://valtioneuvosto.fi/en//merivoimilleuusipintatorjunt
aohjusjarjestelma (20.12.2020).
34  Tessmann, W.; Marzluff, D.; Guptill, M. 2019. Maximizing the maritime: a call for naval 
investment. – The Alliance Five Years after Crimea: Implementing the Wales Summit Pledges. 
NATO Defence College (NDC) Research Paper, No. 7, p. 37.
35  Barone, M. G. 2017. Subversion in Indonesian Waters. ‘Clurit’ Class and its Subversion: 
A Staple in Indonesian Maritime Security. – Naval Forces. International Forum for Maritime 
Power, Vol. 5, pp. 78–79.
36  Mäekivi, M. 2012. Piirivalve sai kätte uue reostustõrjelaeva. – Postimees, 3. august.

https://www.navylookout.com/bargain-basement-type-31e-the-lidl-frigate-or-an-industrial-miracle/
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a little over 16 million euros37 and two even smaller Roland class “force pro
tection vessels” for the Navy were purchased for a total of 3.9  million euros38.

When comparing these numbers, we must realise that different frigates 
and patrol boats or submarines have very different capabilities and the cost 
of a new project does not equal the cost of a single ship. There is also a huge 
difference in whether to calculate the value of a ship merely by the cost of 
the platform or to also add the cost of sensors, communication equipment, 
weapons, ammunition, etc. When acquiring new equipment, we should not 
merely consider its purchase price but the costs during its entire life cycle, 
including procurement, maintenance, modernisation, adjustments, opera
tion, training, supporting infrastructure, decommissioning, utilisation, and 
other such costs39. Since the maintenance and modernisation of a weapon 
system amounts to approximately 60% of all lifecycle costs40, it would be 
reasonable to consider them as integral when planning a procurement. For 
 example, Italy is planning to spend 5.4 billion euros on its fleet renewal pro
gram which  includes the purchase and tenyear maintenance of one logistic 
support  vessel, seven multifunctional patrol ships, and two fast supply ships41. 
Canada is already spending 2.9 billion euros to modernise its twelve Halifax 
class frigates and is planning to spend an additional 1.5 billion euros to pur
chase five Harry DeWolf class Arctic offshore patrol vessels and 1.4 billion 
euros for their maintenance over 25 years42.

National budgets are not all equal. The 2017 defence budget of Great  Britain 
was approximately 56 billion euros (2.11% of its gross domestic  product, or 
GDP). In the same year, the defence budget of Singapore was 6.55 billion 
euros, or 3.16% of its GDP. The numbers for Italy and Canada were 25 billion 

37  PPA võttis teenistusse uue patrull-laeva 2018. – Politsei ja Piirivalveamet, 16. august. 
https://www.politsei.ee/et/uudised/ppavottisteenistusseuuepatrulllaeva130 (26.02.2020).
38  Randlaid, Sven 2020. Eesti mereväele anti üle väekaitsekaatrid. – Postimees, 10. detsember. 
https://www.postimees.ee/7130407/eestimerevaeleantiulevaekaitsekaatrid (20.12.2020).
39  Schmidt, M. 2017. Total Cost of Ownership TCO for Assets and Acquisition. – Building 
the Business Case Analysis, June 10. https://www.businesscaseanalysis.com/totalcostof
ownership.html (08.10.2017).
40  In focus – the Arrowhead 140 Type 31e frigate candidate 2019. – Save the Royal Navy, 
July 5. https://www.navylookout.com/infocusthearrowhead140type31efrigatecandidate/ 
(04.06.2020).
41  Peruzzi, L. 2016. The Italian Navy’s New PPA and LSS: First Design Details Emerge. – Euro
pean Security & Defence, Vol. 5, p. 56.
42  Dean, S. E. 2017. Canadian Armament Programmes Update. – European Security & 
Defence, Vol. 3, p. 56–60.
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euros and 1.21%, and 23 billion euros and 1.44%,  respectively43. Estonia, ever 
so proud of its 2% military expenditures, spent only 489.7 million euros on 
national defence in 2017, or 2.03% of GDP44 (the budget for 2020 sets aside 
615.2 million euros, or 2.11%)45. The estimated defence budget of Lithuania 
for 2017 was almost one and a half times larger, a total of 723.8 million euros, 
although it amounted to only 1.8% of GDP46. Therefore, percentages do not 
indicate actual monetary numbers. We must also consider that statistics can 
present the information differently, for example, the aforementioned Laivue 
2020 project of Finland is not included in its national defence budget.

Furthermore, the entire defence budget is not invested in the navy. The 
“naval share” of the defence budget of smaller NATO member states is usually 
25–30% (in Estonia, at least up to very recent years, it has never amounted to 
more than 5–7%)47. In addition to that, small states tend to cut their military 
expenditures during a crisis to a larger proportional extent compared to big 
countries. Over the period from 2003 to 2013, smaller European states cut 
their defence budgets by 20% on average, whereas the medial indicator in 
Europe was 15%, and only 10% for larger states48.

Reducing the number of hulls with the purpose of saving money would 
increase the specific personnel problems of small navies and make it more 
 difficult to gain sufficient navigation and command experience49. This, in 
turn, means that there would be fewer professional and experienced  mariners 
able to influence and assist policy development at a governmental level. With
out their respective professional input, policy would probably not support 
maritime objectives but, instead, the navy would merely be told what the 
policy is50.

43  The World Factbook. – Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). https://www.cia.gov/theworld
factbook/ (26.02.2020).
44  Faktileht 2017. aasta riigieelarvest. – Rahandusministeerium.
45  2020. aasta riigieelarve seaduse seletuskiri. 2020. – Tallinn: Rahandusministeerium, p. 134. 
46  Lithuanian Defence Policy White Paper 2017. 2017. Vilnius: Ministry of National Defence 
of the Republic of Lithuania.
47  Laanemets, O. 2014b. Sõjaline riigikaitse merel ja riigilaevastik. – Sõdur, No. 2, pp. 29–30. 
[Laanemets 2014b]
48  Urb 2016a, pp. 36–37.
49  Small Navies: Strategy and Policy for Small Navies in War and Peace 2014. Speller, I.; 
Sanders, D.; Mulqueen, M. (eds.). Dorchester: Ashgate Publishing Company, p. 9. [Small 
Navies: Strategy and Policy for Small Navies in War and Peace 2014]
50  Till 2014, p. 8.
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Because of their specific tasks, smallstate navies should seek quantity 
over quality: prioritise higher quantities of cheaper platforms over few very 
 expensive platforms51. Buying cheaper equipment “from the shelf ” or second
hand may be a viable strategy. However, cheaper solutions may be suboptimal 
for local geographical conditions or for some navies52.

6. The relevance of a balanced navy and 
possibilities to solve problems

It is sometimes suggested that small states cannot afford a balanced fleet (or 
any fleet) and, therefore, it would be more reasonable to give up having a fleet 
entirely and protect the sea area with coastal surveillance radars, shore based 
antiship missiles, or aircraft. At least for now, however, it is not  possible to 
identify, stop or control an unknown ship at sea without leaving the shore. 
Without a fleet, a country would be unable to show presence at sea. Dis
carding a fleet would also cause all the aforementioned problems resulting 
from a lack of maritime personnel and knowledge. In order to understand 
maritime issues, a navy has to sail. Although it may seem costefficient to 
 invest in a large infantry instead of a few ships, neglecting the maritime 
 domain could cause severe problems for a coastal state. In order for a navy 
to be able to perform its tasks, it needs “its fair share” of the defence budget.

According to Basil Germond, the role of a navy is power projection. Small 
navies can do it in cooperation with larger navies if they focus on niche capa
bilities53. Geoffrey Till also recommends specialisation and adopting a col
laborative strategy: contributing to multinational naval operations without 
independent operational and strategic level capabilities54. From the perspec
tive of the United States of America or NATO, specialisation may be appealing 
since small, balanced navies cannot build a capable striking force, reinforced 
with niche capabilities, such as that of a large fleet, 55. On the other hand, such 
focus can evolve into niche navies—very capable and interoperable in some 

51 50 Børresen 2004, p. 254; Holmes 2012.
52  Small Navies: Strategy and Policy for Small Navies in War and Peace 2014, p. 8.
53  Germond, B. 2014. Small Navies in Perspective: Deconstructing the Hierarchy of Naval 
Forces. – Speller, I.; Sanders, D.; Mulqueen, M. (eds.). Small Navies: Strategy and Policy for 
Small Navies in War and Peace. Dorchester: Ashgate Publishing Company, p. 49.
54  Till 2013, pp. 29, 41.
55  Urb 2016a, p. 37.
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areas but lacking capabilities and knowledge in others. One suitable example 
is the Estonian Navy that has, until now, specialised only in mine counter
measures. Navies like this are unable to pose a credible deterrence or make a 
sufficient contribution to the independent defence capabilities of a state. Even 
while receiving the support of allies, a state with such a navy might not under
stand what kind of help it actually needs or know how to take full advantage 
of the received support, simply because it is lacking the  relevant knowledge. 
It also has little chance to influence operations in its own or  adjacent waters, 
even in the context of an alliance. In peacetime, it can get into situations 
where it does not have the capacity to respond to a  variety of challenges in its 
own waters. To avoid degenerating into being a mere  client of a larger naval 
power, a coastal state has to retain a spread of naval capa bilities56. Especially 
during peacetime, a country cannot delegate certain maritime tasks (e.g., sea 
surveillance, presence, and maintaining maritime security) without partially 
giving up its sovereignty57.

Cooperation between countries still enables one to save money and in
crease capabilities. Cooperation would allow cheaper procurements,  training, 
and maintenance. The best example is probably cooperation between the 
 navies of the Netherlands and Belgium. Under the command of the Admiral 
Benelux and in close cooperation in terms of training and maintenance, they 
have essentially become a single fleet. From the 1990s until the early 2000s, 
the Baltic States’ navies also cooperated very closely. At the time, there existed 
the Baltic Naval Squadron BALTRON, the communications school in Tallinn, 
divers’ training centre in Liepāja, and the maintenance centre in Klaipėda, 
but cooperation between the Baltic States has significantly decreased since 
then and the inability of the Baltic States to organise joint procurements is 
notorious. Nevertheless, the Commander of the Estonian Navy proposed the 
socalled “BALTRON 2.0” project a few years ago. Since the navies of all three 
Baltic States will have to replace their naval ships by the 2030s, it would be 
reasonable to acquire common platforms that would provide the basis for 
each country to specialise in a different warfare area and provide situational 
awareness and presence in its sea area. Cooperation would help to establish a 
combined fleet capable in all principal warfare areas58. On 8 January 2020, in 
Klaipėda, the commanders of Estonian, Latvian, and Lithuanian navies signed 

56  Børresen 2004, pp. 256–257.
57  Laanemets 2014b, p. 30.
58  Saska, J. 2017. Estonian Navy. Esinemine Balti Kaitsekolledži õppuritele mereväebaasis, 
27 October.
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the 3B Naval Vision 2030+ plan which is the first step towards realising this 
project. Finland and Sweden joining NATO in the near future could reinforce 
the project or give it a new direction.

Jointness, i.e., cooperation, understanding, and mutual support between 
branches and services is another option for saving on expenses and  increasing 
capabilities59. This is especially important for a coastal power that does not 
have enough resources to develop all the necessary capabilities separately in 
each service60. First of all, it would mean avoiding duplication but it would also 
serve as a capability multiplier by increasing situational awareness,  mutual 
understanding, and flexibility61. In the maritime domain and  especially for a 
small state, there is no clear separation of internal and external security. This 
is why it is advisable to unite the navy and coastguard, or at least establish 
close cooperation between the two, along with a joint command structure, 
situational awareness, training system, and logistical base62.

One option for achieving jointness is capabilitybased (defence)  planning. 
In order to avoid the expenses incurred in developing and maintaining dupli
cate or unnecessary capabilities and the risk of not developing important 
capabilities, capabilitybased planning is focused not on organisations but 
rather on the capabilities that support national policies and needs. This means 
that the capabilities of other state agencies can be utilised in national defence, 
saving the military from having to develop these on its own, but also that 
military capabilities can be used for more than just national defence63.

Michael Mulqueen and Terry Warburton recommend a systematic inno
vation, “a quest to stimulate and accelerate innovation among the many  rather 
than the few” as a means for maintaining the capability of small fleets64. The 
innovation of the Irish Naval Service and their cooperation with other state 
authorities has not only helped to save on national expenses but also to 
bring significant returns to the national economy65. Geoffrey Till also sees a 
 solution in innovation but warns against applying novel solutions too quickly 

59  Till 2013, pp. 113–114.
60  Børresen 2004, p. 257.
61  Terve, M. 2011. Soovitused mereturvalisust tagava riigilaevastiku ülesehituse muutmiseks 
Eesti näitel. Magistritöö. Tallinn: Sisekaitseakadeemia.
62  Murumets 2016.
63  Tulin, D. 2016. Võimepõhise planeerimismetoodika kasutatavus riigi mereliste ülesannete 
täitmise näitel. Magistritöö. Tallinn: Tallinna Tehnikaülikool.
64  Mulqueen, Warburton 2014, pp. 57, 65.
65  Mellett 2014, p. 79.
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because technology in the first stage of innovation is expensive, unreliable, 
and ages fast. Because of this, he advises navies with limited resources to let 
new techno logies mature before using them66.

Another option for saving on expenses is unifying platforms. At a 
 meeting of European naval commanders in 2016 in Tallinn, Captain  Benigno 
GonzálezAller Gross advised to confine to one larger multifunctional and 
one smaller and cheaper surface ship class. Using different sensor and  weapon 
system modules would enable these two ship classes to perform a wide 
 spectrum of tasks in a costefficient manner67.

Unmanned systems are also considered a costeffective alternative to 
“manned” fleets. Although there are other views68, unmanned platforms are 
generally considered cheaper and are seen as a way to cut on  personnel costs. 
On the other hand, unmanned systems are, at least for now and mostly for 
technical and legal reasons, unable to perform most of the tasks of manned 
ships. Additionally, reducing the number of mariners would cause the afore
mentioned personnel problems. Nevertheless, we can assume that new 
technologies would allow a significant reduction in the amount of required 
 personnel on ships.

Sometimes a wealthier ally may be interested in supporting the navy of 
a smaller state because it might be beneficial to support a weaker partner 
 operating in its areas of interest and not try to control the area with its own 
naval forces. In an extreme case, a wealthier country may acquire platforms 
but let a less wealthy partner man and operate them. European countries sup
ported the construction of the Baltic navies in the 1990s. The German Navy 
effectively moved one of its mine hunter squadrons (due to be decommis
sioned) to the Baltic States, giving them ships, organising crew training, and 
supporting inship maintenance.

7. Conclusion

The maritime domain poses great opportunities but also threats that coastal 
states cannot ignore. In order to protect its sovereignty and interests at sea, a 
small coastal state needs a navy that can at least show a presence at sea and 

66  Till 2013, pp. 139–143.
67  Urb, T. 2016b. Euroopa mereväeülemate kohtumine Tallinnas. – Sõdur, No. 3, p. 32.
68  Drennan, J. E. 2015. How to Fight an Unmanned War. – Jackson, J. E. (ed.). The U.S. Naval 
Institute of Naval Innovation. Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, p. 124.
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function as a tripwire against definitive force. This is especially important 
in the grey area between war and peace. For a small state, there is no clear 
 difference between internal and external security in the maritime domain and 
the line between wartime and peacetime has also become vague. A  balanced 
fleet capable of operating in the entire conflict spectrum and having capa
bilities in all principle warfare areas is the best solution for a country to main
tain sovereignty and protect its interests at sea.

In order to maintain a balanced fleet, the navy needs its share of the 
 (defence) budget. Although small states have specific problems regarding 
the construction and maintenance of a navy—mostly monetary and human 
 resources but also a lack of knowledge—abolishing a navy or turning it into 
a niche navy are not advisable options. It may seem like an efficient solution, 
but it would preclude the protection of national interests and the establish
ment of a credible deterrence on national sea areas, and fail to support states’ 
independent defence capability. Avoiding duplication and disjunction as well 
as achieving cooperation within a country and internationally, along with 
jointness and deliberate innovation, should make building a balanced navy 
feasible even for a small state. In conclusion, developing a balanced navy is 
the only credible option that a small coastal state possesses.
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HOW RUSSIA DEFLECTS  
ACCUSATIONS OF CYBERATTACKS  

AND DISINFORMATION CAMPAIGNS:  
AN ANALYSIS OF THE RHETORICAL 

STRATEGIES OF RT

Julius Koppel, Sten Hansson

ABSTRACT. The government of the Russian Federation is using cyberattacks and 
information operations against other countries for geopolitical purposes1. Despite 
being criticised by international communities, Russia deflects all accusations by 
 justifying its behaviour. To better understand the strategic communication of Russia 
we analysed the ways in which the largest Russian statefunded international news 
portal RT.com portrays accusations of cyber and disinformation attacks. According 
to our analysis, the articles in RT deflect blame from Russia primarily in four ways: 
(1) accusations are described as groundless and evidence nonexistent; (2) accusers 
are portrayed as malignant and Russia as the victim; (3) accusers are portrayed as 
unreliable or ridiculous; and (4) the audience is distracted or made to question the 
accusations.

Keywords: Russia, strategic communication, cyberattack, information warfare, 
blame avoidance, RT

1. Introduction

In addition to traditional warfare, the Russian Federation is actively  focused 
on hybrid warfare, using, among other things, different information techno
logy tools and channels of influence for geopolitical purposes2. This  involves 
cyberattacks as well as the distribution of malignant, deceitful or false 

1  The article is written as part of research project O014 “Strategic Narrative as a Model for 
Reshaping the Security Dilemma” (8 March 2019–31 January 2023).
2  Jasper, S. 2020. Russian Cyber Operations: Coding the Boundaries of Conflict. Washing
ton, D.C.: Georgetown University Press; [Jasper 2020] Lupion, M. 2018. The Gray War of 
Our Time: Information Warfare and the Kremlin’s Weaponization of RussianLanguage Digital 
News. – The Journal of Slavic Military Studies, Vol. 31, No. 3.

Sõjateadlane (Estonian Journal of Military Studies), Volume 19, 2022, pp. 108–130.  
https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/

http://RT.com
https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/


109hOw RUSSIA DEFLECTS ACCUSATIONS OF CYBERATTACKS

information in news and social media. Cyberattacks may be used to impair 
national computer networks, steal delicate information (incl. health data) or 
disrupt the provision of vital services. For example, a cyberattack on Ukraine 
in 2015 left a quarter million people without electricity3. The purpose of disin
formation campaigns may be continuous manipulation of the  citizens of other 
countries, resulting in these citizens supporting the ideas of the  manipulator, 
or disunity amongst them and a loss of trust in democratic  institutions.

Characteristically of cyber and disinformation attacks, it is often impos
sible to assign blame: the people behind a cyberattack are difficult to identify 
and false information may be presented in a concealed manner. This gives the 
accused party the chance to deflect all accusations, using rhetorical strategies 
for blame avoidance. The ability to identify such strategies makes analysts as 
well as media consumers more critical of messages distributed by Russian 
statefunded channels and helps to unveil their potential tools of influence.

This article is focused on the linguistic aspects of how accusations of 
 cyberattacks and disinformation campaigns are deflected in the state
funded Russian media channel RT; the aim is to draw attention to the 
most  common means of blame avoidance in Russian rhetoric. The sample 
 includes 27  Englishlanguage articles about accusations against Russia for 
its  cyber and information attacks published in RT.com in 2018–2020. The 
most  telling  examples are discussed in detail in the analysis section. RT is 
used as an  example because it is the largest news network for international 
 audiences  financed by the Kremlin. The articles were chosen from the past 
few years to get an overview of the most recent strategies of blame avoidance. 
The  sample was constructed, first, by searching for articles that  included key
words  regarding cyberattacks and disinformation and, second, by  selecting 
all  articles about accusations or justifications regarding cyber and dis
information attacks. The background of the analysis is presented with a short 
overview of cyberattacks and disinformation campaigns in the RT news  portal 
and of linguistic strategies of blame avoidance.

3  Xiang, Y.; Wang, L.; Liu, N. 2017. Coordinated attacks on electric power systems in a cyber
physical environment. – Electric Power Systems Research, Vol. 149.

http://RT.com
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2. Russian cyberattacks and disinformation 

Historically, Russia has sought to realise its ambitions of power with deficient 
resources, resulting in the inevitable use of asymmetrical methods of warfare4. 
These methods that can produce considerable results with relatively small 
 effort include cyberattacks and disinformation campaigns.

A cyberattack is an attack in cyberspace that results, for example, in 
 stealing or modifying data or gaining control over different systems5. 
 Cyberattacks  enable one to comprehensively impair the functioning of an 
entire country by causing damage to its state information systems. In 2007, 
Estonia  became the target of Russian cyberattacks6. Back then, the attacks did 
not have a signi ficant impact but Russia had already understood the  potential 
of cyberspace. In order to create such conditions that benefit Russia in cyber
space, the  country has taken a leading role in several international summits 
on cyber and information security since the mid1990s, enabling Russia to 
 direct these topics in a manner that best suits it7. The deficiency of inter
national rules imposed on cyber space benefits Russia because it allows it to 
harm other countries (for example, intervene in their elections) for its own 
international interests and purposes without any negative consequences for 
Russia8.

Malignant false information or disinformation is knowingly distributed 
untrue or misleading information aimed at harming something or some
body9. Disinformation campaigns and propaganda attacks are known to 
be part of the arsenal of Russia for affecting local debates of the European 
Union and neighbouring countries with the purpose of diluting the unity of 
the European Union and undermining its reputation among neighbouring 

4  Galeotti, M. 2016. Hybrid, ambiguous, and nonlinear? How new is Russia’s ‘new way of 
war’? – Small Wars & Insurgencies, Vol. 27, Issue 2.
5  Bruijn, H. de; Janssen, M. 2017. Building cybersecurity awareness: The need for evidence
based framing strategies. – Government Information Quarterly, Vol. 34, No. 1, p. 1.
6  Cohen, R. S.; Radin, A. 2019. Russia’s Hostile Measures in Europe: Understanding the 
Threat. Santa Monica, California: RAND Corporation. [Cohen, Radin 2019]
7  Thomas, T. 2014. Russia’s Information Warfare Strategy: Can the Nation Cope in Future 
Conflicts? – The Journal of Slavic Military Studies, Vol. 27, Issue 1, p. 102.
8  Jasper 2020, p. 3.
9  Wardle, C.; Derakhshan, H. 2017. Information disorder: Toward an  interdisciplinary 
framework for research and policy making. Council of Europe report DGI(2017)09, p. 5. 
https://rm.coe.int/informationdisordertowardaninterdisciplinaryframeworkfor
researc/168076277c (10.06.2020).

https://rm.coe.int/information-disorder-toward-an-interdisciplinary-framework-for-researc/168076277c
https://rm.coe.int/information-disorder-toward-an-interdisciplinary-framework-for-researc/168076277c
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countries10. According to Russia, information warfare is constantly fought in 
the entire world and it involves Russia11. The current information warfare of 
Russia is a sequel to the propaganda of the Soviet Union. The general prin
ciples of the Cold War era disinformation campaigns have remained almost 
unchanged, but are now applied online. This includes affecting the media of 
other countries by offering them entirely or partially falsified stories and by 
recruiting local journalists as well as using shadow organisations to affect the 
internal politics of other countries. While the goal has remained the same, 
the quantity, quality, and measures have changed, which is why contemporary 
propaganda is more active but harder to identify and control12. According to 
researchers, Western Countries have not succeeded in imposing asymmetric 
forces equivalent to those of Russian information warfare, for example, force
ful sanctions against the members of the Russian State Duma13. However, the 
European Union and NATO have financed and published reports that accuse 
Russia of cyber and disinformation attacks and offer potential solutions for 
countering them14.

10  Meister, S. (ed.) 2018. Understanding Russian Communication Strategy: Case Studies of 
Serbia and Estonia. – ifa (Institut für Auslandsbeziehungen) Edition Culture and Foreign 
Policy. https://www.ssoar.info/ssoar/bitstream/handle/document/59979/ssoar2018meister
Understanding_Russian_Communication_Strategy_Case.pdf (26.05.2020). [Meister 2018]; 
Hellman, M.; Wagnsson, C. 2017. How can European states respond to Russian information 
warfare? An analytical framework. – European Security, Vol. 26, Issue 2.
11  Mölder, H.; Sazonov, V. 2018. Information Warfare as the Hobbesian Concept of  Modern 
Times. – The Principles, Techniques, and Tools of Russian Information Operations in the 
 Donbass. – The Journal of Slavic Military Studies, Vol. 31, Issue 3.
12  Fedchenko, Y. 2016. Kremlin propaganda: Soviet active measures by other means. – 
Sõjateadlane (Estonian Journal of Military Studies), Vol. 2. Tartu: Eesti Ülikoolide Kirjastus; 
Rid, T. 2020. Active Measures: The Secret History of Disinformation and Political Warfare. 
London: Profile Books.
13  Thornton, R. 2015. The Changing Nature of Modern Warfare. – RUSI Journal, Vol. 160, 
Issue 4.
14  See, for example, Cohen, Radin 2019. See also Lucas, E.; Pomerantsev, P. 2017.  Winning 
the Information War Redux: Techniques and Counterstrategies to Russian Propaganda in 
 Central and Eastern Europe. Extended and Revised Edition. Center for European Policy 
 Analysis (CEPA). https://cepa.ecms.pl/files/?id_plik=4803 (22.07.2020). See also Sazonov, V.; 
Müür, K.; Mölder, H. 2016. Russian Information Campaign Against Ukrainian State and 
Defence Forces. – NATO Strategic Communications Centre of Excellence, April 26. https://
www.ksk.edu.ee/wpcontent/uploads/2017/02/Report_infoops_08.02.2017.pdf (23.07.2020).

https://www.ssoar.info/ssoar/bitstream/handle/document/59979/ssoar-2018-meister-Understanding_Russian_Communication_Strategy_Case.pdf
https://www.ssoar.info/ssoar/bitstream/handle/document/59979/ssoar-2018-meister-Understanding_Russian_Communication_Strategy_Case.pdf
https://cepa.ecms.pl/files/?id_plik=4803
https://www.ksk.edu.ee/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Report_infoops_08.02.2017.pdf
https://www.ksk.edu.ee/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Report_infoops_08.02.2017.pdf
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3. Russian state-funded news portal RT

RT (formerly Russia Today) is a global news network (TV, radio, online plat
forms, etc.) funded by the Russian Federation15. According to RT, the size of 
its weekly audience is 100 million people, whereas the largest proportion of 
its audience, 43 million followers, are in European countries.

RT is often associated with promoting the interests of Russia; in  academic 
literature, it is referred to as a Russian propaganda channel16. At the same 
time, RT also produces diverse, difficult to confirm and, at times, contra
dictory content in addition to direct propaganda. Its goal is to sow con
fusion and doubt to increase its audience’s scepticism towards Western 
 journalism,  governments, and institutions17. RT is trying to undermine the 
liberal  democracy of the West while distributing ideas that benefit the  Russian 
 Federation and enforce a positive image of Russia18. At the same time, RT 
claims to defend traditional liberal democratic ideas such as freedom of 
speech, critical journalism, and independent thinking. Such use of soft power 
is supported by guest authors from the West whose commentaries are always 
presented by RT as advocating for the goals of Russia19.

For these reasons, a report about the strategies of the editorial board of RT 
compiled by Monika L. Richter, an analyst with the Kremlin Watch Program 
at the European Values Thinktank, concludes that it is entirely appropriate 
to call RT an instrument of Kremlin disinformation and a hostile foreign 

15  RT. https://www.rt.com/aboutus/ (27.04.2020).
16  Meister 2018; Orttung, R. W.; Nelson, E. 2018. Russia Today’s strategy and effectiveness 
on YouTube. – PostSoviet Affairs, Vol. 35, Issue 3; [Orttung, Nelson 2018] Richter, M. L. 
2017. The Kremlin’s Platform for ‘Useful Idiots’ in the West: An Overwiev of RT’s Editorial 
Strategy and Evidence of Impact. – European Values. Kremlin Watch Report. https://www.
kremlinwatch.eu/userfiles/thekremlinsplatformforusefulidiotsinthewestanoverview
ofrtseditorialstrategy.pdf (04.10.2021). [Richter 2017]; Ventsel, A.; Madisson, M.-L.; 
Hansson, S. 2021. Russia’s Strategic Blame Narratives: Comparative Analysis of Domestic and 
International Media Coverage About 5G. – Mölder, H.; Sazonov, V.; Chochia, A.; Kerikmäe, T. 
(eds.). The Russian Federation in Global Knowledge Warfare. Cham: Springer; Hansson, S.; 
 Madisson, M.-L.; Ventsel, A. 2022. Discourses of blame in strategic narratives: The case of 
Russia’s 5G stories. – European Security. https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/0966
2839.2022.2057188 (15.09.2022). [Hansson, Madisson, Ventsel 2022]
17  Miazhevich, G. 2018. Nation branding in the postbroadcast era: The case of RT. – Euro
pean Journal of Cultural Studies, Vol. 21, Issue 5; Richter 2017.
18  Orttung, Nelson 2018, p. 78.
19  Richter 2017, p. 37.

https://www.rt.com/about-us/
https://www.kremlinwatch.eu/userfiles/the-kremlin-s-platform-for-useful-idiots-in-the-west-an-overview-of-rt-s-editorial-strategy.pdf
https://www.kremlinwatch.eu/userfiles/the-kremlin-s-platform-for-useful-idiots-in-the-west-an-overview-of-rt-s-editorial-strategy.pdf
https://www.kremlinwatch.eu/userfiles/the-kremlin-s-platform-for-useful-idiots-in-the-west-an-overview-of-rt-s-editorial-strategy.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09662839.2022.2057188
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09662839.2022.2057188
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influencer20. Ilya Yablokov, a specialist on Russian media at the University of 
Leeds, describes RT as a Russian tool to undermine the global position of the 
United States of America by portraying Russia as the main counterpower to 
the international threat supposedly posed by the USA21.

The influence of RT largely depends on the extent to which various local 
media channels and influential public figures share its contents22. Claims 
about the influence of Kremlin disinformation channels should be treated 
with caution: if one portrayed these as incredibly harmful, it could have the 
effect of increasing their influence23.

4. Method of analysing rhetorical blame avoidance

In politics, becoming a target of public accusations or scandals may destroy 
the reputation of a person or organisation and result in the loss of a job or 
power. This is why politicians, governments, and state officials usually try to 
either avoid or deflect such accusations24. To avoid blame, political  actors use 
a range of linguistic means that include portraying people and activities in
volved in the blame issue in a suitable manner, and using particular  strategies 
of arguing, legitimising, and denying25. Some linguistic and  rhetorical  devices 
used for avoiding blame can be considered societally problematic because 
they can be used to mislead people, prevent a rational public debate on 
some topics, affect policies and unions, and also justify harmful activities or 
 behaviour26.

20  Richter 2017, p. 37.
21  Yablokov, I. 2015. Conspiracy Theories as a Russian Public Diplomacy Tool: The Case of 
Russia Today (RT). – Politics, Vol. 35, Issue 3/4.
22  Richter 2017, p. 4.
23  Ibid., p. 38.
24  Weaver, R. K. 1986. The Politics of Blame Avoidance. – Journal of Public Policy, Vol. 6, 
No. 4; Hood, C. 2011. The Blame Game: Spin, Bureaucracy, and SelfPreservation in Govern
ment. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
25  Hansson, S. 2015. Discursive strategies of blame avoidance in government: A framework 
for analysis. – Discourse & Society, Vol. 26, Issue 3. [Hansson 2015]
26  Ibid. See also Hansson, S. 2018. The discursive micropolitics of blame avoidance: 
 Unpacking the language of government blame games. – Policy Sciences, Vol. 51, Issue 4. 
[ Hansson 2018]; Hansson, S. 2019. Brexit and blame avoidance: Officeholders’ discursive 
strategies of selfpreservation. – Koller, V.; Kopf, S.; Miglbauer, M. (eds.). Discourses of Brexit. 
London: Routledge.
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It is reasonable to presume that the stories published in RT as a  Russian 
statefunded channel are there to deflect different accusations against 
 Russia, including accusations of organising cyberattacks and disinfor mation 
campaigns in accordance with the interests of Russia. Based on earlier 
methodologi cal literature27, we searched for the following typical linguistic 
strategies of blame avoidance from the texts of RT that we included in our 
sample.

1. Deleting verbal references to attackers, potential victims, losses, and suf
fering. Never mentioning any violations committed by or the negative 
character traits of an accused party. Avoiding associating a negative deed 
with the accused party or presenting the deed and the party in the same 
context.

2. Using linguistic, visual, and other references to magnify the positive 
 aspects of certain incidents or to distract people’s attention from the 
negative. Making bad events or outcomes seem like good ones by using 
 euphemisms (neutralising words or expressions), metaphors (trans ferring 
a meaning pursuant to similarities), abstractions, generalisations, and 
statis tics out of context. For example, a cyberattack can be portrayed as 
an attempt to ascertain the strength of security networks.

3. Reorganising a chain of events to exclude any connections between an act 
and a negative incident. This will make it seem as if a potentially blameful 
act was the result of factors independent of the accused party.

4. Legitimising (justifying) problematic activities by referring to authority, 
shared values, or rational benefits. For example, decisions can be justified 
via reference to the “recommendations of experts”.

5. Portraying oneself as hero or victim and other parties as villains or anti 
heroes. For example, the phrase “Another attack against Russia” may 
make the reader think of Russia as an eternal victim instead of one to be 
blamed.

6. Denying an offence or its intentionality. Claiming that nothing bad was 
done, that no bad deed was intentional, or that the person behind the act 
has been misunderstood. Cyber and disinformation attacks make it pos
sible to refrain from taking any responsibility because it is often difficult 
to identify the attacker.

27  Hansson 2015; Hansson 2018.
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7. Using exaggerated and vague expressions or sowing confusion to modify 
the perceived nature of deeds and the responsibility of its executers. For 
example, people who are blamed for cyber and information attacks may 
use phrases that make people question the existence or reliability of the 
evidence of these attacks.

8. Emphasising the negative traits of the accuser (argumentum ad hominem), 
their hypocrisy (tu quoque), and blaming the victim. For example, atten
tion may be distracted from the content of an accusation by portraying 
the accuser as malignant or unfair.

9. Providing too much information, offering irrelevant or repetitive infor
mation that misleads and distracts people. For example, the accused party 
can start talking about other accusations or strongly emotional topics to 
confuse the audience.

Based on these categories, we highlighted relevant sections in our dataset and 
interpreted them according to the methodology referred to above.  Repeated 
discourse analysis of the dataset revealed that the articles under analysis 
used four main strategies of blame avoidance. These are discussed in the 
next  chapter.

5. Analysis: How does RT deflect accusations  
of Russia being involved in cyber- and 

disinformation attacks?

In its articles, the RT news portal deflects accusations against Russia for 
 engaging in cyber and disinformation attacks primarily in four ways: 
(1)   accusations are described as groundless and evidence nonexistent; 
(2)  accusers are portrayed as malignant and Russia as the victim; (3) accusers 
are portrayed as unreliable or ridiculous; and (4) the audience is distracted 
or made to question the accusations. We will examine and exemplify these 
in turn.

5.1. Accusations are described as groundless  
and evidence non-existent

One of the main arguments that RT uses in responding to accusations of 
 Russia having organised cyber and information attacks is the lack of evidence. 
Even if they admit to an attack having happened, they deny the involvement 
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of Russia. For example, according to Hacking accusations against Russia a 
smear campaign timed with NATO cyberwarfare meeting – diplomat28, an 
article commenting on accusations against Russia of cyberattacks and their 
chronological coincidence with NATO cyberwarfare summits, all  accusations 
are deflected with the inability to prove any blame. RT repeatedly used the 
phrase alleged hacking and claimed that the attacks are without proper proof. 
The phrase proper proof may either mean that evidence is lacking or that the 
existing evidence is improper or untrustworthy. In the article, the  ambassador 
of Russia counters the hacking accusations by claiming that the Western 
countries

/…/ used the media to amplify anti-Russian allegations while providing little or 
no evidence at all to back the claims.29

Insufficient expertise of the USA is mentioned in ‘Another propaganda attack’: 
Russian Foreign Ministry hits back over US ‘Evil Corp’ claims30. The article dis
approves of the sanctions established by USA against 11 Russian citizens and 
six companies whose malware was allegedly involved in cyberattacks, stealing 
over 100 million dollars from different Western institutions. According to RT, 
the existing evidence is not adequate to be presented to “specialists”:

While Washington constantly accuses Russia of “hacking,” including the 2016 US 
presidential election, it refuses to present any proof of those claims, because the 
US “simply has no evidence that would not be embarrassing to put on the table 
in front of specialists”.31

Even though the specialists mentioned remain unidentified, RT makes it 
seem as if the USA only employs amateurs and it would be “embarrassing” to 
 present the alleged evidence to real specialists. This supports the claim that 
no accusations from USA are to be taken seriously.

28  Hacking accusations against Russia a smear campaign timed with NATO cyberwarfare 
meeting – diplomat 2018. – RT, October 4. https://www.rt.com/news/440344hackingallega
tionsambassadorinterview/ (15.06.2020). [Hacking accusations against Russia 2018]
29  Ibid.
30  ‘Another propaganda attack’: Russian Foreign Ministry hits back over US ‘Evil Corp’ 
claims 2019. – RT, December 6. https://www.rt.com/news/475234russianforeignministry
responseussanctionscyber/ (05.06.2020). [‘Another propaganda attack’ 2019]
31  Ibid.

https://www.rt.com/news/440344-hacking-allegations-ambassador-interview/
https://www.rt.com/news/440344-hacking-allegations-ambassador-interview/
https://www.rt.com/news/475234-russian-foreign-ministry-response-us-sanctions-cyber/
https://www.rt.com/news/475234-russian-foreign-ministry-response-us-sanctions-cyber/
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Deflecting the accusations of USA in Another ‘highly likely’-style accusa-
tion: Moscow brushes aside ‘evidence-free’ Georgia cyberattacks32, an article 
about the claims that Russian military intelligence organised a cyberattack 
against Georgian websites, RT presents the following argumentation:

Notably, Russia’s accusers were tight-lipped on what evidence they had to support 
their claims. Neither technical details of the attack nor even a brief explanation 
of the investigation process were provided. The Russian foreign ministry pointed 
to this fact as it brushed aside the accusation. “The lack of evidence and political 
motivation behind this obviously orchestrated information attack are impossible 
to miss,” it said in a statement. “It took almost four months to make an attempt 
to scapegoat Russia for the incident that happened on October 28 last year. All 
the charges are along the lines of the notorious ‘highly likely’ approach,” they 
concluded, referring to the line used by former UK Prime Minister Theresa May 
when accusing Russia following the poisoning of Sergei Skripal in 2018.33

The first two sentences challenge the existence of evidence because, appar
ently, the accusers have shared neither the technical details of the attack nor 
an explanation of the investigation process with Russia. In the third sen
tence, RT stresses that the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs is denying 
the  accusations and quotes the statement given by the Ministry according to 
which the accusations are only based on the assumption that Russia is “likely” 
to be blamed without providing any evidence. At the same time the article 
deflects the accusation of poisoning Skripal, a strategic move referring to a 
historical chain of accusations against Russia, portraying it as a persecutee. 
This is examined more thoroughly in the next subchapter.

Similarly to cyberattacks, RT also portrays accusations against Russia for 
information attacks as groundless. For example, in Washington fails to provide 
proof for alleged Moscow-backed Covid-19 disinformation campaign – Russian 
Foreign Ministry34, RT claims that Russian diplomats have been unable to 
 collect any evidence from the USA that would support the accusations that 
Moscow is leading a disinformation campaign regarding the coronavirus. 
“Washington fails to provide proof ” are the first words of the title and the 
lack or unsuitability of evidence is referred to throughout the entire article.

32  Another ’highly likely’-style accusation: Moscow brushes aside ‘evidence-free’ Georgia 
cyberattack 2020. – RT, February 21. https://www.rt.com/news/481374russiageorgiacuber
attackblame/ (12.05.2020). [Another ‘highly likely’-style accusation 2020]
33  Ibid.
34  Washington fails to provide proof for alleged Moscow-backed Covid-19 disinformation 
campaign – Russian Foreign Ministry 2020. – RT, April 9. https://www.rt.com/news/485422
russiacoronavirusfakenews/ (17.05.2020). [Washington fails to provide proof 2020]

https://www.rt.com/news/481374-russia-georgia-cuberattack-blame/
https://www.rt.com/news/481374-russia-georgia-cuberattack-blame/
https://www.rt.com/news/485422-russia-coronavirus-fake-news/
https://www.rt.com/news/485422-russia-coronavirus-fake-news/
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Russian diplomats called on their US counterparts to provide some actual 
 evidence of allegations circulated by American media and officials that Moscow 
is waging a coronavirus-themed fake news campaign – but have received none.35

In addition, RT writes that all the allegations are “baseless and without sub
stance”, “remain unsupported by evidence”, and are “notably lacking facts”. 
Therefore, RT repeats the phrase groundless accusations in various forms 
and justifies this by claiming that Russia has not received any meaningful or 
 factual evidence for any accusations. Furthermore, the article ends with an 
evaluation by a British researcher who analysed a European External Action 
Service report and found it to be “groundlessly accusing”. RT has cited these 
two researchers before36 because their views suit RT well. The objectivity of 
these sources has been questioned, for example, by Sarah Hurst, a journalist 
of an independent newspaper Byline Times. She says that the researchers in 
question are known to draw faulty conclusions by mistranslating Russian and 
to describe Putin as a pleasant ruler whose actions are justified because NATO 
is aggressively expanding its Eastern wing37. Therefore, to deflect accusations, 
RT uses seemingly authoritative Western representatives whose opinions will 
make the audience doubt the truthfulness of Western accusations.

5.2. Accusers are portrayed as malignant and Russia as the victim

In order to deflect accusations, RT portrays Russia as a victim who is con stantly 
bullied by others (the Western countries). Such a portrayal is sup ported by 
one of the main strategic narratives of Russia, that of a ‘ Russophobic’ attitude 
of the West, suggesting that Western countries have adopted a negative mind
set regarding Russia and the Russian culture38. Take, for example, Hacking 
accusations against Russia a smear campaign timed with NATO  cyberwarfare 

35  Washington fails to provide proof 2020.
36  Malic, N. 2020. No Covid19 fake news on RT, EU accusations are ‘problematic’ – UK watch
dog. – RT, April 7. https://www.rt.com/news/485230eurussiandisinformationdebunked/ 
(15.04.2020).
37  Hurst, S. 2020. UK Academics Get Hefty Grant to ‘Reframe Russia’. – Byline Times, April 
14. https://bylinetimes.com/2020/04/14/ukacademicsgetheftygranttoreframerussia/ 
(30.04.2020).
38  Darczewska, J.; Żochowski, P. 2015. Russophobia in the Kremlin’s Strategy: A Weapon 
of Mass Destruction. – Point of View, Issue 56. Warsaw: Centre for Eastern Studies (OSW); 
Ventsel, A.; Hansson, S.; Madisson, M.-L.; Sazonov, V. 2018. Hirmu mehhanismid strateegi
listes narratiivides õppuse Zapad 2017 näitel. – Sõjateadlane, No. 8. [Cultural, Peace and Conf
lict Studies Series, Vol. VIII]. Tartu: Eesti Ülikoolide Kirjastus. [Ventsel et al. 2018]

https://www.rt.com/news/485230-eu-russian-disinformation-debunked/
https://bylinetimes.com/2020/04/14/uk-academics-get-hefty-grant-to-reframe-russia/
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meeting – diplomat39, an article about how a NATO cyberwarfare summit is 
connected with accusing Russia. The first sentence of the  article constructs a 
general understanding about Russia being constantly under  attack since the 
word latest refers to a number of previous attacks: “The latest wave of accusa-
tions against Russia.”40 

The notion of a wave refers to a flow of several continual accusations. 
This determines the opposing parties—Russia versus all others—along with 
the definite victim position of Russia. This could refer to bullying where it is 
common for a group to offend an individual, and not the other way around. 
This view is supported by expressions such as “coordinated media attack” 
which also refers to the existence of more than one attacker. While the  article 
 initially mentions single Western countries, the reasoning of the Russian 
diplo mat cited in the article expands the notion of bullies to all Western 
countries: “ Yakovenko added that there was a pattern of behaviour by Western 
 nations /…/”.41

An article about condemning the USA sanctions, ‘Another propaganda 
attack’: Russian Foreign Ministry hits back over US ‘Evil Corp’ claims, also 
differentiates between the “good guys” and the “bad guys”42. It is constantly 
 emphasised in the article that Russia is looking to maintain good relations and 
cooperate, but that the USA is not interested. In a way, it portrays the USA 
as a villain that is constantly throwing around groundless accusations and is 
unwilling to find a solution together. Russia’s attempt to make itself seem as 
the initiatory party may serve its purpose to come off as the “good guy” who 
is, unfortunately, forced to deal with false accusations and sanctions.

There are a number of examples of how RT portrays Russia as a  typical 
 victim that is constantly attacked in Another ‘highly likely’-style accusation: 
Moscow brushes aside ‘evidence-free’ Georgia cyberattack43, an article that 
 deflects the blame for cyberattacks against Georgia away from Russia. For 
instance:

Many in Georgia immediately blamed the attack on Russia, and lo and behold, 
more than three months later the accusation is official.44

39  Hacking accusations against Russia 2018.
40  Ibid.
41  Ibid.
42  ‘Another propaganda attack’ 2019.
43  Another ‘highly likely’-style accusation 2020.
44  Ibid.
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This section makes Russia seem like a typical victim. The ironic  expression 
“lo and behold” gives the impression of no wonder that Russia is  always being 
blamed. It makes the reader think that this is always the case, a  constantly 
 recurring pattern. Regarding the accusations by the USA, the United 
 Kingdom, Canada, and others, the article uses expressions such as “the 
partners soon piled on Russia,” and “make an attempt to scapegoat Russia,” 
 confirming the fact that Russia is being portrayed as the victim.

Another reference to Russia being a typical victim that is always blamed 
for everything can be found in the following section:

In the absence of actual proof, people with a record of accusing Russia of various 
nefarious cyber deeds resorted to speculation. Georgia is “in their neighbour-
hood,” said Adam Meyers from the security firm CrowdStrike. “It’s in line with 
Russian tactics. The specific outcome is less important than causing upheaval 
and conflict between different groups in the country.” 

45

RT is trying to create the impression that Russia is always blamed by the 
same people who should not even be listened to because they are patho
logical specu lators without any evidence. The blame avoidance tactic of RT, 
por traying Russia as the victim, is supported by the ‘Russophobia’ narra
tive, also visible in this example. On the one hand, RT confirms the victim 
 status of Russia by portraying Russia as being constantly attacked by certain 
 people, but on the other hand, RT fires a counterattack with argumentum ad 
 hominem, making it seem like the accusers of Russia are deeply troubled.

The same article uses another tactic of blame avoidance: switching the 
positions of the accused and the accuser.

The lack of evidence and political motivation behind this obviously orchestrated 
information attack are impossible to miss /…/.46

Here, RT is portraying the accusers of Russia, i.e., the Western countries, as 
the ones to blame. According to the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, it is a 
politically motivated information attack against Russia. Using the word obvi-
ously is a linguistic means of impact used to avoid providing proof to  support 
one’s own claims. Russia is, again, portrayed as a victim under  constant attack; 
the word orchestrated refers to several attackers whose  actions are  coordinated.

The same tactics are used to deflect the accusations of disinformation 
campaigns regarding the coronavirus in Washington fails to provide proof for 

45  Another ‘highly likely’-style accusation 2020.
46  Ibid.
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alleged Moscow-backed Covid-19 disinformation campaign – Russian  Foreign 
Ministry47. After summarising the accusations against Russia, the media 
 representative of the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs cited in the article, 
Maria Zakharova, reverses the roles of the accuser and the accused party.

Several US news outlets have run stories on an alleged fear-mongering campaign 
waged by pro-Kremlin media and fearsome social media bots, no less. In addi-
tion, conspiracy theories that the coronavirus might have been artificially created 
by the Russians circulated on social media – and the effort appeared to be coordi-
nated by US government agencies, Zakharova stated. All the accusations remain 
unsupported by evidence, even after persistent attempts by Russian diplomats to 
try and get some actual proof of the alleged evil-doing.48

First, the article claims that USA news outlets are accusing Russia of fear
mongering campaigns (first sentence). Then, additional information is 
 introduced that suddenly changes the roles (second sentence), saying that not 
only is the USA accusing but also attacking Russia by spreading conspiracy 
theories on social media. Ventsel et al. 49 have said that antithetical logic is a 
specific blame avoidance method of Russia50. Essentially, this means blaming 
others for the exact same things attributed to oneself. The second sentence of 
the last cited section perfectly illustrates this strategy.

Ironically, the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs does not provide any 
evidence in accusing the USA for attacks against Russia other than the specu
lative formation, “appeared to be coordinated by US government agencies.”

The position of victim is confirmed in this article by appealing to people’s 
better nature. Russia is portrayed as a moral party and the USA as immoral.

The whole course of the coronavirus pandemic has been accompanied by alle-
gations against Russia and – alternately – China and Iran of spreading lies and fear 
in the West. As if the deadly disease, which has already affected over 1.5  million 
people globally and killed more than 90,000, was not scary enough as it is.51

47  Washington fails to provide proof 2020.
48  Ibid.
49  Ventsel, A.; Hansson, S.; Madisson, M.-L.; Sazonov, V. 2021. Discourse of fear in strategic 
narratives: The case of Russia’s Zapad war games. – Media, War & Conflict, Vol. 14, Issue 1. 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1750635219856552 (06.08.2021). [Ventsel et al. 
2021]
50  See also Madisson, M.-L.; Ventsel, A. 2020. Strategic Conspiracy Narratives: A Semiotic 
Approach. London: Routledge; Hansson, Madisson, Ventsel 2022.
51  Washington fails to provide proof 2020.

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1750635219856552
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Here, RT uses an interesting construction: the fact that COVID19 was a 
 terrible global disease seems to rule out the possibility of Russia spreading 
fear and lies in the West. It might create a (faulty) impression as if the pan
demic forced Russia to stop all geopolitical influence activities for an unspeci
fied period of time. In this way, RT appeals to the emotions of the audience, 
presenting tragic statistics that makes accusing Russia seem disgraceful.

A seamless switch of the roles of the accuser and the accused supports 
the constant victim position of Russia. For example, there is a sentence in 
the same article that portrays Russia as an eternal scapegoat, and suggests 
that blaming Russia will guarantee success for the accusers in the West: “The 
fail-proof ‘blame Russia’ approach persisting in the West in recent years /…/”52.

Such a portrayal is, again, supported by the ‘Russophobia’ narrative. RT 
portrays Russia as the victim in the same article also in a section about a 
report by the European External Action Service that reveals Russia’s disinfor
mation. According to RT, this report was “composed almost entirely of ‘scary 
Russians’ tropes /…/ 53.”

5.3. Accusers are portrayed as unreliable or ridiculous

RT often portrays the representatives of Western countries that accuse 
 Russia of cyber and information attacks as unreliable or ridiculous, trying to 
 undermine the credibility of the accusations against Russia.

Take, for example, We want to believe: ‘Russian hacking’ memo REVEALS 
how US intel pinned leaks to Kremlin54, an article commenting on documents 
about the potential interference of Russia in the American presidential elec
tions of 2016 that had been disclosed on the previous day. The author of this 
article, Nebojsa Malic, ridicules the creators of the document and claims that 
all accusations against Russia are based on the belief held by a narrow group 
of people that Russia is guilty.

Reading through it, one is struck by the circular reasoning of the US “intelli-
gence community” – or rather, Clapper’s hand-picked group of CIA, FBI and 
NSA  people charged with coming up with the assessment. The US intelligence 

52  Washington fails to provide proof 2020.
53  Ibid.
54  Malic, N. 2018. We want to believe: ‘Russian hacking’ memo REVEALS how US intel pinned 
leaks to Kremlin. – RT, November 10. https://www.rt.com/usa/443644russiahackingmethods
electionmemo/ (08.06.2020). [Malik 2018]

https://www.rt.com/usa/443644-russia-hacking-methods-election-memo/
https://www.rt.com/usa/443644-russia-hacking-methods-election-memo/
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community is “confident” that the Russian government was behind the “compro-
mises” of emails, because their release is “consistent with the methods and 
moti vations of Russian-directed efforts,” the talking points say. In other words, 
this fits what US spies believe are Russian objectives, therefore it had to be the 
Kremlin doing it! 

55

The recurring topic of the article is related with an alleged circular reasoning, 
an error in the logical argumentation of US intelligence agencies, mentioned 
in the first sentence of the cited section and more thoroughly explained in the 
second and third sentence of the same section: all USA’s accusations against 
Russia are solely based on the belief of the American intelligence people that 
Russia is guilty. Therefore, if American officials consider an activity to be 
characteristic of Russia then Russia is probably to blame. The author of the 
article equates this logic with an unproven “belief ”, making the creators of the 
report seem incredible.

Malic also questions the involvement of the authors of the report in the 
USA intelligence community, using “intelligence community” in quotation 
marks and reasoning that they are rather a group of people selected by James 
Clapper, director of national intelligence (first sentence). Even though the 
 article lists three large US organisations known for their involvement in 
intelli gence, the quotation marks seem to suggest that the people of these 
organisations are not part of the intelligence community. This also chal
lenges the credibility of the report. In later discussions about the intelligence 
community, quotation marks are no longer used, but at the beginning of the 
second sentence, the word “confident” is in quotation marks. Here, Malic 
acknowledges the existence of the intelligence community but ridicules the 
conclusions of their report and, therefore, the entire intelligence com munity 
of USA. As for the conclusions based on beliefs, according to Malic, the 
intelli gence community cannot, therefore, be convinced that Russia is behind 
a variety of activities. In the final sentence of the cited section, the authors of 
the report are called ‘spies’, a word possibly carrying a negative conno tation 
in this context. A similar belittling manner is used in Washington fails to 
provide proof for alleged Moscow-backed Covid-19 disinformation campaign – 
Russian  Foreign Ministry56, an article about the accusations of spreading false 
infor mation regarding the coronavirus, calling the strategic communication 
depart ment of the European External Action Service a propaganda branch.

55  Malik 2018.
56  Washington fails to provide proof 2020.
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The credibility of the USA’s representatives is also questioned in Russia 
isn’t only behind election hacking! They’re also trying to smear US over corona-
virus … according to State Department57, an article deflecting the accusa
tions of spreading disinformation regarding the coronavirus. Discussing the 
 accusations, the article claims that the institution behind these is untrust
worthy, and no evidence has been presented. An accusation by a US envoy, 
the director of the Global Engagement Centre (GEC), regarding the negative 
impact that Russia has on USChina relations is followed by undermining 
the capability of the GEC. For example, RT suggests that it is unclear whether 
the GEC has collected any information on the potential Russian disinfor
mation campaign regarding the coronavirus by using the phrase “supposedly 
gathered in a report.” The article emphasises that the activities of the Global 
Engagement Centre have been doubtful before. According to RT, the Centre 
was accused of belittling the people who criticised the Iranrelated policy 
of President Trump. Any such reference to the (alleged) negative traits or 
( alleged) past malpractice of an accuser helps to undermine the credibility of 
an accuser and their accusations.

5.4. Confusing the audience

In addition to the argumentations to deflect blame, RT has also been known 
to mislead the reader in order to distract their attention from accusations or 
confuse them.

For example, Another ‘highly likely’-style accusation: Moscow brushes aside 
‘evidence-free’ Georgia cyberattack58, an article about cyberattacks against 
Georgia, uses a recurring stealth narrative to demonise or mystify Russian 
cyber power. Its purpose may be to distract the attention of readers away from 
the accusations by Georgia, the USA, Canada, and other countries, according 
to which the Main Directorate of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of the 
Russian Federation (GRU) is responsible for the cyberattacks against Georgia. 
The article begins with the claim that, allegedly, over 15,000 websites were a 

57  Russia isn’t only behind election hacking! They’re also trying to smear US over corona-
virus … according to State Department 2020. – RT, February 22. https://www.rt.com/
usa/481485coronavirusrussiastatedepartment/ (05.05.2020). [Russia isn’t only behind 
election hacking! 2020]
58  Another ‘highly likely’-style accusation 2020.

https://www.rt.com/usa/481485-coronavirus-russia-state-department/
https://www.rt.com/usa/481485-coronavirus-russia-state-department/
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target of the attack, whereas according to BBC News59, the number was much 
more modest, amounting to over 2,000. Inflating the numbers may benefit 
Russia. First, it helps to create the impression that the information regarding 
the accusations is controversial and, therefore, the accusations might not have 
a solid ground. Second, the higher the number of websites that were allegedly 
attacked, the higher seem to be the abilities of the attacker. This may turn 
the focus of the audience away from the accusations against Russia towards 
the scale and complexity of the attack. Displaying power by manipulating 
numbers has been previously analysed by Ventsel et al.60 in publications on 
Russian fearnarratives.

Notably, the same RT article also mentions the US presidential elections 
of 2016 in which Russia allegedly intervened, and the poisoning of Skripal 
the double agent in 201861. A discussion about events that have lost relevance 
helps to distract the reader from the accusations of cyberattacks against 
 Russia. A rhetorical association between different historic attacks also helps 
to portray Russia as a powerful and dangerous international actor. Referring 
to the allegedly extensive influence and cyber power of GRU may make the 
readers perceive Russia as a superpower. Confusion, mystery, and room for 
speculation are also added by the final sentence of the article which refers 
to Russian companies that, according to RT, suffered from malware attacks 
whose extent was comparable to that of an armed cyberattack and that origi
nated from the USA’s national intelligence agency: “Among their victims were 
Russian oil giant Rosneft, metal-maker Evraz and the Russian Central Bank.” 

62

An unexpected inclusion of previous events is also detected in Russia isn’t 
only behind election hacking! They’re also trying to smear US over coronavirus 
… according to State Department 

63, an article about disinformation regarding 
the coronavirus. The title alone claims that not only has Russia intervened 
in elections but is now also trying to disparage the USA in relation to the 
coronavirus. A false accusation is associated with a cyberattack incident from 
four years ago, probably making the reader wonder about the presidential 
elections in the USA and any potential interference by Russia. This helps to 
distract people’s attention away from a specific incident while also sug gesting 

59  UK says Russia’s GRU behind massive Georgia cyber-attack 2020. – BBC, February 20. 
https://www.bbc.com/news/technology51576445 (23.05.2020).
60  Ventsel et al. 2018, pp. 103–127; Ventsel et al. 2021.
61  Another ‘highly likely’-style accusation 2020.
62  Ibid.
63  Russia isn’t only behind election hacking! 2020.

https://www.bbc.com/news/technology-51576445
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that Russia is internationally incredibly powerful. In the same article, RT 
 reconfirms the impression of an extensive operation, describing in detail all 
the alleged activities for which Russia is blamed. For example, according to 
the article, thousands of real people, and not mere bots, were involved in the 
campaign, every single one of them having gotten the green light from the 
Russian government to undermine the reputation of the USA. The article 
 recites the claims that even the media channels RT and Sputnik were accused 
of being involved in the campaign. This all makes the reader think of the 
extent of the attack, diverts the focus of the article away from specific accusa
tions, and emphasises the international grasp and power of Russian activities.

For the purpose of magnifying mystery and confusing the reader even 
further, the final section of the article ridicules the idea that Russia is blamed 
for intervening in the presidential elections of the USA:

For those keeping track at home, US officials have now blamed Russia for not 
only using the coronavirus to try and hurt the US’ “reputation,” but they have 
also conspired with Trump to win the 2016 election /…/.64

As explained by Ventsel et al.65, such a ridiculing tone might add mystery 
and, thus, amplify the image of Russia as a superpower. This, in turn, might 
distract the attention of readers away from the accusations against Russia for 
spreading disinformation.

6. Conclusion

Russia uses statefunded media channels to justify its policies and actions as 
well as to deflect blame from Russia. This analysis revealed that there are four 
main ways in which Russia deflects accusations of cyber and disinformation 
attacks in the stories published in its RT news portal.

First, Russia claims that the accusations against it are groundless because 
they are not based on solid facts confirmed by Russian experts. RT quotes the 
public statements of the Russian government, denying any blame for cyber 
and disinformation attacks, and uses quotes by Western spokespeople in a 
manner that enables doubt to be sown on the truthfulness of the accusations.

Second, in stories about cyberattacks and disinformation campaigns, RT 
portrays Russia as the victim and the accusers of Russia—mainly the USA—

64  Russia isn’t only behind election hacking! 2020.
65  Ventsel et al. 2021.
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as villains. This is done with words and expressions that indicate that Russia 
is the one always being blamed by the Western countries while Russia just 
wishes to repair its relations with them. Constructing a victim position like 
that is based on the historic narrative of ‘Russophobia’.

Third, to portray the accusers of Russia as unreliable and to ridicule them, 
RT describes them in an undermining manner using evaluative words with 
negative connotations, questioning their knowledge. In order to avoid taking 
the blame, RT says that the accusations against Russia are often merely based 
on the “belief ” of the USA or the Western countries that Russia is guilty.

Fourth, RT tries to confuse the audience by directing their attention 
away from accusations or distracting them. To do that, RT associates accusa
tions against Russia with other (historic) events and portrays Russia as a 
 superpower.

Readers should adopt a critical attitude towards all content published by 
RT because the stories that RT presents as news are written in accordance 
with Russia’s foreign policy goals. The stories portray the member states 
of NATO as incompetent and divided, and evoke distrust against Western 
 democratic institutions. Russia is concurrently portrayed both as a victim 
and as an international superpower. Persistent denial of the use of cyber
attacks and disinformation campaigns seems to be a convenient strategy for 
Russia: it is difficult for the member states of NATO and the European Union 
to launch a counterattack against Russia’s cyberattacks or establish sanctions 
in response to its disinformation campaigns because there are often no legal 
grounds for it. The impact of cyber and disinformation attacks, however, may 
be devastating for other countries and threaten their sovereignty. This is why 
the communicative selfdefence tactics adopted by Russia definitely deserve 
closer inspection. For example, the researchers of RT and other similar propa
ganda channels should reveal Russia’s blame avoidance strategies regarding its 
human rights violations, and also analyse the strategic uses of images, not just 
texts, in securityrelated blame games.
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ANTITHETICAL IDENTITY FORMATION  
IN THE STRATEGIC NARRATIVES  
OF THE RUSSIAN FEDERATION

Daniel Tamm

ABSTRACT. The objective of this article is to analyse collective identity formation 
as a strategic narrative, focusing on a specific case where identity is formulated by 
casting the enemy as antithetic. The article outlines discursive strategies that  justify 
and preserve an antithetical identity and describes the inherent dangers of these 
strategies, the prime example being a potential security dilemma. The author also 
proposes ways to relieve these kinds of security dilemmas. The theoretical frame
work is illustrated with a brief metaanalysis of the foreign policy discourse of Russia, 
foregrounding its strategic narratives and their antithetical dimension.

Keywords: identity, strategic narrative, security dilemma, Russian foreign policy, 
 semiotic theory of hegemony

1. Introduction1

Identity is a core concept that unites political groups and defines the lives 
of individuals2. It is interesting, however, that commonalities are usually 
 perceived through dissimilarities; homogeny essentially requires differen
tiation3. Identity largely depends on who is selected for comparison or in 
what context selfdefinition takes place4. Based on this understanding, we can 
conclude that, instead of focusing on already established identities, it is more 

1  The writing of this article was supported as part of a research project SHVFI19127 “Strategic 
Narrative as a Model for Reshaping the Security Dilemma”. This article was originally written 
in Estonian and first published in the Estonian Journal of Military Studies, No. 17 (2021), 
pp. 90–118.
2  Pakhomenko, S.; Tryma, C. 2016. Identity and Propaganda in RussianUkrainian Hybrid 
Warfare. – Sõjateadlane, No. 2, p. 43.
3  Hall, S. 1996. Who Needs “Identity”? – Hall, S.; Du Gay, P. (eds.). Questions of Cultural 
Identity. London: Sage, pp. 4–5.
4  Kotov, K. 2005. Kultuur, identiteet ja enesekirjeldus. – Acta Semiotica Estica II, p. 184. 
[Kotov 2005]

Sõjateadlane (Estonian Journal of Military Studies), Volume 19, 2022, pp. 131–160.  
https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/
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important to study the dynamic process of identity formation and its guiding 
balances of power. One way this can be achieved is by understanding the role 
of strategic narratives that illustrate the purposefulness of identity formation 
as well as its wider (political) context.

Focusing on the image of ‘the other’ may reveal a hidden or socalled 
under water dimension of relevant strategies, especially if one can only see 
their extroversive side or description of others. An understanding of other(s) 
is often formed according to one’s own values which are directed outwards 
in a converted form5. For example, it is interesting that patriotic movements 
gathering momentum across Central and Eastern Europe describe themselves 
as the future of Europe, attributing such issues to the West that,  according 
to political scientists, they themselves actually struggle with6. This clearly 
outlines an idealistic fight for European identity that largely depends on 
 opposition.

The objective of this article is to analyse a specific case of collective  identity 
formation where political unity is achieved through antithetical means, or 
through a diametrical opposition to the image of an enemy. Although anti
thetic meaningmaking and identity formation have been mentioned in 
 several relevant research papers in the past7, their specificity and purpose
fulness have never been thoroughly systemised. Initial connections between 
strategic narratives and the semiotic view represented herein already exist8. 
The perspectives proposed in this article will be illustrated with the strategic 
narratives and foreign policy of the Russian Federation. According to a 2020 
report of the Estonian Foreign Intelligence Service, the latter is  characterised 

5  Ivanov, V. et al. 1998. Kultuurisemiootika teesid. – Tartu Semiootika Raamatukogu 1. Tartu: 
TÜ Kirjastus, pp. 61–62. [Ivanov et al. 1998]
6  Krastev, I.; Holmes, S. 2018. Explaining Eastern Europe: Imitation and Its Discontents. – 
Journal of Democracy, Vol. 29 (3), pp. 117–128.
7  Ventsel, A. 2006. „See vereside on nüüd uuesti kinnitatud, värskendatud ja  laiendatud“: 
„Rahva“ konstrueerimine II maailmasõja järgses nõukogude poliitilises retoorikas. – 
 Akadeemia, No. 6, pp. 1427–1449; [Ventsel 2006] Lepik, P. 2007. Universaalidest Juri  Lotmani 
semiootika kontekstis. – Tartu Semiootika Raamatukogu 6. Tartu: TÜ Kirjastus; [Lepik 
2007] Madisson, M.-L.; Ventsel, A. 2018. Paremäärmuslikud kajakambrid ja autokommu
nikatsioon. – Mäetagused, No. 70, pp. 149–175; [Madisson, Ventsel 2018] Kasekamp, A.; 
 Madisson, M.-L.; Wierenga, L. 2018. Discursive Opportunities for the Estonian Populist 
 Radical Right in a Digital Society. – Problems of PostCommunism, Vol. 66 (1), pp. 47–58.
8  Ventsel, A.; Madisson, M.-L.; Hansson, S.; Sazonov, V. 2018. Hirmu mehhanismid 
strateegi listes narratiivides Zapad 2017 näitel. – Sõjateadlane, No. 8, pp. 103–127; [Ventsel 
et al. 2018] Madisson, M.-L.; Ventsel, A. 2020. Strategic Conspiracy Narratives: A Semiotic 
Approach. London: Routledge. [Madisson, Ventsel 2020]
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by an increasingly deepening polarisation, an important part of which is 
 opposition to the Western world (primarily NATO and the European Union)9.

The first part of the article is focused on developing an original approach 
to analysing antithetical identity formation within the framework of strategic 
narratives. The second part is dedicated to discussing the discursive strategies 
that justify and preserve an antithetical identity. In the subsequent discussion 
of potential security dilemmas I will also outline the inherent problems in 
antithetical identity formation. The final part of the article contains a meta
analysis of secondary literature with a focus on the manifestation of an anti
thetical dimension in various strategic narratives that guide Russian foreign 
policy, offering a possible key for their interpretation.

Although the article is primarily focused on the theoretical and descriptive 
side of antithetical identity formation, several measures will be proposed to 
help mitigate the resulting tensions. Furthermore, the viewpoint of strategic 
narratives illustrates the arbitrary nature of any political identity, revealing 
the power relations within. Clearly distinguishing these will give us a better 
understanding of the context of such unity which, in turn, will provide us 
with new possibilities to either support or change it.

2. Antithetical identity formation as a strategic narrative

2.1. The specificities of political identity formation

An oppositional dimension is common to any collective political identity. 
According to the German political theorist Carl Schmitt, politics is about 
differentiating between a friend and an enemy, and these categories are not 
naturally fixed but have to be determined10. This means that politics is not 
necessarily confined to a specific location where political decisions are made 
(e.g., a party or a parliament) but is rather a process of antagonistically classi
fying social relations in the context of power relations11.

9  Välisluureamet 2020. Eesti rahvusvahelises julgeolekukeskkonnas. Tallinn: Teabeamet, 
p. 11. [Välisluureamet 2020]
10  Schmitt, C. 2002 [1932]. Poliitiline mõiste. – Lipping, J. (ed.). Kaasaegne poliitiline filo
soofia: valik esseid. Tartu: EYS Veljesto, p. 56.
11  Leftwich, A. 2004. Thinking Politically: On the Politics of Politics. – Leftwich, A. (ed.). 
What is Politics? Cambridge: Polity Press, p. 14.
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This idea has been developed, among others, by Ernesto Laclau and 
 Chantal Mouffe of the Essex School of discourse analysis12. According to 
them, any (political) unity is formed discursively and requires a specific cate
gorisation of meanings to create a whole13. Its core prerequisite is confron
tation with anything external to the system, uniting differentiated elements 
under a joint opposition14. As already mentioned, such opposition is not natu
rally established15. The process of forming unity is a constant political battle 
where different actors aspire to represent a whole, trying to respond to as 
many societal demands within a single discourse as possible16. According to 
Laclau and Mouffe, the relationship that is the basis for discursively estab
lishing political unity should be perceived as hegemonic17. Such a categori
sation, however, can never be complete because no discourse is able to assort 
the entire meaningful world18.

In an epistemological context, it is important to differentiate between 
 actual and declared identity in addition to individual and collective identity19. 
Declared selfdescription also pursues hegemony, is inevitably just a fraction 
of reality, and is therefore unable to comprehensively describe reality20, unlike 
narratives where the complexity of the world is mediated as a consistent chain 
of events21. A natural instinct to narrationally explain causal relationships is 

12  Lipping, J. 2020. Armsad vaenlased: Laclau ja Schmitti poliitilisest hingesugulusest. – Aka
deemia, No. 10, pp. 1859–1881.
13  Laclau, E.; Mouffe, C. 1985. Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. Towards a Radical Demo
cratic Politics. London: Verso, p. 105. [Laclau, Mouffe 1985]
14  Laclau, E. 2015c. Poliitika subjekt, subjekti poliitika. – Laclau, E. Antagonism, poliitika, 
hegemoonia: valik esseid. Lipping, J. (compiler) Tartu: EYS Veljesto, p. 207.
15  Laclau, Mouffe 1985, p. 131.
16  Laclau, E. 2015a. Uusi mõtisklusi meie ajastu revolutsioonist. – Laclau, E. Antagonism, 
poliitika, hegemoonia: valik esseid. Lipping, J. (compiler) Tartu: EYS Veljesto, p. 95. [Laclau 
2015a]
17  Laclau, E. 2015b. Miks on tühjad tähistajad poliitikas olulised? – Laclau, E. Antagonism, 
poliitika, hegemoonia: valik esseid. Lipping, J. (compiler) Tartu: EYS Veljesto, p. 197. [Laclau 
2015b]
18  Laclau, Mouffe 1985, p. 113.
19  Kotov 2005, p. 185.
20  It must be specified that the description emanating from outside that is used in this article 
cannot be considered exhaustive either because, on a metalevel, this is also an abstraction 
(therefore, not appealing to conclusive objectivity).
21  Eco, U. 2009. Kuus jalutuskäiku kirjandusmetsades. Tallinn: Varrak, p. 9.
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considered inherent to humans22, which is why identity formation can also 
be considered a narrational activity23. In a political context, discursive power 
applied through narrational activities can be described as a nomenclature 
of strategic narratives, referring to wider concepts that unite different inter
related narratives.

2.2. The traits of strategic narratives

Strategic narratives are intentionally created stories that contain meaningful 
chains of events, determining the positions of characters and actions within. 
Political actors use strategic narratives to try to create a stable framework 
for interpretations to help a group give meaning to where they came from, 
where they are now, and where they are going, in order to justify certain 
 political measures and influence the behaviour of the audience in the direc
tion  favoured by the author of the narrative24. Their success largely depends 
on how well the projected values can be integrated with the specificities of the 
target audience and its cultural codes25.

Strategic narratives differ from common narratives (both artistic and 
nonartistic), firstly, in their intentionality and purposefulness that place 
an  emphasis on the desired outcome and overcoming relevant obstacles26. 
 Secondly, they are manifested dispersedly, which is why any strategic narrative 
and its constancy is rather a mental construction composed in the  analysing 
process from several intertwined discourses and subnarratives, rather than 
being found in all texts in their entirety27.

There are three types of strategic narratives: 1) system narratives that 
 describe how to comprehend a political (e.g., international) order and its con
struction; 2) identity narratives that define the values, traits, and  intentions 

22  Olson, D. R. 2012. Narrative, Cognition, and Rationality. – Gee, J. P.; Handford, M. (eds.). 
The Routledge Handbook of Discourse Analysis. London: Routledge, pp. 604–615.
23  Georgakopoulou, A. 2007. Small Stories, Interaction, and Identities. Amsterdam, John 
 Benjamins.
24  Miskimmon, A.; O’Loughlin, B.; Roselle, L. 2013. Strategic Narratives, Communication 
Power and the New World Order. New York: Routledge, p. 7. [Miskimmon et al. 2013]
25  Miskimmon et al. 2013, p. 22; Schmitt, O. 2018. When Are Strategic Narratives Effective? 
The Shaping of Political Discourse through the Interaction between Political Myths and Stra
tegic Narratives. – Contemporary Security Policy, Vol. 39 (4), pp. 487–511. [Schmitt 2018]
26  Miskimmon et al. 2013, p. 19.
27  Ventsel et al. 2018, p. 106.
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of different actors; and 3) policy narratives whose purpose is to propose 
and justify political moves28. This classification, however, is merely theo
retical because, in actuality, all three categories intertwine. For example, each 
policy narrative generates a certain understanding of a political system and 
vice versa.

2.3. Antithetical identity formation and its functions

An antagonistic dimension is common to any political identity; however, it 
has different forms of expression. An identity can be considered anti thetical 
if it is preserved by a hostile image of an enemy, commonly described as dia
metrically opposing but created as a reverse or a contradictory reflection. 
The second side of the opposition that forms an identity is, therefore, an anti
pode described through selfdenial that reconfirms the worldview of one
self through confrontation. The primary purpose of forming an anti thetical 
identity is to establish a hegemonic order in chaotic conditions because such 
conditions are what generate the need for any kind of order29. This can be 
 described more precisely through the strategies of projection and mirror 
projection: the first addresses an antithesis and the second the logic of the 
 resulting identity formation.

Projective formation of an antithesis means that individual character traits 
are projected onto an alien actor. The enemy is also given internal differences 
that threaten to break the entrenching hegemony. For example, minorities 
that deviate from the norm are, in this case, described not only as different 
but also as destructive and, consequently, entirely negative. The projection of 
an antithesis manifests in two ways: its content (semantics) is presented non
symmetrically while its construction (topology) is symmetrical. On the one 
hand, this means that one side reflects its own traits in a backward manner, 
in a plusminusopposition30; for example, ‘our’ alleged morality and purity is 
contrasted with ‘their’ moral impairment and filthiness. On the other hand, 
the relevance of such a projection also matters, which is why the topology of 
an antithesis is derived from individualities but in a coinciding direction, or a 
bilateral manner. Therefore, ‘our’ steadfastness in protecting our traditions is 

28  Miskimmon, A.; O’Loughlin, B.; Roselle, L. 2017. Forging the World: Strategic Narratives 
and International Relations. Michigan: University of Michigan Press, p. 8.
29  Laclau 2015b, p. 198.
30  Lepik 2007, p. 67.
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equivalent to ‘their’ equal steadfastness in standing for their abnormal ways. 
An antithesis must show an equivalent expression of things with the wrong 
content31.

Mirror projection, however, manifests in a completely different  direction. 
Alongside an external projection of shortcomings caused by a lack of order, 
one must entrench internal unity. In the case of antithetical identity forma
tion, this is done by joining two negatives, or using a mirror projection 
 system: ‘us’ is defined as an antithesis of the negative ‘other’32. Continuing the 
previous example, ‘our’ traditions first become ‘their’ moral impairment, and 
by contradicting it we will come back to the same old traditions. In addition 
to character traits perceived as positive, this can also concern negative traits. 
“First, ‘our’ troubles are attributed to ‘them’, and then, a mirror projection 
antithesis is formatted: /…/ a designated zerofeature,” which is the absence of 
their problems in our group33. A twist like that means that hegemonic power 
will secure its roots even deeper because any sort of discord is attributed to 
an imaginary anticommunity and internal harmony is constantly regener
ated by opposing this community. After semitones vanish, an anti symmetric 
 expression of a common content in the form of an antithetic enemy will 
 become more important than the cohesion of such content.

Therefore, antithetical identity formation can be described as a strategic 
identity narrative. Its main purpose is to establish a hegemonic order through 
a specific political identity that is justified with the image of an enemy dis
played as an antithesis. The threats proposed by such an enemy are used 
to unite society: all differences will not only be forgotten but, if necessary, 
 attributed to the alleged enemy. It is also important that the formatted image 
does not get too detached from the empirical experiences of individuals. 
The more realistic and widely acknowledged the dangers deriving from the 
enemy are, the better they can be utilised for antithetical identity formation. 
In the case of strategic systems and policy narratives, this benefits the zero
sum game and the measures that serve a cause because antithetical identity 
formation leaves no room for compromise, or a socalled grey area. In order 
to fight competing narratives, antithetical identity formation uses different 
discursive strategies that are outlined in the next subsection.

31  Lotman, J; Uspenski, B. 2013a. Kultuuri semiootilisest mehhanismist. – Uspenski, B. Vene 
kultuuri jõujooni. Valik artikleid. Tartu: Ilmamaa, p. 223. [Lotman, Uspenski 2013a]
32  Lepik 2007, p. 72.
33  Ibid.
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3. Discursive strategies and their outcomes

Discursive strategies display systematic schemes of meaning classification 
and argumentation that serve certain political, psychological, and linguistic 
goals34. In the context of this article, we could think of them as building blocks 
of strategic narratives whose dispersed manifestation in different texts also 
give us grounds to analyse them as a single component of a strategic narrative. 
In this section I will take a closer look at some strategies of blame  avoidance35 
that are used to preserve and justify an antithetical identity (although these do 
not have to be confined only to antithetical identity formation). This  section 
also includes a discussion of the inherent problems of these strategies, namely 
the potential to escalate into a security dilemma, and ways to relieve such 
security dilemmas.

3.1. Strategy No. 1: Semiotic disarming

The concept of semiotic disarming is borrowed from semiotician Juri Lotman 
who used it to describe a situation where “the nickname polemically given 
by an opponent is usurped and integrated into ‘our own’ language, trans
ferring its meaning from belittling to positive.”36 In a wider sense, this means 
a  mirror projective acceptance of an accusation, altering it from  condemnable 
to somewhat honourable. For example, the term ‘nationalist’, which is com
monly  disparaging, may become a compliment in certain groups. Similarly, 
the Social Democratic Party of Estonia has embraced the informal nickname 
‘socials’ used by their political opponents to imply that the Party has a back
ground in socialism. Semiotic disarming may be considered an efficient 
 strategy because it deprives an opponent of potential arguments while also 
serving to undermine the seriousness of previous accusations.

34  Wodak, R. 2001. The DiscourseHistorical Approach. – Wodak, R.; Meyer, M. (eds.) 
 Methods of Critical Discourse Analysis. London: Sage, p. 73.
35  See more, for example, Hansson, S. 2015. Discursive Strategies of Blame Avoidance in 
Govern ment: A Framework for Analysis. – Discourse & Society, Vol. 26 (3), pp. 297–322.
36  Lotman, J. 1999a. Kultuuride vastastikuse mõju teooriast (semiootiline aspekt). – Semio
sfäärist. Tallinn: Vagabund, p. 69. [Lotman 1999a]
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3.2. Strategy No. 2: Discursive mimicry

The biological term ‘mimicry’ means protective resemblance, whereas 
 discursive mimicry refers to a linguistically constructed mimicking relation
ship with the purpose of trying to appear more favourable by making the 
accomplishments of others seem like one’s own37. In such cases, an individual 
characterisation with a term or label that is generally perceived as positive will 
manifest on a selfdescriptive level, if not with a completely opposite meaning 
then at least in an altered form. A similar strategy, or semiotic reversal, was 
proposed by philosopher Margus Ott who said that the most radical changes 
are often justified in Estonia under the notion of conservatism38, for example, 
Estonian support of the European Union39. In this case, the term ‘conser
vatism’ is not intended to reflect a generally accepted worldview, but rather to 
justify any initiative with a legitimatesounding reason.

3.3. Strategy No. 3: Preventive projection of vices

While semiotic disarming and discursive mimicry are relatively widespread 
in political rhetoric, preventative projection of vices is  characteristic of a 
more specific antithetical identity formation. In addition to distorting traits 
 commonly perceived as positive, this also includes an extroversive reattribu
tion of perceived inconsistencies that may cast a negative shadow on the image 
of ideal unity. For a political actor that characterises itself as anti thetical, ‘the 
other’ is not a potential partner in a dialogue but solely an anti community 
used to monopolise an antithetical worldview; therefore, everything that dis
turbs its internal order must be attributed to the external ‘other’40. Firstly, this 
provides the grounds for denying all deficiencies, but it is even more benefi
cial in a wider perspective: any future accusations can be discarded as hypo
critical since all the relevant negative traits have already been attributed to the 

37  See more on its subcategories, for example, Siltaoja, M.; Juusola, K.; Kivijärvi, M. 2019. 
“Worldclass” Fantasies: A Neocolonial Analysis of International Branch Campuses. – Orga
nization, Vol. 26 (1), pp. 78–79.
38  Ott, M. 2019. Vehm II. Diskursus. – Sirp, 6 December.
39  Kiisler, I. 2021. Mart Helme asutab riigikogus Euroopa Liidust väljaastumise toetusgrupi. – 
ERR, 10 April.
40  Burke, K. 2011. Hitleri „Minu võitluse“ retoorika. – Jowett, G. S.; O’Donnell, V. (eds.). 
Propagandast ja mõjustamisest. Uusi ja klassikalisi käsitlusi. Tallinn: Tänapäev, p. 222.
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enemy (i.e., critics)41. Historically, this has been most  apparent in antisemitism 
where all economic issues were attributed to the Jews42.

3.4. Strategy No. 4: The image of a moral victim

Bringing differences to a moral level is also common in antithetical identity 
formation. Intolerance and the pursuit of homogeny causes any conflict to 
manifest as a fight between good and evil. In designating these two sides 
as ‘our own’ and ‘alien’, any external criticism can be rendered insignificant 
 because it will automatically signify axiological judgment. Anything  external, 
perceived in extreme cases as purely evil, is already categorised, which is why 
it cannot be included in a political unity or apply to it. The context of a  playing 
field described as manichaeist is fertile ground for developing a victim narra
tive where ‘our’ troops are united through opposition. In addition to the fact 
that describing the surrounding spheres as maleficent and  dangerous justi
fies the use of alternative viewpoints, it also allows one side to dentify as the 
victim and avert all blame by claiming to be defenceless43. For  example, Mari
Liis  Madisson and Andreas Ventsel have pointed out that radical  nationalists 
describe mainstream media in their online communication as an essentially 
deceitful and repressive channel of information that is threatening to suppress 
them44.

3.5. Strategy No. 5: Rationalising the end that justifies aggression

Similarly, any measures adopted to stand for unity can be rationalised as self
defence from the position of a moral victim because the radical  externals that 
threaten it were already postulated45. An actor that defines itself as  antithetical 

41  See more on its psychological background, for example, Kelsey, D. 2017. Media and 
 Affective Mythologies. Discourse, Archetypes and Ideology in Contemporary Politics. London: 
Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 35–37.
42  Zukier, H. 1996. The Essential “Other” and the Jew: From Antisemitism to Genocide. – 
Social Research, Vol. 63 (4), pp. 1110–1154.
43  See, for example, Wodak, R. 2015. The Politics of Fear: What RightWing Populist Dis
courses Mean. London: Sage, p. 64; Madisson, M-L.; Ventsel, A. 2015. Grupuskulaarne 
identiteediloome eesti paremäärmuslaste võrgusuhtluses. – Methis, No. 15, p. 14; Ventsel et al. 
2018, pp. 117–119.
44  Madisson, Ventsel 2018, p. 156.
45  Wodak, R. 1991. Turning the Tables: Antisemitic Discourse in PostWar Austria. – Dis
course & Society, Vol. 2 (1), pp. 69–70.
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generally tends to capsule and communicate only through confrontation46. 
This can be justified even with the measures previously attributed to an enemy 
since the circumstances force ‘us’ to descend to ‘their’ level47.  Initiating and 
maintaining conflicts is an important part of antithetical identity  formation 
because it activates the idea of danger posed by an enemy, thereby  justifying 
extreme measures. Developing the metaphor of semiotic disarming, it can be 
said that sometimes, in order to prove that ‘our’ actions are justified, a gun 
from a personal holster is “magically” put in the hands of an enemy just so 
‘we’ can grab it back and fire from a redirected barrel. The ends that  justify 
aggression have been thoroughly studied, for example, in the context of 
 medieval witch hunting48.

3.6. The consequences of antithetical identity formation:  
A dual security dilemma

A political identity formed by contradicting an antithesis may be relatively 
firm but cannot be considered stable. Whereas internal order is pro portional 
to the extent of an antithesis, the former always strengthens the latter49. 
Combating a personal antipode regenerates its importance because, as long 
as a  binary opposition remains, any categorisation will realise the opposi
tion50. The more unity is perceived, the greater the force of evil and the fight 
against it is justified, even with the most extreme measures. This could turn 
an escalating conflict into a selffulfilling prophecy—fighting fire with fire. 
Such opposition can never come to a conclusion because these tensions are 
the basis for the entire antithetical identity formation. Therefore, war can 
be fought against a specific embodiment of an enemy currently perceived 
as an antithesis but, in principle, it is a Pyrrhic fight that can never end. The 
enemy does not have any specific traits and its face is constantly changing51. 

46  Lotman, Uspenski 2013a, p. 226.
47  See, for example, Madisson, M.-L.; Ventsel, A. 2014. Paremäärmuslik sõnavabadus eesti 
rahvusradikaalide veebisuhtluses. – Mäetagused, No. 57, pp. 69–90.
48  See, for example, Lotman, J. 2007. Nõiajaht. Hirmu semiootika. – Hirm ja segadus: esseid 
kultuurisemiootikast. Tallinn: Varrak, pp. 50–68.
49  Ivanov et al. 1998, p. 62.
50  Lepik 2007, p. 65.
51  Lotman, J. 1999b. Kaasaeg Ida ja Lääne vahel. – Semiosfäärist. Tallinn: Vagabund, p. 365. 
Similar meaningmaking processes are also portrayed in conspiracy theories, see, for  example, 
Madisson, M.-L. 2012. Vandenõuteooriate semiootiline tähistamisloogika. – Akadeemia, 
No. 6, pp. 1024–1070.
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Once established, this principle of confrontation constantly seeks new ways to 
manifest itself52 and, depending on the political circumstances, this role can 
be assumed by anyone53.

In international relations, such reciprocally increasing insecurity is termed 
a ‘security dilemma’; more specifically, it signifies a situation where the deci
sions made by different parties with the purpose of securing themselves 
( unintentionally) magnify general distrust. It causes “spirals of mutual inse
curity” where improving the security of one party decreases the relative sense 
of  security of the other, and so on54. I will firstly distinguish an internal secu
rity dilemma common to antithetical identity formation that manifests in the 
 addictive relationship between an antithesis and its author. The more unified 
the internal order and need for it are, the clearer become the boundaries of a 
hostile antipode. Secondly, I will distinguish an external security dilemma (as 
is commonly understood in international politics) where an actor described 
as an anticulture will respond, so to speak, and adopt the corresponding 
 behaviour. Antithetical identity formation will, thereby, become reciprocal 
and manifest primarily in a state of war. As one example, we can consider the 
bipolar world order established during the Cold War.

3.7. Relieving a security dilemma

A security dilemma cannot be conclusively solved because antagonism as 
a basis of insecurity is common to any political identity. However, security 
 dilemmas can be relieved. Political theorist Chantal Mouffe has proposed, 
for example, agonism as an alternative manifestation of antagonism. In this 
case, ‘the other’ would be more of an opponent than an enemy55. Parties in 
an agonistic relationship, firstly, acknowledge the legitimacy of each other 
and,  secondly, share a certain symbolic space, the organisation of which 
they dis agree on56. In this case, the essential antagonism is preserved (since 
a politi cal identity still requires an exclusion of something or someone) and 
the portrayal of an opponent still includes a conflict between hegemonic 

52  Uspenski, B. 2013b. Vene intelligents kui vene kultuuri eriline fenomen. – Uspenski, B. Vene 
kultuuri jõujooni. Valik artikleid. Tartu: Ilmamaa, p. 380. [Uspenski 2013b]
53  Ventsel 2006, p. 1441.
54  Mälksoo, M.; Toomla, R. 2018. Julgeolekupoliitika. – Berg, E. et al. (eds.). Sissejuhatus 
rahvusvahelistesse suhetesse: õpik kõrgkoolidele. Tartu: TÜ Kirjastus, p. 257.
55  Mouffe, C. 2000. The Democratic Paradox. London: Verso, p. 13. [Mouffe 2000]
56  Mouffe, C. 2005. On the Political. London: Routledge, p. 20.
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narratives (conflicts between these cannot be rationally solved) but it can 
be constructed so that one political identity will not exclude the other57. For 
example, in the context of parliamentary democracy, agonism is expressed 
in a manner whereby different political parties exchange power and are even 
able to achieve consensus on certain issues, even if they represent conflicting 
ideologies.

The recession of an internal security dilemma requires the rise of alter
native identification mechanisms that could propose a new narrative about 
a more open and flexible identity. Here, the fact that a hegemonic order is 
 incapable of exhaustive discursive mediation becomes decisive. When circum
stances change (e.g., in the case of an economic crisis or natural disasters), a 
certain window of opportunity opens where other political actors will try to 
diagnose and then solve the issue that arose58. Antithetical identity formation 
legitimizes itself largely with order and stability and if one of these should 
disappear (or, conversely, if a chaotic period comes to an end), its popularity 
tends to decline.

When relieving an external security dilemma, it is useful to separate the 
stages of interpretation dilemma and response dilemma59. Easing an inter
pretation dilemma would require an adequate interpretation of the motives 
of an opposing party, whereas managing a response dilemma means that the 
interpretation is utilised for planning an adequate reaction60. In the context of 
this article, the first would mean translating an antithetical identity into ‘our’ 
language as truthfully as possible and deconstructing the antithetical identity 
formation in a certain way. Otherwise, one would be communicating with an 
ideal partner rather than a real one, and a relevant understanding would be 
constructed according to individual traits rather than those of the commu
nication partner61. This also explains the need to examine different politi
cal identity narratives and their arbitrariness. When managing a response 
dilemma, it is crucial to refrain from all provocations that escalate confron
tation and not respond to any antithetic approaches.

57  Mouffe 2000, pp. 101–103.
58  Laclau 2015a, pp. 109–111.
59  Booth, K.; Wheeler, N. J. 2008. The Security Dilemma. Fear, Cooperation and Trust in 
World Politics. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.
60  Ibid., pp. 3–5.
61  Lotman 1999a, p. 68.
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3.8. Inverted reading model of an antithesis

In order to deduce a socalled realistic situation from a declared  antithetical 
identity, it could be helpful to use an inverted reading model that unfolds 
a mirror projective logic in reverse62. Assuming that the two poles of an 
 antithesis are in a mirroring symmetric relationship, we can conclude that 
inverse reading will help us to understand the actual core of both sides63. A 
negative modelling of the aforementioned external space is characterised with 
rather rigid rules that make an antithetic system bilaterally symmetric and 
semantically antisymmetric64. Therefore, if we change the direction of this 
act we could actually form a more realistic sense of the actual situation: one 
that the declared identity is trying to deny65. Naturally, this never occurs in a 
pure form because, like translation, no antithetical identity formation is ever 
complete. But it is enough to make assumptions. This is supported by the fact 
that we often only have access to the extroversive or descriptionofothers 
part of an identity narrative (the author of the narrative cannot reveal the 
entire strategy to the public).

According to the inverted reading model of an antithesis we can, therefore, 
assume that a topologic construction attributed to an antithesis also  applies to 
its author but with opposite content. This involves both positive and negative 
core elements: ‘our’ values are equivalent to ‘their’ reverse values, whereas 
‘they’ are dealing with issues that ‘we’, allegedly, are not. The author of an 
antithesis is often characterised by what he is trying to attribute to an enemy. 
This also refers to the intentionality of an antithetical identity and its directing 
power relations since this is only a single possible narrative to reflect reality. 
In order to avoid the regeneration of an antithesis and an external security 
 dilemma, it is important to undermine its sole power and relate to it, if pos
sible, not as socalled pure evil but as a potential partner in a dialogue, ref
lecting on its real and not declared specificities (to the maximum possible 
extent).

62  See also Madisson, Ventsel 2020, ch. 3; Lepik 2007, p. 65.
63  Lepik 2007, p. 74.
64  Ibid., p. 69.
65  Lotman, J. 2002. Kultuuri fenomen. – Akadeemia, No. 12, p. 2645.
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4. Analysis: An antithetical dimension  
in the strategic narratives of Russia

In order to exemplify the previously discussed theoretical framework, I first 
looked through scientific publications published during the period 2012 to 
2020 (since the third term of office of Vladimir Putin) on Russian foreign 
policy as indexed in the JSTOR digital library. Based on this overview, I dis
tinguished five primary strategic narratives that are, in my estimation, good 
illustrations of the directions of Russian foreign policy and worldview, and 
searched for additional specialised publications according to relevant key
words whenever necessary. Therefore, this is not an original analysis but 
rather an extensive metaanalysis with the purpose of focusing on general 
trends that are important in studying strategic narratives. Understanding the 
narrational context helps to examine and discredit the subnarratives within66. 
Several earlier publications have analysed Russian antithetic meaningmaking 
and identity formation based on historic examples67, the most popular subject 
being the period of the Soviet Union68. This article, however, focuses on the 
strategic narratives of the Russian Federation, primarily during Putin’s term 
of office.

Putin’s first and second terms of office saw a flourishing economy with 
rising oil and gas prices and extensive support by the Russian people. In 2012, 
when Putin began his third term of office as president, people were gathering 
on the streets and accusing him of falsifying election results. Ever since then, 
the Kremlin has increasingly used confrontation with the Western world (not, 
of course, an innovative approach) to centralise power and firmly establish 
the Russian position69. Maintaining a sense of external danger enables Russia 
to, first, mobilise society and, second, distract people’s attention from various 

66  Ventsel et al. 2018, p. 122.
67  Uspenski, B. 2013a. Antikäitumine vanavene kultuuris. – Uspenski, B. Vene kultuuri jõu
jooni. Valik artikleid. Tartu: Ilmamaa, pp. 350–369; Uspenski 2013b; Lotman, J.; Uspenski, B. 
2013b. Duaalsete mudelite rollist vene kultuuri dünaamikas XVIII sajandi lõpuni. – Uspenski, 
B. Vene kultuuri jõujooni. Valik artikleid. Tartu: Ilmamaa, pp. 240–294.
68  Lepik, P. 2000. Antiikkultuuri fenomen nõukogude kultuuris. – Akadeemia, No. 4, 
pp. 718–754; Ventsel, A. 2008. Totalitaarkeel ja poliitiline retoorika nõukogude poliitilises 
dis kursuses. – Pärli, Ü.; Lepik, E. (eds.). 2008. Nimetamise strateegiatest Eesti kultuuris. Tartu: 
TÜ Kirjastus, pp. 65–84; Ventsel 2006.
69  Mendras, M. 2015. The Rising Cost of Russia’s Authoritarian Foreign Policy. – Light, M.; 
Cadier, D. (eds.). Russia’s Foreign Policy. Ideas, Domestic Politics and External Relations. 
 London: Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 90–91. [Mendras 2015]



DANIEL TAMM146

internal problems regarding, for example, economic, social, and legal issues70. 
I will now examine five strategic narratives common to this approach and 
focus on their antithetical dimension as well as the discursive strategies.

4.1. Narrative No. 1: Russia as a besieged fortress

Russia often describes itself as a besieged fortress forced to protect its values 
from dangers posed from all sides (but mostly from the West)71. Its main 
objective is to legitimise the governing elite, based on perceived threats from 
external enemies, and thus justify strict law enforcement measures and the 
prevailing predicamental circumstances72. Here, antithetical identity forma
tion is implied by the victim narrative.

This particular narrative serves to revitalise the anguish of losing in the 
Cold War, which demolished Russia’s identity and position in global  politics73. 
The narrative of a besieged fortress also refers to the continuous threat posed 
by Western hegemony that endangers Russian sovereignty by, for example, 
promoting democracy and causing the economic recession of Russia with 
their sanctions74. There are also frequent claims that the United States of 
America intervenes in the internal political affairs of Russia75. By asserting, 
for example, that every wave of democratisation has been initiated by the 
intelligence agencies of the USA, Russia is also able to denigrate democracy 
and diminish its reliability in the minds of Russian citizens76. By describing 
all external powers as essentially malignant, Russia is able to interpret any 

70  Välisluureamet 2020, p. 11.
71  Mendras 2015, p. 82; Monaghan, A. 2016. Russia’s World. Facing a Century of Instability. 
Paris: EU Institute for Security Studies, p. 3. [Monaghan 2016]
72  Lipman, M. 2015. Putin’s “Besieged Fortress” and Its Ideological Arms. – Lipman, M.; 
Petrov, N. (eds.). The State of Russia: What Comes Next? Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
pp. 110–136; [Lipman 2015] Götz, E.; Merlen, C.-R. 2019. Russia and the Question of World 
Order. – European Politics and Society, Vol. 20 (2), pp. 140–141.
73  Lukyanov, F. 2016. Russia: Geopilitics and Identity. – Hitchcock, W. I.; Leffler, M. P.; 
Legro, J. W. (eds.). Shaper Nations: Strategies for a Changing World. Cambridge: Harvard Uni
versity Press, p. 112. [Lukyanov 2016]
74  Götz, Merlen 2019, p. 138.
75  Bugayova, N. 2019. How We Got Here With Russia: The Kremlin’s Worldview. Washington: 
Institute for the Study of War, p. 21. [Bugayova 2019]
76  Pomerantsev, P. 2015. The Kremlin’s Information War. – Journal of Democracy, Vol. 26 (4), 
p. 42.
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unfavourable claims against itself as accusations and, therefore, portray itself 
as a defenceless victim77.

The narrative of the besieged fortress also includes a moral dimension. As 
a fortress, Russia is superior to the degenerating Western world78, whereas 
the latter is threateningly forceful and on the verge of collapsing at the same 
time79. This moral superiority is also confirmed by a mirror  projective 
 aversion of blame. For example, Putin has repeatedly disapproved of  increases 
in NATO’s defence expenses because “Russia is not going to assault anyone” 
and all the dangers coming from the East are only in the imagination of the 
Member States80. Similarly, Russia has criticised the United States of  America 
for concealing national deficiencies and justifying this with a  socalled threat 
by Russia, also justifying its failures by searching for foreign political con
flicts81. Additionally, the expansion of NATO is, allegedly, a threat to  European 
security and increases instability in every other region as well82.

It is true that NATO’s external borders constantly approach those of  Russia 
and the USA has repeatedly justified questionable political moves (e.g., the 
invasion of Iraq in 2003) on the basis of perceived threats from external 
 enemies. It is noteworthy, however, that Russia denies similar accusations and, 
instead, tends to identify itself as being quite the opposite. Furthermore, this 
enables Russia to easily discard all accusations regarding aggression because 
all these traits have already been attributed to the enemy.

4.2. Narrative No. 2: The Russophobic West

In order to silence anyone who is critical of the idea of Russia as a besieged 
fortress, the diagnosis of Russophobia is usually assigned83. The origins of the 

77  Except when these coincide with Kremlin positions. In this case, the assessment is opposite.
78  Makarychev, A. 2014. Russia and/versus the EU: From PostPolitical Consensus to Political 
Contestations. – L’Europe en Formation, Vol. 374 (4), p. 32 [Makarychev 2014]; Lipman 2015, 
p. 121.
79  Missiroli, A.; Andersson, J. J.; Gaub, F.; Popescu, N.; Wilkins, J.-J. 2016. Strategic Com
munications: East and South. Paris: EU Institute for Security Studies, p. 10. [Missiroli et al. 2016]
80  Bugayova 2019, p. 22.
81  Ibid.
82  Monaghan 2016, p. 2.
83  Feklynina, V. 2013. Constructing Russophobia. – Taras, R. (ed.). Russia’s Identity in Inter
national Relations: Images, Perceptions, Misperceptions. Routledge: London, pp. 91–109; 
[ Feklynina 2013] Darczewska, J.; Żochowski, P. 2015. Russophobia in the Kremlin’s Strategy. 
A Weapon of Mass Destruction. – Point of View 56. Warsaw: Centre of East European Studies. 
[Darczewska, Żochowski 2015]
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term signifying an antiRussian attitude date back to the 19th century but use 
of the term has spread more widely since 2014 when Russia initiated the war 
with Ukraine. In short, accusing someone of Russophobia makes it possible 
to interpret any complaint from the opposing side (both national and foreign 
political) as hostile, and to apply all criticism towards the leader of Russia to 
the country as a whole, including its citizens and culture84. It also stresses the 
natural confrontation between the East and the West, promising to stigmatise 
all opponents who hold a different opinion about the uniqueness of the East 
(i.e., Russia)85.

By establishing an implied equation between Russian culture (and  citizens) 
and its ruler (i.e., Putin), the current government of Russia can make itself 
look irreplaceable86 and legitimise itself at the expense of the cultural herit
age of Russia, since it is harder to stigmatise a heritage than hesitancy about a 
political view87. Here, discursive strategies are about discursive mimicry (the 
Kremlin claims to represent the entire Russian culture88) as well as an auto
matic axiological condemnation of foreign views (anyone sceptical about the 
Kremlin is a Russophobe).

4.3. Narrative No. 3: The Russian World

The narrative of the Russian World (Русский мир) is closely related with 
Russophobia and the idea of a besieged fortress and has achieved its current 
political charge from the spring of 201489. The Russian World directly refers 
to the idea of a civilization that extends far beyond the current national bor
ders of the Russian Federation, with Russia considering itself the cultural and 
political centre of that civilization90. Maintaining contact with the diaspora is 
important, but so is revitalising the legacy of the Soviet Union. Among other 

84  Darczewska, Żochowski 2015, pp. 20–21.
85  Feklyunina 2013, pp. 97–98; Darczewska, Żochowski 2015, p. 7.
86  Hinck, R. S.; Kluver, R.; Cooley, S. 2018. Russia ReEnvisions the World: Strategic Narra
tives in Russian Broadcast and News Media During 2015. – Russian Journal of Commu
nication, Vol. 10 (1), p. 33.
87  Ventsel et al. 2018, p. 119.
88  See, for example, Surkov, V. 2019. Putini pikk riik. – Vikerkaar, No. 6, pp. 87–93.
89  Laruelle, M. 2015. The “Russian World”. Russia’s Soft Power and Geopolitical Imagination. 
Washington: Center on Global Interests.
90  Makarychev 2014, pp. 30–31.
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things, this allows Russia to intervene in the internal affairs of neighbouring 
countries since these, allegedly, also belong to the Great Russian World91.

The scars left from the fall of the Soviet Union remain in the identity of 
Russia in the 21st century92. This is why the Russian World narrative  involves 
strong confrontation against what Russia considers to be the socalled 
 Western world. Several researchers have described a multipolar world order 
with a number of power centres as the core objective of Russian strategic 
commu nication93. It is important to remember that the Kremlin often appeals 
to multi lateralism simply as a subterfuge to ward off American hegemony94. 
Russian understanding of a multipolar world order also includes a strict hier
archical dimension whose higher purpose is to restore Russia as a global 
power95. Remarkably, Russia does not have any clear ideological program 
to define these superior values96. Currently, the prevailing values of Russia 
are conservative and nationalistic views with the constantly growing signi
ficance of the Orthodox Church, but Putin and his entourage are still pri
marily pragmatists who use everything that opposes the West in designing the 
 national ideology of Russia97. Therefore, the Russian World narrative tends to 
be  antihegemonic rather than counterhegemonic because its primary goal is 
to  subvert Western superiority in international politics98.

91  Brown, R. 2017. Public Diplomacy, Networks, and the Limits of Strategic Narratives. – 
Miskimmon, A.; O’Loughlin, B.; Roselle, L. (eds.). Forging the World: Strategic Narratives and 
International Relations. Michigan: University of Michigan Press, pp. 177–178.
92  Schmitt 2018, p. 11.
93  Miskimmon, A.; O’Loughlin, B. 2017. Russia’s Narratives of Global Order: Great Power 
Legacies in a Polycentric World. – Politics and Governance, Vol. 5 (3), pp. 111–120; Bugayova 
2019, p. 8.
94  Krastev, I. 2007. Venemaa contra Euroopa: suveräänsussõjad. – Vikerkaar, No. 12, p. 99. 
[Krastev 2007]
95  In this context, it is especially noteworthy that the Russian constitution was changed in 2020 
to state that the Russian constitution is superior to international law.
96  Fedchenko, Y. 2016. Kremlin propaganda: Soviet Active Measures by Other Means. – 
Sõjateadlane, No. 2, p. 146. [Fedchenko 2016]
97  Götz, Merlen 2019, pp. 139–140; Wilkinson, C. 2014. Putting “Traditional Values” Into 
Practice: The Rise and Contestation of Anti Homopropaganda Laws in Russia. – Journal of 
Human Rights, Vol. 13 (3), pp. 363–379.
98  Sakwa, R. 2020. Stasis and Change: Russia and the Emergence of an Antihegemonic World 
Order. – Paral Dal, E.; Erşen, E. (eds.). Russia in the Changing International System. Cham: 
Palgrave Macmillan, p. 18.



DANIEL TAMM150

The Russian World narrative also justifies the expansion of the regional 
sphere of influence of Russia, which is thought to guarantee its  sovereignty99. 
In relations with NATO, this reveals a classic security paradox: the more 
Russia expands its sphere of influence, the more forcefully NATO responds 
which, in turn, provides Russia with an excuse to continue its operations, 
and so forth100. Another interesting paradox is that, under the guise of pre
serving its own sovereignty, Russia justifies attacks against the sovereignty of 
neighbouring countries and condemns Western intervention in the affairs of 
the Russian World, all the while operating in the same way itself101. This can 
be explained by the mirror projective logic of averting blame as well as the 
discursive mimicry of the concept of sovereignty.

Whereas from the Western point of view, sovereignty refers to indepen
dence and free speech, the Russian idea of sovereignty is primarily rooted 
in capability102. Appealing to sovereignty enables Russia to justify its excep 
tionalism with democratic language (hence the concept of ‘sovereign democ
racy’103). Since sovereignty as a capability requires a harsh hand and  survival of 
the fittest, it helps to encourage aggression against foreign countries,  centralise 
power in an increasingly narrower circle, and establish a more rigid order104. In 
a sense, this is also the basis for semiotic disarming.  Russia might even accept 
some of the blame (e.g., intervening in the internal affairs of  another country) 
but it is all for the greater good (protecting the  sovereignty of Russia).

4.4. Narrative No. 4: Ukraine as a fascist country

In the spring of 2014, Russian forces invaded Ukraine in order to annex the 
Crimean Peninsula. Russia definitely had a military goal: to secure a strategic 
location by the Black Sea. But the cultural aspect of the attack was  equally 
 important: protecting local Russians105. This was justified (among other 

99  Mendras 2015, pp. 82–84.
100  Duke, S.; Gebhard, C. 2017. The EU and NATO’s Dilemmas with Russia and the Prospects 
for Deconfliction. – European Security, Vol. 26 (3), pp. 379–397.
101  Götz, Merlen 2019, p. 144.
102  Krastev 2007, p. 100.
103  Fisher, S. 2014. Sovereign Democracy: Russia’s Response to the Color Revolutions. College 
of Arts & Sciences. Senior Honors Theses. Paper 90.
104  Liik, K. 2018. Winning the Normative War with Russia. An EURussia Power Audit. 
 London: The European Council on Foreign Relations, p. 3.
105  Lukyanov 2016, p. 120.
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things) by a strategic narrative that identified Ukraine as a fascist country 
and, according to the narrative, claimed that the Russians living in Ukraine 
were suffering under the repressions of the local power106.

Portraying Ukraine as fascist tied the conflict with Russia that began in 
2014 to the Great Patriotic War; victory over Nazism in this war is still one of 
the greatest sources of national pride for Russia107. They revivified the threat 
of fascism that was allegedly still smouldering under the surface in Ukraine 
because, according to Russia, antisemitism, discriminating against Russians, 
and violating war memorials were common in Ukraine108. This provided the 
grounds for creating a strong emotional bond with the historical legacy of 
Russia: respecting “the grandfathers who triumphed over fascism” is a pillar 
of this legacy109. For example, this manifested in the socalled Immortal Regi
ment; its main purpose was to gather personal stories from the Great Patriotic 
War, but it soon transformed into an event to support the more comprehen
sive legacy of the Soviet Union, allowing grief to be replaced with pride110. 
This also gave rise to the opportunity to justify an invasion of Ukraine with 
the purpose of finishing what the grandfathers had started.

It must be noted that various extreme right wing movements have gained 
momentum in Ukraine lately111, which is how Russia was able to support the 
narrative of Ukraine as a fascist country with reallife examples. Their influ
ence, however, was severely distorted, just as the Ukrainian contribution to 
defeating Nazi Germany was ignored112. Rather, Ukrainian nationalism was 
equated with fascism because Ukraine wished to depart from the Russian 
World, which became evident, for example, in the 2013–2014 Euromaidan 

106  Fedchenko 2016, p. 159; Synytsina, K. 2018. The Construction of the Image of Ukraine as 
the Other in Russian Media. Master’s thesis. Tartu: Tartu Ülikool, p. 86; [Synytsina 2018] Lucas, 
E.; Pomeranzev, P. 2016. Winning the Information War. Techniques and Counter strategies to 
Russian Propaganda in Central and Eastern Europe. CEPA, p. 15. [Lucas,  Pomeranzev 2016]
107  Kudors, A. 2015. Reinventing Views to the Russian Media and Compatriot Policy in the 
Baltic States. – Pabriks, A.; Kudors, A. (eds.). The War in Ukraine: Lessons for Europe. Riga. 
University of Latvia Press, p. 157. [Kudors 2015]
108  Fedchenko 2016, pp. 163–165; Lucas, Pomeranzev 2016, p. 19.
109  Synytsina 2018, p. 90.
110  Ibid., pp. 87–88.
111  See, for example, Rudling, P. A. 2013. The Return of the Ukrainian Far Right: The Case 
of VO Svoboda. – Wodak, R.; Richardson, J. E. (eds.). Analysing Fascist Discourse. European 
Fascism in Talk and Text, pp. 228–255.
112  Synytsina 2018, p. 90.
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demonstrations113. It is probably no coincidence that the Russian economy 
had begun to enter recession at the beginning of the same year. The success 
of the operation is illustrated by the fact that the economic low point was 
reached at the time when support for Putin was at its highest (85%)114.

An invasion of Ukraine was, therefore, justified with an antithetically 
 derived strategic narrative where an external enemy was created in a  mirror 
projective manner, or by inverting personal values: Russian antifascism 
 became Ukrainian fascism. In a way, this is a prophecy coming true because 
the idea of a sphere of influence characteristic to Russia (and requiring mili
tary defence) is not much different from the way in which Nazi Germany 
justified the invasion of Austria and Czechoslovakia in the 1930s115.

4.5. Narrative No. 5: The European Union decaying under separatism

Russia is sceptical about the European Union and, therefore, eager to mag
nify its internal conflicts116. The spreading of this discourse relies strongly 
on Englishlanguage news portals that submit to Russian central power, for 
example, RT (formerly Russia Today) and Sputnik, that distribute false infor
mation among the Western audience who favour Russia, with the purpose of 
fracturing the European consensus117. This has recently gained momentum 
from various separatist movements that have held different referendums, the 
most famous of which are Brexit and the Catalan pursuit of independence.

Regarding Brexit, the official position of the Russian government was 
neutral but, according to a report of the United States Senate Committee on 
Foreign Relations, Brexit was reflected in Russian national media rather one
sidedly with support for the decision of Great Britain to leave118. According to 
Emma Flaherty and Laura Roselle who studied the strategic narratives spread 
in RT before the referendum, in addition to reporting on Brexit itself it was 

113  Kudors 2015, p. 159.
114  Välisluureamet 2020, p. 26.
115  Kudors 2015, pp. 159–160.
116  Missiroli et al. 2016, p. 12.
117  Ramsay, G.; Robertshaw, S. 2019. Weaponising News: RT, Sputnik and Targeted Disinfor
mation. London: King’s College London.
118  Corker, B. et al. 2018. Putin’s Asymmetric Assault on Democracy in Russia and Europe: 
Implications for U.S. National Security. Washington: U. S. Government Publishing Office, 
p. 118. [Corker et al. 2018]
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even more important to question the general unity of Europe119. Regarding 
the Catalan declaration of independence (which was later declared invalid), 
Russia officially adopted a position that supported the centralised power of 
Spain, but its Englishlanguage state media expressed contradicting views120. 
For example, they accused the Spanish government of being corrupt and dis
seminated narratives that undermined the European Union and its legitimacy 
in general121.

In his topical analysis of RT and Sputnik, Johannes Voltri specifically 
stressed that one of Russia’s primary strategic narratives regarding Cata
lonia was the downfall of the socalled decaying Europe that might even be 
breaking apart “because of different separatist movements that are gaining 
momentum.”122 Russia’s goal was to divide Spain and the European Union, 
but it is worth mentioning that emphasising European separatism was a great 
distraction from the concurrent secession in North Caucasus123.

Russia’s statements in support of separatism inside Europe are note worthy 
because, concurrently, Russia was suppressing all national independence 
movements within the country124. In 2016, a special conference was  organised 
for separatists with invitations sent, among others, to representatives of 
California and Northern Ireland. In contrast, supporting the inde pendence 
of Chechnya can be punished with imprisonment in Russia125. This, again, 
 reveals Russia’s ambiguous views on sovereignty and the superiority of  inter nal 
unity. One option is to interpret it through an inverted reading model. This 

119  Flaherty, E.; Roselle, L. 2018. Contentious Narratives and Europe: Conspiracy Theories and 
Strategic Narratives Surrounding RT’s Brexit News Coverage. – Journal of International Affairs, 
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NBC News, July 23. https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/whatsbehindrussiansupport
worldsseparatistmovementsn614196 (23.10.2020).
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could lead to the conclusion that the more actively Russia supports separa
tism in the West, the more forcefully it suppresses the same on its own terri
tory. It may be assumed that Russia’s ultimate goal is not just breaking up the 
 European Union but creating an alternative union that would tilt the scales in 
favour of Russia in the international arena126.

5. Conclusion

In conclusion, antithetical identity formation is a specific form of identi
fication but it can also be perceived as a strategic narrative. In this case, anti
thetics would also determine policy and understanding of the general politi cal 
system. The primary ideological aspect of an antithetical identity is a black
andwhite separation of the world into two mutually exclusive sides where 
everything good meets an equally evil reaction. If real threats are absent they 
must be created because an enemy portrayed as antithetic allows a state, 
first of all, to justify all means; secondly, to reject all competing views; and, 
 thirdly, to blame the enemy for every failure. Thus, the core of the political 
fight  becomes the enforcement of individual views that give the principle of 
confrontation a specific content. In this sense, a collective political identity is 
not previously determined but is rather the result of politics that is naturalised 
through an antithesis that threatens it.

This forms a basis for interpreting the foreign policy of Russia which is, 
according to the current analysis, driven by strategic narratives based on anti
thetical logic. Their objective is to centralise Putin’s power at home,  building 
Russian unity as a reaction to threats from the West. Since this is largely 
 driven by projective and mirror projective strategies, we can apply an inverted 
reading model of an antithesis, drawing conclusions about the internal state 
of Russia based on the way they describe their enemies.

In order to avoid an external or conventional security dilemma, it is 
 advisable to refrain from all antithetical encounters and, whenever possible, 
reflect on the real situation instead of a declared one. This, of course, does not 
mean that circumstances can be explained solely on the basis of antithetical 
logic. An antithecy always manifests with intermittent intensity and alongside 
other mechanisms of identification. From the position of an internal  security 
 dilemma, perceived danger tends to magnify the antithesis for its author. 
This is why it is important to spread competing identity narratives in Russia 

126  Makarychev 2014, p. 38.
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to allow a different approach to the confrontation between the East and the 
West. Foreign countries, however, can only indirectly encourage it (e.g., by 
supporting local citizenship activities).

This article focused on the theoretical bases of a political identity and the 
discursive strategies that express antithetical identity formation. The goal was 
to develop an original framework of analysis that would connect identity for
mation with the framework of strategic narratives and help to interpret a more 
comprehensive context of Russian foreign policy. Considering the schematic 
nature of the analysis, subsequent studies with a focus on narrower source 
material are crucial. Since polity pursuant to the perspective adopted herein 
expands far beyond the direct locations of policymaking, various media texts 
can be illustrative. These would provide excellent material for analysing more 
specific rhetorical techniques that reveal an antithetical identity formation, 
developing the analysis framework designed herein on a microlevel (e.g., by 
the use of metaphors and metonymy). One thing is certain: antagonism will 
always be part of politics and analysing antithetical identity formation is far 
from being complete.
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COUNTERING RUSSIAN INFORMATION 
INFLUENCE IN THE BALTIC STATES:  

A COMPARISON OF APPROACHES ADOPTED 
IN ESTONIA, LATVIA, AND LITHUANIA

Johannes Voltri

ABSTRACT. Since 2016, various studies have been conducted and articles  published 
on the characteristics, prevalence, and causes of information influence  activities 
( primarily regarding mis and disinformation) but very few have studied the means 
that democratic countries have to counter information influence. The main objec
tive of this article1 is to examine and compare the approaches adopted by  Estonian, 
 Lithuanian, and Latvian governments in responding to Russian information 
 influence activities. The article will concurrently provide a comprehensive overview 
of the countermeasures applied by these three small countries. The author  examines 
how the Baltic States perceive responding to information influence activities in 
 strategic documentation, focusing on three areas: the general composition of stra
tegic communication, the integration of media literacy into national curricula, and 
media policy and other regulative activities.

Keywords: information influence, Russia, propaganda, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, 
government office, media, journalism, Hellman, Nothhaft

1. Introduction

The vulnerability of our media space regarding misinformation and infor
mation influence such as trolling, botnets, or astroturfing should not come as 
a surprise to anyone in 2021. In addition to the Coronavirus pandemic, the 
past year has been marked by a socalled infodemic: an information disorder 
that undermines the efforts of governments across the world to manage the 
virus by questioning their reliability, for example, by contesting the obligation 

1  The research is financed within project SHVFI19127. The article, originally published in 
2021 before the Russian invasion to Ukraine, is based on a more thorough master’s thesis 
“Comparison of governmental approaches to counter Russian information influence in the 
Baltic states”, available at https://dspace.ut.ee/handle/10062/71293.

Sõjateadlane (Estonian Journal of Military Studies), Volume 19, 2022, pp. 161–196.  
https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/
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to wear protective masks or the safety of vaccines2. In 2018, over 80% of Euro
pean citizens perceived dis and misinformation as a problem in their country 
and for democracy in general3. Lying is not illegal in democratic societies built 
on the principle of free thought, just like all false information that is spread 
is not necessarily condemnable. There are plenty of domestic interest groups 
(e.g., lobbying, public relations) with legitimate rights and intentions that may 
use tactics similar to the purveyors of disinformation. Therefore, there is a 
risk of restricting public debate while countering information influence.

While people can express opinions about leaders such as Bolsonaro or 
Trump at the ballot box, coordinated information operations originating from 
abroad seeking to manipulate public debate threaten overall state security 
and, thus, require a more straightforward response. For the Baltic States, there 
was really no need for another crisis to remind them of the possible threat 
mis or disinformation might pose on their societies. Since regaining their 
inde pendence, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania have had to resist Russian infor
mation campaigns that especially intensified after the annexation of Crimea 
in 2014.

Since 2016, when “fake news” became the new buzzword, numerous 
 studies and articles have been published on the nature, prevalence, and 
 causes of information influence activities—mainly dis and misinformation. 
At the same time, relatively little emphasis has been put on examining the 
ways  democratic countries can effectively manage or counter information 
 influence. As Biola and Pamment4 point out, less than one percent of the 
more than a thousand articles on false information published in recent years 
focus on countering it.

Without the perspective and understanding of other countries’  approaches, 
it is difficult for democratic countries to formulate effective policies to  combat 
information influence activities. This work seeks to contribute to this re
search. The main aim of this study is to examine and compare the approaches 
adopted by Estonian, Latvian, and Lithuanian governments in responding to 

2  Hansson, S.; Orru, K.; Torpan, S.; Bäck, A.; Kazemekaityte, A.; Meyer, S. F.;  Ludvigsen, J.; 
Savadori, L.; Galvagni, A.; Pigrée, A. 2021. COVID19 information disorder: six types of 
harmful information during the pandemic in Europe. – Journal of Risk Research, Vol. 24 
(3–4), pp. 380–393. https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13669877.2020.1871058 
(18.06.2022).
3  European Commission 2018b. Flash Eurobarometer 464. Fake news and disinformation 
online. April. https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/2183 (18.06.2022).
4  Bjola, C.; Pamment, J. (eds.) 2018. Countering Online Propaganda and Extremism: The 
Dark Side of Digital Diplomacy. London, New York: Routledge, p. 174. [Bjola, Pamment 2018]

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13669877.2020.1871058
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Russian information influence activities whilst at the same time providing a 
comprehensive overview of the countermeasures undertaken by these three 
small countries. The focus of this study is strictly on analysing governmental 
approaches, excluding media and third sector activities such as independent 
factchecking initiatives or educational projects. Also, comparing the Baltic 
approaches notwithstanding, the study does not seek to understand why the 
countries act the way they do, i.e., the underlying reasons for their behaviour.

By mapping and comparing the countermeasures undertaken by the  Baltic 
States, i.e. frontline states of Russian information operations, the research 
aims to generate additional understanding of the best practices that other 
countries could draw from when designing similar policies. Although the 
focus of the work is on countering hostile information influence originating 
from Russia, the author believes that the insights gained from the thesis will 
also prove fruitful in managing the “disorderly information space” in general5.

In order to understand the various ways in which countries might respond 
to information influence, the author relies on the analytical framework by 
Maria Hellman and Charlotte Wagnsson6 who have also focused on the  Baltic 
States to a large extent. They propose four idealtype strategies that democ
racies use to counter Russian information warfare: confronting, naturalising, 
blocking, and ignoring. So far, the author is not aware of any major work 
 actually applying Hellman and Wagnsson’s categories to real cases.

For the purpose of apprehending information influence activities, the 
 author also relies on the theoretical model of systemic vulnerabilities by 
 Howard Nothhaft, James Pamment, Henrik AgardhTwetman, and  Alicia 
Fjällhed7 that helps to understand what makes information influence 

5  Wardle and Derakhshan (2017) use the term information disorder as an umbrella term 
for all false information. Within their framework, false information is divided into mis
information (nonmalignant false information), disinformation (malignant false information), 
and  malinformation (malignant but true information). See Wardle, C.; Derakhshan, H. 2017. 
Infor mation Disorder: Toward an interdisciplinary framework for research and policy  making. 
Council of Europe. https://rm.coe.int/informationdisordertowardaninterdisciplinary
frameworkforresearc/168076277c (12.09.2022). [Wardle, Derakhshan 2017]
6  Hellman, M.; Wagnsson, C. 2017. How can European states respond to Russian infor mation 
warfare? An analytical framework. – European Security, Vol. 26 (2), pp. 153–170. https://www.
tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09662839.2017.1294162 (18.06.2022). [ Hellman, Wagnsson 
2017]
7  Nothhaft, H.; Pamment, J.; Agardh-Twetman, H.; Fjällhed, A. 2018. Information influ
ence in Western democracies: a model of systemic vulnerabilities. – Bjola, C.; Pamment, J. 
(eds.). Countering Online Propaganda and Extremism: The Dark Side of Digital Diplomacy. 
London, New York: Routledge, pp. 28–43. [Nothhaft et al. 2018]

https://rm.coe.int/information-disorder-toward-an-interdisciplinary-framework-for-researc/168076277c
https://rm.coe.int/information-disorder-toward-an-interdisciplinary-framework-for-researc/168076277c
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09662839.2017.1294162
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09662839.2017.1294162
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 illegitimate to the point that it must be considered a hostile act. The model 
also explains the predicament of Western liberal democracy in responding to 
information influence. The authors claim that, with the advent of the digital 
age, the Western model of opinionformation is increasingly being “turned 
against the very societies it supports,” as information influence (e.g., trolls or 
botnets) is increasingly difficult to discern. They also offer a diagnostics tool8, 
a socalled DIDI criterion (deception, intention, disruption, interference), to 
determine whether communication techniques fall outside of what might be 
considered legitimate communication.

In the conclusion section, the author will answer the following research 
questions:

• First, how do Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania understand countering infor
mation influence?

• Second, what measures have Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania undertaken to 
counter information influence?

• Third, how are Estonian, Latvian, and Lithuanian approaches different?

On the following pages there is, first, an overview of academic publications 
that have analysed the means that governments have to respond to infor
mation influence and the aspects that make it so complicated. After that, there 
is an overview of the sources and methods used to answer the research ques
tions. The questions are answered in the chapter that begins with an overview 
of how the Baltic States apprehend information influence in their strategic 
documents. Then, there is a closer look at how the three countries respond to 
information influence, focusing on three areas: the general setup and under
standing of strategic communication, the integration of media literacy into 
national curricula, and media politics and other regulative activities. The 
 results are followed by a short chapter of discussion.

8  Pamment, J.; Nothhaft, H.; Agardh-Twetman, H.; Fjällhed, A. 2018. Countering Infor
mation Influence Activities: The State of the Art, Version 1.4. Research Report. Department 
of Strategic Communication, Lund University, pp. 16–17. https://www.msb.se/RibData/Filer/
pdf/28697.pdf (18.06.2022).

https://www.msb.se/RibData/Filer/pdf/28697.pdf
https://www.msb.se/RibData/Filer/pdf/28697.pdf
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2. Options available to governments in responding 
to information influence activities

The new information environment in which the control of political space 
is more important than the control of physical space has also transformed 
the strategies and techniques to gain access and control over the “hearts and 
minds” of the people. As Bjola and Pamment9 note, the same tools that allow 
states to build “digital” bridges with foreign audiences with the intent of 
 enhancing international cooperation or stimulating trade can also be used to 
“undermine the political and social fabric of these countries.”

According to Nothhaft et al., the illegitimacy (but not necessarily ille
gality10) of information influence activities is derived from three moral 
 aspects11: (1) they break the rules (e.g., they lie); (2) they exploit vulner
abilities and hack weaknesses (e.g., the anonymity of contributors in social 
media makes it “impossible to judge whether political comments represent a 
real majority of citizens or foreign influence”); and (3) they rely on deception 
by mimicking legitimate forms of public debate to take advantage of people.

Pamment et al.12 have proposed another four factors to determine  whether 
the influence acts constitute an information influence campaign requiring a 
response: deception (e.g., disinformation), intention (actor conducts acts with 
perceived hostile intent), disruption (acts undermine, harm or hinder the 
functioning of societal institutions), and interference (e.g., foreign  actors that 
have little or no business to interfere with the issue at hand). These  socalled 
DIDI criteria in the chain of events that they are part of must be viewed 
 holistically as the presence of a single criterion might be part of a completely 
legitimate political or activist activity. “It is not a coincidence that techniques 
employed in information influence activities overlap with journalism,  public 
affairs, public diplomacy, lobbying and public relations; mimicry of these 
techniques is part of the modus operandi.”13

9  Bjola, Pamment 2018, p. 2. 
10  Legitimacy, according to the author, is the compliance of information campaigns with 
 societal (behavioural) norms. Even though campaigning can be perfectly legal, it might not be 
accepted or ethical in the eyes of the society.
11  Nothhaft et al. 2018, p. 42.
12  Pamment et al. 2018, pp. 16–17.
13  Ibid., 17.
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These actors involved in influence activities do not necessarily have 
to be hostile or in the service of foreign adversaries (although they might 
act hand in hand). As Wardle and Derakhshan14 note, the motivations of 
“masterminds” devising disinformation campaigns are very different from 
those people who eventually post. In addition to political motivations (e.g., 
Russian influence operations), financial and social/ideological factors also 
play a role in motivation actors15. Entire disinformation businesses might be 
set up for advertising (clickbait) revenue16.

Much more is known about the techniques and nature17 of information 
influence activities than is known about the effective measures to counter 
them. According to Bjola and Pamment18, literature that takes countering as 
the point of departure constitutes less than one percent of the whole literature 
on information influence.

This entire situation is complicated by the fact that information campaigns 
are difficult to verify. Since it is more difficult to distinguish between war and 
peace in information warfare, it is also more difficult to react to information 
operations19. “In the absence of any other visible crisis, we do not wish to see 
influence activity as it is – an attack” and thus “we do not find the strength 

14  Wardle, Derakhshan 2017, p. 23.
15  Marwick, A.; Lewis, R. 2017. Media Manipulation and Disinformation Online. Data & 
Society Research Institute. https://datasociety.net/pubs/oh/DataAndSociety_MediaManipula
tionAndDisinformationOnline.pdf (18.06.2022); see also Wardle, Derakhshan 2017.
16  Tambini, D. 2017. How advertising fuels fake news. – LSE Media Policy Project Blog, 
February 24. https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/medialse/2017/02/24/howadvertisingfuelsfakenews/ 
(18.06.2022).
17  Darczewska, J. 2014. The Anatomy of Russian Information Warfare: The Crimean Opera
tion, a Case Study. – Point of View, OSW Centre for Eastern Studies, No. 42. https://www.osw.
waw.pl/en/publikacje/pointview/20140522/anatomyrussianinformationwarfarecrimean
operationacasestudy (18.06.2022); compare with Giles, K. 2016. Handbook of Russian 
Information Warfare. Fellowship Monograph Series. Rome: NATO Defense College. https://
css.ethz.ch/content/dam/ethz/specialinterest/gess/cis/centerforsecuritiesstudies/resources/
docs/NDC%20fm_9.pdf (18.06.2022); also compare with Helmus, T. C.; Bodine-Baron, E.; 
Radin, A.; Magnuson, M.; Mendelsohn, J.; Marcellino, W.; Bega, A.;  Winkelman, Z. 2018. 
Russian Social Media Influence. Understanding Russian Propaganda in Eastern Europe. 
RAND  Corporation. https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_reports/RR2200/
RR2237/RAND_RR2237.pdf (18.06.2022). [Helmus et al. 2018]
18  Bjola, Pamment 2018, p. 174.
19  Jantunen, S. 2018. Infosõda. SA Kultuurileht. First published in 2015, p. 38. [Jantunen 2018]

https://datasociety.net/pubs/oh/DataAndSociety_MediaManipulationAndDisinformationOnline.pdf
https://datasociety.net/pubs/oh/DataAndSociety_MediaManipulationAndDisinformationOnline.pdf
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/medialse/2017/02/24/how-advertising-fuels-fake-news/
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/point-view/2014-05-22/anatomy-russian-information-warfare-crimean-operation-a-case-study
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/point-view/2014-05-22/anatomy-russian-information-warfare-crimean-operation-a-case-study
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/point-view/2014-05-22/anatomy-russian-information-warfare-crimean-operation-a-case-study
https://css.ethz.ch/content/dam/ethz/special-interest/gess/cis/center-for-securities-studies/resources/docs/NDC fm_9.pdf
https://css.ethz.ch/content/dam/ethz/special-interest/gess/cis/center-for-securities-studies/resources/docs/NDC fm_9.pdf
https://css.ethz.ch/content/dam/ethz/special-interest/gess/cis/center-for-securities-studies/resources/docs/NDC fm_9.pdf
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_reports/RR2200/RR2237/RAND_RR2237.pdf
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_reports/RR2200/RR2237/RAND_RR2237.pdf
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to defend ourselves against it.”20 Pamment et al.21 note that the problem of 
proving information influence activities is complicated by the fact that foreign 
actors seek to exploit societal vulnerabilities working through domestic 
proxies who are legitimate actors and, thus, cannot be precluded from 
discussions. As they say, “On the one hand, a laissez-faire attitude might lead 
to ever more blatant attempts to exert unfair influence; on the other hand, 
demands to crack down endanger open and free debate as one of the greatest 
strengths of liberal society.”22

Thus, the main question for democracies is how to counter information 
influence without undermining democratic institutions and processes while 
respecting freedom of expression. Since governmental interference can be 
criticised for hindering free speech, there are some23 who argue that coun
tering information influence should not be the task of governments at all.

Since there are no simple solutions, a successful response to information 
influence must involve all parts of society24. The main tenet of that wholeof
society (or “total defence”) approach should be building trust. According to 
the European Commission25, “highly polarised societies’ low levels of trust 
provide a fertile ground for the production and circulation of ideologically 
motivated disinformation.” Societies should strive towards a state of resilience 
where there is high trust in public institutions and media (so that people are 

20 Jantunen 2018, p. 204.
21  Pamment et al. 2018, pp. 87–88.
22  Ibid., p. 11.
23  For example, Gordon, G. 2017. Canada’s government shouldn’t be in the business of  policing 
‘fake news’. – CBC News, February 22. https://www.cbc.ca/news/opinion/governmentfake
news1.3993128 (18.06.2022).
24  Althuis, J.; Strand, S. 2018. Countering Fake News. – Althuis, J.; Haiden, L. (eds.). Fake 
News: A Roadmap. Riga: NATO Strategic Communications Centre of Excellence, pp. 68–77. 
https://stratcomcoe.org/publications/fakenewsaroadmap/137 (18.06.2022) [Althuis, Strand 
2018]; compare also European Integration Studies Centre 2018. LithuanianSwedish Round
table Expert Discussions on Social Resilience and Psychological Defence. Policy Brief. http://
www.eisc.lt/uploads/documents/files/EISC_policy%20brief(1).pdf (18.06.2022) [EISC 2018]; 
Milo, D.; Klingová, K. 2016. Countering Information War Lessons Learned from NATO and 
Partner Countries: Recommendations and Conclusions. Bratislava: Globsec. https://www.glob
sec.org/sites/default/files/201709/countering_information_war.pdf (18.06.2022); Pamment 
et al. 2018.
25  European Commission 2018a. A multidimensional approach to disinformation. Report 
of the independent High level Group on fake news and online disinformation. Luxembourg: 
The Publications Office of the European Union, p. 11. https://coinform.eu/wpcontent/
uploads/2019/02/EUHighLevelGrouponDisinformationAmultidimensionalapproach
todisinformation.pdf (18.06.2022). [European Commission 2018a]

https://www.cbc.ca/news/opinion/government-fake-news-1.3993128
https://www.cbc.ca/news/opinion/government-fake-news-1.3993128
https://stratcomcoe.org/publications/fake-news-a-roadmap/137
http://www.eisc.lt/uploads/documents/files/EISC_policy brief(1).pdf
http://www.eisc.lt/uploads/documents/files/EISC_policy brief(1).pdf
https://www.globsec.org/sites/default/files/2017-09/countering_information_war.pdf
https://www.globsec.org/sites/default/files/2017-09/countering_information_war.pdf
https://coinform.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/EU-High-Level-Group-on-Disinformation-A-multi-dimensionalapproachtodisinformation.pdf
https://coinform.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/EU-High-Level-Group-on-Disinformation-A-multi-dimensionalapproachtodisinformation.pdf
https://coinform.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/EU-High-Level-Group-on-Disinformation-A-multi-dimensionalapproachtodisinformation.pdf
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more critical of manipulative content), and the state is both prepared and 
knowledgeable about the potential threats, but also empowered to act upon 
them26.

The key to achieving a resilient society is raising awareness through stra
tegic communication (stratcom). According to Bolt and Haiden27, strategic 
communication is “a holistic approach to communication based on values and 
interests that encompasses everything an actor does to achieve objectives in 
a contested environment.” Effective stratcom should dispel disinformation, 
propaganda, and lies that seek to mislead public opinion, aggravate social 
 tensions, and undermine trust in governments28.

In the end, stratcom is merely a tool in the wider framework of psycho
logical defence, a concept that in Sweden, for example, is based on coun
tering deception and disinformation, ensuring that public authorities have 
an accessible platform for disseminating information in case of crisis and 
strength ening the will of citizens to protect their country29. Various training 
events and media campaigns can, for example, be organised for the purpose 
of  raising public awareness but the emphasis should also be on encouraging 
the personal liability of people through education and media literacy30.

In order to raise awareness, it is crucial to focus on the target groups of 
information influence to understand the factors that make these groups 
suscep tible to influence (motivation, fears, and expectations), and the ways 
of reaching out to them with resonating narratives. Pamment et al. stress that 
“Particular focus should be placed on informing decisionmakers, jour na lists, 
public officials, and other key communicators in society.”31 The literature32  

26  EISC 2018.
27  Bolt, N.; Haiden, L. 2019. Improving NATO Strategic Communications Terminology. 
NATO Strategic Communications Centre of Excellence. https://stratcomcoe.org/publications/
improvingnatostrategiccommunicationsterminology/80 (18.06.2022).
28  Shea, J. 2016. Resilience: a core element of collective defence. – NATO Review, March 30. 
https://www.nato.int/docu/review/articles/2016/03/30/resilienceacoreelementofcollective
defence/index.html (18.06.2022).
29  EISC 2018, p. 4.
30  Pamment et al. 2018; Polyakova, A.; Fried, D. 2019. Democratic defense against disinfor
mation 2.0. Atlantic Council. https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/indepthresearchreports/
report/democraticdefenseagainstdisinformation20/ (18.06.2022). [Polyakova, Fried 2019]
31  Pamment et al. 2018, p. 92.
32  Jantunen 2018; Paul, Chr.; Matthews, M. 2016. The Russian “Firehose of Falsehood” 
Propa ganda Model: Why It Might Work and Options to Counter It. RAND Corporation. 
https://www.rand.org/pubs/perspectives/PE198.html (18.06.2022).

https://stratcomcoe.org/publications/improving-nato-strategic-communications-terminology/80
https://stratcomcoe.org/publications/improving-nato-strategic-communications-terminology/80
https://www.nato.int/docu/review/articles/2016/03/30/resilience-a-core-element-of-collective-defence/index.html
https://www.nato.int/docu/review/articles/2016/03/30/resilience-a-core-element-of-collective-defence/index.html
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/democratic-defense-against-disinformation-2-0/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/democratic-defense-against-disinformation-2-0/
https://www.rand.org/pubs/perspectives/PE198.html
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also points out that, since people tend to resist persuasion and might,  instead, 
reinforce their preexisting beliefs even further, it is more productive to un
cover the ways information influence is propagated, instead of fighting 
 specific manipulations. According to Jantunen33, there is no better way to 
counter hybrid threats than having frequent and systematic societal discus
sions about it.

Polyakova and Fried34 point out that the governments of Western coun
tries have only recently discovered the importance of countering infor mation 
influence activities. The authors35 write that governments have started to 
move beyond “admiring the problem” to a period of “trial and error” in which 
new ideas and solutions for countering and building resilience against dis
information are being tested, albeit unevenly and with setbacks.” Some Euro
pean countries such as the Baltic States, the Nordic Countries, and the United 
Kingdom have for some time been determined to counter Russian influence 
activities. Others—such as North Macedonia after Russia’s efforts to foil the 
GreekNorth Macedonia agreement, or Spain after Russia’s influence opera
tions in Catalonia—have only recently “woken up”36. In Spain, for example, 
special units were launched ahead of the 2019 elections to combat hybrid 
threats37.

Turning our attention to the strategies and measures that societies have 
at their disposal to counter information influence, Stray38 admits that, even 
though there are good accounts of Cold War counterdisinformation insti
tutions, there is a shortage of publications and literature offering a framework 

33  Jantunen 2018, p. 244.
34  Polyakova, Fried 2019.
35  Ibid., p. 1.
36  Ibid., p. 4.
37  Abellán, L. 2019. Spain launches unit to fight disinformation ahead of elections. – El 
País, March 11. https://english.elpais.com/elpais/2019/03/11/inenglish/1552290997_611483.
html (18.06.2022). – A more thorough and uptodate overview of legislations adopted for 
 managing disinformation and information influence can be found in the following publica
tions:  Robinson, O.; Coleman, A.; Sardarizedh, S. 2019. A report of antidisinformation 
initiatives. Oxford Internet Institute. https://issuu.com/anselmolucio/docs/oxtecantidisin
formationinitiatives__2019_ (18.06.2022); Plasilova, I.; Hill, J.; Carlberg, M.; Goubet, M.; 
Procee, R. 2020. Study for the “Assessment of the implementation of the Code of Practice 
on Disinformation”. Brussels: European Commission. https://digitalstrategy.ec.europa.eu/en/
library/studyassessmentimplementationcodepracticedisinformation (18.06.2022).
38  Stray, J. 2017. Defense Against the Dark Arts: Networked Propaganda and CounterPropa
ganda. – Medium, February 27. https://medium.com/towcenter/defenseagainstthedarkarts
networkedpropagandaandcounterpropagandadeb7145aa76a (18.06.2022). [Stray 2017]

https://english.elpais.com/elpais/2019/03/11/inenglish/1552290997_611483.html
https://english.elpais.com/elpais/2019/03/11/inenglish/1552290997_611483.html
https://issuu.com/anselmolucio/docs/oxtec-anti-disinformation-initiatives__2019_
https://issuu.com/anselmolucio/docs/oxtec-anti-disinformation-initiatives__2019_
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/library/study-assessment-implementation-code-practice-disinformation
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/library/study-assessment-implementation-code-practice-disinformation
https://medium.com/tow-center/defense-against-the-dark-arts-networked-propaganda-and-counter-propaganda-deb7145aa76a
https://medium.com/tow-center/defense-against-the-dark-arts-networked-propaganda-and-counter-propaganda-deb7145aa76a
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that deals with the networked world. Comparing the actions of the EU’s East 
StratCom Task Force, Facebook, and the Chinese information regime, Stray39 
groups their activities into six strategies: refutation (debunking),  exposure 
of inauthenticity (e.g., discrediting bot networks), alternative narratives, 
 algorithmic filter manipulation (e.g., deranking by social media), speech 
laws (e.g., fines for sharers of disinformation), and censorship. Regarding the 
specific tools that states can employ, Althuis and Strand40 argue that govern
ments are mainly concerned with two types of activities. First, they imple
ment regulations to restrain the dissemination of fake news. Second, they 
support the institutions and entities responsible for raising societal awareness 
and increasing public knowledge about the impact of fake news. In a simpli
fied manner, this means that governments have regulative and nonregulative 
levers in their hands.

A more holistic theoretical approach about the devices of democratic 
govern ments to counter hostile strategic narratives as part of information 
warfare is proposed by Hellman and Wagnsson41 in their analytic framework. 
The authors propose four ideal models that represent the strategies demo
cratic governments can employ against Russian information influence activi
ties: confronting, naturalising, blocking, and ignoring.

Studies of governmental responses are examined in two dimensions 
( Figure 1): engagementdisengagement and inward protectionoutward pro
tection. By “engagement”, Hellman and Wagnsson42 regard the government as 
actively confronting hostile narratives by producing or disseminating narra
tives of its own or by setting up channels for this purpose. “Disengaging”, on 
the other hand, means that hostile narratives are not given much attention; 
they are ignored. This might also result from, for example, states not being 
aware of the narratives targeted at them. The second dimension divides stra
tegies into those targeting domestic and foreign audiences43. For example, 
states might want to project narratives to foreign audiences to improve their 
reputation, promote a certain worldview, and gain a great amount of power. 
They might also focus on a domestic public by protecting the  national dis
course from alien influence (e.g., blocking media channels) or not  adopting 

39  Stray 2017.
40  Althuis, Strand 2018, p. 69.
41  Hellman, Wagnsson 2017.
42  Ibid., p. 157.
43  Ibid., p. 158.
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specific countermeasures. At the same time, they rely on the  ability of 
 democratic institutions to protect their information space and ignore  external 
narratives44.

Outward projection Inward projection

Engaging

Disengaging

Confronting

Naturalising

Blocking

Ignoring

Figure 1. Four ideal-type strategies for democracies to employ in information warfare on 
engaging-disengaging and outward-inward scale (hellman and wagnsson 2017)

Hellman and Wagnsson bring the establishment of a Russian language  public 
broadcasting channel in Estonia in 2015, ETV+, as an example of the con
fronting strategy. The target audience of the channel is the Russophone 
 minority in Estonia who mainly get their information from rebroadcast or 
adapted versions of Russianowned television channels in the Baltic States. 
As Helmus et al.45 point out, “the production value and entertainment level 
of Moscowfunded media tend to be significantly higher” due to  government 
subsidies and greater economies of scale. According to Hellman and 
 Wagnsson, the purpose of ETV+ is “to decrease Russian information influ
ence by balancing and countering the narratives produced by these Russian
owned television channels,” and “to prevent these [Russian disinformation 
campaigns] from exercising influence on the Russian minority.”46

Latvia and Lithuania are mentioned by Hellman and Wagnsson47 as 
 examples of adopting the blocking strategy where the existence of an “other” is 
clearly recognised and dealt with. Instead of countering false information by 
projecting its own versions of reality, the state protects its own narratives by 
blocking those of an opponent. This strategy is, therefore, inwardlooking and 
protective with no aspiration to engage with foreign audiences: “The  practical 
emphasis is on restrictions and control measures such as the  strategies of 
selective blocking of information.”48 Latvia and Lithuania have chosen 
this strategy and are temporarily restricting the right of  retrans mission of 

44  Hellman, Wagnsson 2017, p. 158.
45  Helmus et al. 2018, p. 67.
46  Hellman, Wagnsson 2017, p. 159.
47  Ibid., p. 161.
48  Ibid.
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 Russian television channels (e.g., RTR Planeta and REN TV), thus  restricting 
the  circulation of unsuitable narratives. In 2013–2021 Lithuania and Latvia 
blocked access to Russian television channels ten and five times,  respectively, 
predominantly sanctioning violations related to incitement to hatred or  
war49.

According to Hellman and Wagnsson50, it is unlikely that these four ideal
type models truly reflect the way governments engage in information war
fare. Rather, the authors claim that states are expected to mix strategies. For 
 example, Latvia also has the public television station LTV7 that broadcasts 
partially in Russian. In Estonia, on the other hand, the Sputnik news agency 
was forced to cease operations in December 2019, even though the govern
ment of Estonia referred to breaking the Ukrainian sanctions’ regime as the 
reason behind the closure, as opposed to content (disinformation) broad
casted on the channel.

3. Sources and methods

The empirical part of this article is based on an analysis of six strategic docu
ments and 13 expert interviews. Document analysis involved a comparison 
of strategy documents that constitute the basis for countering hostile infor
mation influence in the three Baltic States. These include publicly available 
national security and defence strategies that have mostly been approved by the 
parliament or the government (see Table 1). The author analyses the  emphasis 

49  The strictest punishment assigned by Latvia was on RTR Planeta in April 2016 when the 
National Electronic Mass Media Council of Latvia (NEPLP) halted the right of retransmission 
of the channel for six months. The Council detected signs of incitement of ethnic hatred in 
“Sunday Evening with Vladimir Solovyov” that aired on 18 and 19 January 2015, and in “Vesti” 
that aired on 6 July 2015. For example, in “Sunday Evening with Vladimir Solovyov” that aired 
on 18 January, the host and almost all participants condemned Ukraine and the aggression of 
President Poroshenko that received support from Europe and USA. According to the Council, 
the participants of the show were hostile towards Ukraine by referring to it as an aggressor and 
supporting the Donbas separatists. For example, in a discussion about the situation in Ukraine, 
V. Rogov said, “Nazi, nonNazi, fascist: that’s all just rhetoric. You have to realise – Ukraine is 
a territory occupied by Nazis (or fascists, whatever you call them). You cannot agree on any
thing with them. You can only defeat them.” NEPLP 2016. NEPLP restricts the rebroadcasting 
and distribution of Rossiya RTR in Latvia for six months. April 19. http://neplpadome.lv/en/
home/news/news/neplprestrictsrebroadcastinganddistributionofrossiyartrinlatviafor
sixmonths.html (18.06.2022).
50  Hellman, Wagnsson 2017, p. 158.

http://neplpadome.lv/en/home/news/news/neplp-restricts-rebroadcasting-and-distribution-of-rossiya-rtr-inlatvia-for-six-months.html
http://neplpadome.lv/en/home/news/news/neplp-restricts-rebroadcasting-and-distribution-of-rossiya-rtr-inlatvia-for-six-months.html
http://neplpadome.lv/en/home/news/news/neplp-restricts-rebroadcasting-and-distribution-of-rossiya-rtr-inlatvia-for-six-months.html
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given to information influence activities devised in the documents and the 
countermeasures envisaged. It is important to emphasise that relying only 
on strategic documents cannot give an adequate picture of states’ approaches 
and measures regarding information warfare as much of the information is 
either classified or not publicly available. Even some publicly available docu
ments, for example “The Estonian National Defence Development Plan for 
2017–2026” (2017), include classified parts. Document analysis, therefore, is 
only meant to serve as a complement to interviews with state officials.

Table 1. Strategic documents used for document analysis

Country Strategic documents analysed 

Estonia • National Security Concept of Estonia 2017. Compiled by the Government 
and approved by Riigikogu.

• National Defence Development Plan 2017–2026. Approved by the 
Government.

Latvia • National Security Concept 2019. Approved by Saeima.
• National Defence Concept 2020. Compiled by the Ministry of Defence, 

approved by the Cabinet of Ministers and adopted by Saeima.

Lithuania 1. National Security Strategy 2017. Approved by Saeima.
2. The White Paper of Lithuanian Defence Policy 2017. Compiled by the 

Ministry of National Defence

Semistructured expert interviews were conducted with representatives of 
national institutions that have either a direct or indirect role in responding 
to hostile information influence activities (see Table 2). Besides providing 
insight into the general understanding, setup, and coordination of strategic 
communication, the discussion also focuses on governmental activity in areas 
that are not related to state security in the narrow sense, i.e., media literacy 
and cultural policy. During peacetime, ministries of education and culture 
play a far greater role in enhancing societies’ longterm resilience to infor
mation threats compared to the armed forces. Also, examining the defence 
and security activities is complicated as much of the information is classified. 
The author conducted 13 interviews in total.
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Table 2. Division of expert interviews by institutions and countries

Country Institution Tasks of institutions

Estonia 1. Government Office Coordinating and developing strategic 
communication, developing media competency in 
society, crisis communication.

2. Ministry of Culture Creating media policy.

3. Ministry of Edu
cation and Research

Integrating media literacy into the curricula of basic 
and secondary schools.

4. Defence Forces Strategic communication in the field of defence.

Latvia 1. State Chancellery Coordinating and enhancing communication, crisis 
communication.

2. Ministry of Culture Creating media policy, developing media 
competency in society.

3. National Centre for 
Education

Integrating media literacy into the curricula of basic 
and secondary schools.

4. Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs

Establishing the positions of the European 
Democracy Action Plan, international cooperation, 
communicating with foreign auditoriums.

5. Ministry of Defence Strategic communication in the field of defence.

Lithuania 1. Office of the Govern
ment of Lithuania

Coordinating and enhancing communication, crisis 
communication.

2. Ministry of Culture Creating media policy, developing media 
competency in society.

3. Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs

Establishing the positions of the European 
Democracy Action Plan, international cooperation, 
communicating with foreign auditoriums.

4. Armed Forces Strategic communication in the field of defence.

Information campaigns and, more specifically, disinformation has been a field 
of interest for the academic community primarily since Brexit and  Donald 
Trump winning the American presidential elections. Thus, the author is not 
aware of any other theorydriven comprehensive case studies focusing specifi
cally on government activities to counter information  influence. There have 
been countrybycountry overviews published in recent years  however, e.g., 
“Disinformation resilience in central and eastern Europe” (2018) by  Foreign 
Policy Council “Ukrainian Prism” and the EAST Centre, which focused on 
national vulnerabilities and preparedness in 14 East and  Central European 
countries, including the Baltic States, for combating false information spread 
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by foreign countries51. That study, however, was neither  comprehensive (e.g., it 
does not cover media literacy in formal education) nor indepth (the  country 
chapters are short and condensed). Also, it focused on resilience to disin
formation without taking into account other types of information  influence 
activities, for example, fake social media accounts (trolls etc.).

4. Results

Based on the research, there will first be an overview of the results of docu
ment analysis, outlining the ways how Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania compre
hend countering information influence activities. Then, based on the semi
structured expert interviews with state officials, the author will move on to 
give an overview of the methods used by the Baltic States to counter infor
mation influence activities, and the characteristic traits of the approaches of 
the three countries, focusing on three areas in which the countries operate: 
the overall setup of strategic communication, the integration of media literacy 
into formal education (school curricula), and media policies and other regu
lative activities. 

4.1. Information influence in strategic documents

An analysis of strategic documents serving as the basis for security policy 
decisions reveals that countering information influence activities can be 
 approached from multiple terminological angles. Estonians regard security 
from a broad perspective and see the neutralisation of information threats as 
part of the wider concept of “psychological defence” that serves as a tool to 
build a resilient, coherent and united society. Lithuanians, on the other hand, 
approach the issue from a more traditional standpoint: according to their 
national security strategy52, information security must be guaranteed in con
cordance with economic, energy, environmental, cyber, and social defence. 
Latvians, just as geographically, are somewhere inbetween in a  transitional 

51  Damarad, V.; Yeliseyeu, A. 2018. Foreword. – Damarad, V.; Yeliseyeu, A. (eds.). Disinfor
mation resilience in central and eastern Europe. Kyiv, pp. 5–12. http://prismua.org/wpcontent/
uploads/2018/06/DRI_CEE_2018.pdf (18.06.2022).
52  National Security Strategy of the Republic of Lithuania 2017. Approved by the Seimas, 
p. 12. https://www.newstrategycenter.ro/wpcontent/uploads/2019/07/2017nacsaugstrategi
jaen.pdf (18.06.2022). [National Security Strategy of the Republic of Lithuania 2017]

http://prismua.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/DRI_CEE_2018.pdf
http://prismua.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/DRI_CEE_2018.pdf
https://www.newstrategycenter.ro/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/2017-nacsaugstrategijaen.pdf
https://www.newstrategycenter.ro/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/2017-nacsaugstrategijaen.pdf
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phase, having only in October 2020 introduced the new Comprehensive 
 National Defence System that is similar to the Estonian system. Termino
logical differences, however, do not reflect principal differences in countering 
information influence. As several interviewees acknowledged, people are just 
talking about the same thing with different names. One respondent from the 
Lithuanian Armed Forces, for example, said that what they call psychological 
defence essentially means educating the society against hostile propaganda.

Contrary to what one would expect from security documents that  follow 
the idea of a broad security concept, Estonian source documents never mention 
educating the society about information threats, not even by devel oping media 
literacy. The Estonian National Security Policy 2017 is primarily  focused on 
developing a resilient and cohesive society that is achieved with the integra
tion of all segments of society and effective strategic commu nication, inter
twined with psychological defence. The security policy documents53, however, 
remain relatively abstract and do not get any more specific than stating, “The 
preferred tools of psychological defence are informing the public of attacks, 
manipulation, and false information, and guaranteeing all segments of society 
access to multifaceted information.”

The most comprehensive and detailed package to counter Russian infor
mation influence is presented in the Latvian National Security Concept54. In 
addition to developing and coordinating strategic communication (like Es
tonia), the document mainly relies on regulatory and nonregulatory media 
policy measures (including suspending the retransmission of television chan
nels) to curb Russia’s information space55. The Concept also includes a sepa
rate paragraph56 about conducting media policy discussions at a European 
Union level (mostly instructions for social media companies to prevent the 
circulation of false information, primarily through the European Democracy 
Action Plan).

53  Eesti julgeolekupoliitika alused 2017. Riigikogu otsuse „„Eesti julgeolekupoliitika alused“ 
heakskiitmine“ lisa, p. 19. https://www.riigiteataja.ee/aktilisa/3060/6201/7002/395XIII_RK_o_
Lisa.pdf (18.06.2022).
54  On Approval of the National Security Concept 2019. Approved by the Seimas. https://
likumi.lv/ta/en/en/id/309647onapprovalofthenationalsecurityconcept (18.06.2022). [On 
Approval of the National Security Concept 2019]
55  Ibid., pp. 17–20.
56  Ibid.

https://www.riigiteataja.ee/aktilisa/3060/6201/7002/395XIII_RK_o_Lisa.pdf
https://www.riigiteataja.ee/aktilisa/3060/6201/7002/395XIII_RK_o_Lisa.pdf
https://likumi.lv/ta/en/en/id/309647-on-approval-of-the-national-security-concept
https://likumi.lv/ta/en/en/id/309647-on-approval-of-the-national-security-concept


177COUNTERINg RUSSIAN INFORMATION INFLUENCE IN ThE BALTIC STATES

4.2. General composition of strategic communication

The general setup of the strategic communication of the Baltic States is rela
tively similar in all three states, concerning both understanding and activities. 
Interviews with experts revealed that all three countries have significantly 
increased the resources spent on strategic communication and established rel
evant departments within government offices to coordinate strategic commu
nication. In Lithuania, the specific interinstitutional procedure for responding 
to information incidents such as disinformation, set up in  August 2020, is 
also publicly available57: every state institution monitors their own informa
tion space, assesses incidents based on given criteria58 and, if needed, reports 
to the Government Office that coordinates further communication between 
agencies. The most forceful response would require the involvement of the 
prime minister and members of the government. In Estonia, Siim Kumpas 
from the State Chancellery said that a model for coordinating interinstitu
tional messages has been in place already since the early 2000s. In Latvia, 
however, according to Daiga Holma, head of the Strategic Commu nication 
Coordination Department of the Latvian State Chancellery, a similar model 
is currently in the process of being set up.

The setup of strategic communication is not, however, identical in the 
Baltics. This results partly from different balances and centres of gravity 
when it comes to ministries of defence and the armed forces. In Estonia and 
Lithuania, the armed forces play a bigger role in assessing the information 
environment fighting disinformation; in Latvia on the other hand, there is 
a joint Military Public Affairs Department in the Ministry of Defence. Dace 
Kundrāte from the Latvian Ministry of Defence explained that this system 
was established during the financial crisis that brought big personnel cuts in 
the armed forces. One supporting factor probably is the fact that, in contrast 
to Estonia and Lithuania, there is no conscription in Latvia, which means 
that the general impact, reputation, and capability of the armed forces are 
smaller. The absence of conscription also necessitates different possibilities 

57  Nutarimas dėl strateginės komunikacijos nacionalinio saugumo srityje koordinavimo 
tvarkos aprašo patvirtinimo 2020. The Government of Lithuania, No. 955, August 26. 
https://eseimas.lrs.lt/portal/legalAct/lt/TAD/3f019ef4eb8511eab72ddb4a109da1b5?jfwid=
kyrux9aae (18.06.2022).
58  Evaluations of information incidents (Nutarimas dėl strateginės komunikacijos … 2020) 
involve the source (ability to spread information, effect), the content (potential for affecting 
the public or the decisionmaking processes regarding national security), and the context (can 
a (geo)political context have an impact on decisionmaking).

https://e-seimas.lrs.lt/portal/legalAct/lt/TAD/3f019ef4eb8511eab72ddb4a109da1b5?jfwid=-kyrux9aae
https://e-seimas.lrs.lt/portal/legalAct/lt/TAD/3f019ef4eb8511eab72ddb4a109da1b5?jfwid=-kyrux9aae
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for developing psychological defence in the armed forces. A senior officer in 
the Estonian Defence Forces, for example, said that all reservists are given a 
basic overview of modern information warfare and psychological defence. 
Latvia has no such possibility.

4.3. Integrating media literacy into national curricula

In the long term, the most effective way to manage the “disorderly infor
mation space” is to raise people’s awareness and develop their critical  thinking 
skills. An integral part here is played by media and information literacy that, 
in order to be most effective, must be integrated into formal education. Latvia 
and (to a smaller extent) Estonia have been more successful in integrating 
media literacy into formal education than Lithuania. In Latvia, media  literacy 
has been integrated into media policy planning documents since 2016, and 
the country is currently introducing a new curriculum. By September 2022, all 
basic and high school students should already be following the new curricu
lum. As Ansis Nudiens, head expert at the National Centre for Education in 
Latvia, said, media literacy was largely absent in the old curricula, last revised 
in 2013 and 2014. When new curricula were compiled, however, an integra
tion of media literacy was considered a priority, at least in social education. 
The sections on social and civil studies in primary and secondary school cur
ricula now include a separate section for source criticism. Linguistic studies 
in secondary school include a separate section “Media, language and influ
ence” that expects students to be able to identify “influencing techniques and 
manipulation tools” in texts59.

In Estonia, media literacy competences are mostly concentrated in the 
upper secondary school level. One of the compulsory courses in the Estonian 
language there is “Media and influence” that seeks to shape critical media 
users. The learning content of the course includes, among other things, an 
overview of the differences between quality journalism and entertainment, the 
characteristics of a democratic information society, demagogy and manipu
lation techniques, media ethics and media criticism, and also advertising60. At 

59  Noteikumi par valsts vispārējās vidējās izglītības standartu un vispārējās vidējās 
izglītības programme paraugiem 2019. Government regulation, No. 416. Entry into force 
on 1 September 2020. https://likumi.lv/ta/id/309597noteikumiparvalstsvisparejasvidejas
izglitibasstandartuunvisparejasvidejasizglitibasprogrammuparaugiem (18.06.2022).
60  National curriculum for upper secondary schools. Annex 1, subject “Language and 
Literature”. Regulation No. 2 of the Government of the Republic of Estonia of 6   January 

https://likumi.lv/ta/id/309597-noteikumi-par-valsts-visparejas-videjas-izglitibas-standartu-un-visparejas-videjas-izglitibas-programmu-paraugiem
https://likumi.lv/ta/id/309597-noteikumi-par-valsts-visparejas-videjas-izglitibas-standartu-un-visparejas-videjas-izglitibas-programmu-paraugiem
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the basic school level, media literacy is not a priority, although most classes 
involve working with sources and assessing their credibility. The Estonian 
curricula, however, are currently being revised and new versions should be 
adopted in the following years as confirmed by Britt Järvet, Chief Expert for 
General Competencies at the Department of Primary and Basic Education of 
the Ministry of Education and Research.

One shortcoming identified in the Estonian basic and upper secondary 
school curricula is the lack of media and information literacy components 
for students who study Russian as their mother tongue, compared to those 
who study in Estonian. The aforementioned compulsory “Media and influ
ence” course, for example, a cornerstone of media and information literacy 
in secondary education, is not available to those who have opted for Rus
sian language and literature. In order to give a more general context, we can 
take a look at elaborated data: according to the education statistics website 
Haridus silm, 4,966 students (22% of all students) learned Russian language 
and  literature as native Russians on a secondary school level in the 2019/2020 
academic year. A similar discrepancy, although to a lesser degree, is detect
able in the learning content of the basic school level: while the curricula of 
native Estonian students involve an overview of primary linguistic influence 
 techniques, the nature of media and its presentday objectives, central prin
ciples of media ethics, the principle of freedom of speech and its boun daries, 
quality journalism, advertising, and public and hidden influence61, these  topics 
are not expected to be covered for Russian students in Estonia. The author did 
not discern similar discrepancies in Latvian and Lithuania school curricula.

There is slightly less emphasis on media and information literacy in the 
Lithuanian curricula, and it is not as clearly structured in one place as it is in 
the Estonian and Latvian curricula. Compared to Estonia and Latvia, there is 
no special paragraph or course for the contemporary information environ
ment or media literacy topics in secondary education. In basic education, 
another factor why media and information literacy components seem to be 
sparser is that they are not as strongly integrated into crosscurricular topics 
or competences as in other Baltic States.

2011. Entry into force on 1 September 2014, pp. 9–10. https://www.riigiteataja.ee/
aktilisa/1280/7202/0013/2m_lisa1.pdf (18.06.2022).
61  National curriculum for basic schools. Annex 1, subject “Language and Literature”. Regu
lation No. 1 of the Government of the Republic of Estonia of 6 January 2011. Entry into force 
on 1 September 2014, p. 15. https://www.riigiteataja.ee/aktilisa/1030/3202/1012/1m%20lisa1.
pdf (18.06.2022).

https://www.riigiteataja.ee/aktilisa/1280/7202/0013/2m_lisa1.pdf
https://www.riigiteataja.ee/aktilisa/1280/7202/0013/2m_lisa1.pdf
https://www.riigiteataja.ee/aktilisa/1030/3202/1012/1m lisa1.pdf
https://www.riigiteataja.ee/aktilisa/1030/3202/1012/1m lisa1.pdf
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4.4. Media policy and regulative activities

Whilst there are more similarities than differences in the Estonian, Latvian 
and Lithuanian approaches to countering Russian information influence ac
tivities when it comes to the overall setup and coordination of strategic com
munication and the integration of media literacy into school cur ricula, this is 
not the case when examining and comparing countries’ cultural  policies. To 
be more precise, Estonians have a considerably different under standing about 
the extent to which the state (or the government) should regulate, guide, and 
interfere in the media to achieve its goals, compared to that of Latvia and 
Lithuania. This relates to perceiving media policy as a tool of psychological 
defence, a part of the general toolbox for countering infor mation influence 
in the wider sense, but also to the narrower understanding of using media 
support measures to prop up media literacy or restricting the broadcasting 
of Russian television in the Baltic States to prevent the spreading of Kremlin 
narratives among the (Russianspeaking) population.

Distinctive understandings in perceiving media policy as a tool to  counter 
information influence ultimately boil down to different regulatory  cultu res in 
Estonia and the other Baltic states. This is most conspicuous when  comparing 
how actively the governments try to influence or guide the media. For 
 example, Estonia does not have any distinct strategy to influence the media 
space,  except the development plan for 2021–2024 of the  Estonian public 
broadcaster (ERR) that sets the vision and objectives for public broad casting62. 
Unlike Estonia, Latvia has the Mass Media Policy Guidelines for 2016–2020 
along with the Implementation Plan, approved by the government63.  Lithuania 
also has the Strategic Directions of the Public Infor mation Policy 2019–202264, 
approved by the Minister of Culture. In addition to devel oping media literacy 
and critical thinking, one of the goals of which is to  enhance the distribution 
and availability of quality, analytical, and trust worthy public information to 

62  Eesti Rahvusringhääling 2020a. Eesti Rahvusringhäälingu arengukava 2021–2024. https://
files.err.ee/info/Arengukava_20212024.pdf (18.06.2022). [ERR 2020a]
63  Plan for Implementation of the Mass Media Policy Guidelines of Latvia 2016–2020. 
Approved on 8 November 2016. Decision No. 666 of the Latvian Government. https://www.
km.gov.lv/en/media/1355/download (18.06.2022). [Plan for Implementation of the Mass 
Media Policy Guidelines of Latvia 2016–2020. 2016]
64  Įsakymas dėl visuomenės informavimo politikos strateginių krypčių 2019–2022  metams 
patvirtinimo [Lithuanian Strategic Directions for Public Information Policy 2019–2022]. 
Approved on 19 February 2019. Regulation No. IV91 of the Minister of Culture. https://
www.etar.lt/portal/lt/legalAct/95c4cf60344211e99595d005d42b863e (18.06.2022).

https://files.err.ee/info/Arengukava_2021-2024.pdf
https://files.err.ee/info/Arengukava_2021-2024.pdf
https://www.km.gov.lv/en/media/1355/download
https://www.km.gov.lv/en/media/1355/download
https://www.e-tar.lt/portal/lt/legalAct/95c4cf60344211e99595d005d42b863e
https://www.e-tar.lt/portal/lt/legalAct/95c4cf60344211e99595d005d42b863e
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reduce the information gap of groups and national com munities that are in 
the most unfavourable social positions.

According to KõutsKlemm et al.65, Estonian media policy can be charac
terised with Freedman’s66 concept of “negative policy”, the core idea of which 
is that if a country feels the need to organise anything, it should be  minimal 
and not intrusive. The fact that Estonia has no media strategy was also noted 
by an interviewee from the Lithuanian Ministry of Culture. “It is a  message 
to me that Estonian media policy is about not regulating media at all,” said 
Deividas Velkas, head of the Media and Copyright Policy Unit. There are 
regu latory (legal) prescriptions detailed in the Lithuanian and Latvian 
 security strategies to counter information influence activities, whereas the 
Estonian  National Security Concept and National Defence Development Plan 
are devoid of these and, instead, focus on building a cohesive and resilient 
 society that is  tolerant and united. For example, the Latvian National Security 
Concept67 clearly states, “From the perspective of national security, the cur
rent legal framework of media operations does not solve the topical challenges 
related to the security of the information space of Latvia.”

A more liberal attitude also means that Estonia lacks the possibilities to 
prop up media outlets and enhance media literacy or investigative jour na
lism (or quality journalism in general). Latvia and Lithuania do have such 
media support measures. Latvia, for example, has established the Mass 
Media  Support Fund to increase the diversity of the media environment by 
 allowing the commercial media to receive state funds to create content of 
public signi ficance68. According to Kristers Pļešakovs, head of the media 
policy division of the Ministry of Culture of Latvia, the program received 
a funding of 1.2 million euros in 2020 which was used to support projects 
in nine  categories including media literacy, media criticism, minorities, and 
investigative and analytical journalism. Lithuania has a similar media support 
fund to support cultural, educational, public information security, and media 
literacy projects with an annual budget of approximately 2.6 million euros, as 

65  Kõuts-Klemm, R.; Harro-Loit, H.; Ibrus, I.; Ivask, S.; Juurik, M.; Jõesaar, A.; Järve-
külg, M.; Kauber, S.; Koorberg, V.; Lassur, S.; Loit, U.; Tafel-Viia, K. 2019. Meedia poliitika 
olukorra ja arengusuundade uuring. The University of Tartu Institute of Social Studies, 
MEDITTLU Centre of Excellence in Media Innovation and Digital Culture. Tartu, Tallinn, 
p. 20. https://www.digar.ee/viewer/et/nlibdigar:399372/341746/page/1 (18.06.2022). [Kõuts-
Klemm et al. 2019]
66  Freedman, D. 2014. The Contradictions of Media Power. London: Bloomsbury.
67  On Approval of the National Security Concept 2019, p. 19.
68  Plan for Implementation of the Mass Media Policy Guidelines of Latvia 2016–2020. 2016.

https://www.digar.ee/viewer/et/nlib-digar:399372/341746/page/1


JOhANNES VOLTRI182

confirmed by Deividas Velkas, head of the Media and Copyright Policy Unit 
of the  Lithuanian Ministry of Culture.

On the other hand, the mere fact of having a sophisticated policy docu
ment such as a security or a media strategy does not automatically mean 
that its clauses are followed. For example, the National Security Concept of 
 Latvia69 states that the root cause behind the vulnerability of Latvian infor
mation space is media, especially the public media that is “continuously 
and systematically suffering because of low financing.” This, together with 
a relatively small market size and insufficient income from advertising, has 
limited the media in creating highquality content70. “From year to year we 
have to deal with this problem that the government does not allocate enough 
funds for public media,” said Kristers Pļešakovs, head of the media policy 
division of the Ministry of Culture of Latvia. Underfinancing is not an exclu
sively Latvian problem, of course. The Development Plan for 2021–2024 of 
the  Estonian public broadcaster ERR states that, according to an assessment 
from the National Audit Office of Estonia, the current financing model is not 
sustainable and endangers the quality, stability, and journalistic independence 
of the programs of ERR71.

Another discrepancy in the 2019 Latvian National Security  Concept 
 between what is prescribed and what the real action is, pertinent to  countering 
hostile information influence, is the planned discontinuation of LTV7’s 
 Russianlanguage content and moving it online to a dedicated platform. How
ever, the Latvian Security Concept states the need to invest in public and com
mercial media in order to offer a longterm alternative to Russia’s information 
space. Even more specifically, according to the section of public broadcasting 
in the Strategy72, a comprehensible alternative of good quality to the sources 
of information representing the information space of Russia should be created 
to provide freedom of choice for minorities. But since the Russianlanguage 
PBK ended its locally produced evening news program in March 2020, the 

69  On Approval of the National Security Concept 2019, p. 16.
70  According to Reporters Without Borders (2019), the Latvian public media is financed signifi
cantly less than the Estonian or Lithuanian media. National financing comprises only 0.1% of 
GDP, whereas the European average is 0.17%. See Reporters Without  Borders 2019. Crise au 
sein de l’audiovisuel public letton: RSF appelle les autorités à résoudre le  conflit. July 25. https://
rsf.org/fr/criseauseindelaudiovisuelpubliclettonrsfappellelesautorit%C3%A9s
%C3%A0r%C3%A9soudreleconflit (18.06.2022). In Estonia, the public broadcasting financ
ing comprised 0.14% of GDP in 2020. See ERR 2020a, p. 21.
71  ERR 2020a, p. 18.
72  On Approval of the National Security Concept 2019, pp. 17–18.

https://rsf.org/fr/crise-au-sein-de-l-audiovisuel-public-letton-rsf-appelle-les-autorit%C3%A9s-%C3%A0-r%C3%A9soudre-le-conflit
https://rsf.org/fr/crise-au-sein-de-l-audiovisuel-public-letton-rsf-appelle-les-autorit%C3%A9s-%C3%A0-r%C3%A9soudre-le-conflit
https://rsf.org/fr/crise-au-sein-de-l-audiovisuel-public-letton-rsf-appelle-les-autorit%C3%A9s-%C3%A0-r%C3%A9soudre-le-conflit
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discontinuation of the LTV7 Russian news program means that, for a con
sider able part of the Latvian population, there would be no serious alternative 
to news from Russiabased television channels such as RTRPlaneta or REN 
TV. This would predominantly affect the older generation of Russophones 
whose Latvian is poor and who do not feel comfortable using the Internet. 
According to the Security Concept73, the reduction or disappearance of media 
diversity, particularly in Russianspeaking regions, may pose a serious risk 
and endanger national security.

As the interviews showed, there are divergent attitudes within Latvian state 
institutions regarding the move. Interviewees from the Ministry of  Defence 
and the Ministry of Culture were very critical of the discontinuation of 
 Russian content on LTV7. For example, according to Dace Kundrāte, head of 
the Military Public Affairs Department of the Ministry of Defence of Latvia, 
it hinders the state’s ability to efficiently communicate with all of its residents, 
while Kristers Pļešakovs, head of the media policy division of the Ministry 
of Culture of Latvia, believes that it will push a section of society into the 
Russian infosphere. On the other hand, Daiga Holma, head of the Strategic 
Communication Coordination Department of the Latvian State Chancellery, 
supported the decision, arguing that more and more people, including the 
older generation, are moving to the Internet to seek information, and that a 
modern Internet platform is better than providing a couple of broadcasts per 
day on LTV7.

Compared to Latvia where the proportion of Russianlanguage public 
broadcasting is being reduced, Estonia has chosen a different approach. Even 
though this is not stated in any of the official strategies, the interviewees at the 
Estonian Ministry of Culture said that a longterm alternative to the Kremlin 
information space in Estonia is the Russianlanguage content of ERR, which 
includes television (ETV+), radio (Raadio 4), and the Internet (rus.err.ee). 
The main problem for ETV+ is similar to that of the Latvian LTV7: low 
 ratings. In February 2021, ETV+ was among the ten least popular channels 
in Estonia74. NonEstonians believe the channel to be as trustworthy as PBK 
or other Russian channels75. The interviewees from the Ministry of Culture 
pointed out that, during the COVID19 crisis in spring 2020, viewership of 

73 On Approval of the National Security Concept 2019, p. 16.
74  Kantar Emor 2021. An overview of television audiences. https://www.kantaremor.ee/tele
auditooriumiulevaade/ (18.06.2022).
75  Kaldur, K.; Vetik, R.; Kirss, L.; Kivistik, K.; Seppel, K.; Kallas, K.; Masso, M.; Anniste, K. 
2017. Eesti ühiskonna integratsiooni monitooring 2017. The Institute of Baltic Studies, Praxis 

http://rus.err.ee
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the evening news programme at ETV+ grew threefold76, indicating that, even 
if the channel is not followed daily, from a psychological defence point of 
view the channel has still succeeded in earning the trust of nonEstonians 
and being a reliable source of information for them in crisis situations when 
there really is need for it.

Unlike Estonia and Latvia, there were no public broadcasting tele vision 
or radio channels in Russian (or in Polish) in Lithuania as of 2021, and 
there were no plans to establish any either. Lithuanian public broadcaster 
LRT  provides news online in Russian, however, in addition to Lithuanian 
and  English. As Tomas Čeponis, an analyst of the Lithuanian Armed Forces 
Strategic Commu nication Department, said, establishing a Russian language 
public broadcasting channel has been abandoned since a separate television 
channel is considered too expensive to compete with wellfunded Russian 
channels. He also said that Lithuania, where national minorities make up 
about 16% of the population, “plays by different rules” compared to Latvia 
and Estonia where national minorities account for 38% and 30%, respectively, 
in the sense that it is more difficult for Russia to mobilise and influence the 
minorities there and achieve political change.

One of the main differences in the Baltic approaches to countering 
 Russian information influence lies in restricting the retransmission of (i.e., 
 blocking) Russian television channels, as was also pointed out by Hellman and 
 Wagnsson77. This measure is also featured in the national security stra tegies 
of Lithuania and Latvia. For example, according to the Lithuanian  National 
Security Strategy78, Lithuania seeks to legally prevent the dissemination of 
information which incites change in the constitutional order of Lithuania by 
force and encroaches on its sovereignty, territorial integrity and political inde
pendence, which spreads war propaganda and instigates war or hatred. The 
Latvian National Security Concept79 refers to the revised Audiovisual Media 
Services Directive of the European Union that simplifies the procedure of 

Centre for Policy Studies Foundation, p. 76. https://www.ibs.ee/wpcontent/uploads/EIM2017.
pdf (18.06.2022). [Kaldur et al. 2017]
76  ERR 2020b = Eesti Rahvusringhääling 2020b. Eriolukorra ajal on uudistesaadete vaadata
vus televisioonis tõusnud. April 9. https://menu.err.ee/1074998/eriolukorraajalonuudiste
saadetevaadatavustelevisioonistousnud (18.06.2022).
77  Hellman, Wagnsson 2017.
78  National Security Strategy of the Republic of Lithuania 2017, p. 13.
79  On Approval of the National Security Concept 2019, pp. 19–20.
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suspending the retransmission of television channels if based in another EU 
member state.

The interviewees from Lithuania and Latvia shared the opinion that 
 banning, albeit not a perfect solution, is still a possible measure in the toolkit 
of democratic countries and all legal measures should be used to counter 
Russian information influence. According to Romanas Judinas, advisor to 
the Lithuanian Government Chancellery, “Legal defence is also defence. 
Maybe not the only way and the best way, but sometimes you should use 
this.”  Kristers Pļešakovs, head of the media policy division of the Ministry of 
Culture of Latvia, agrees that in the event of legal violations (e.g., incitement 
of hate or war), restriction of access to television channels is justified. All 
interviewees emphasised, however, that when restricting freedom of access 
freedom of expression must be borne in mind, which is why there are also 
strict procedures in place for that.

Estonia, part of the same European Union regulatory environment as 
 Latvia and Lithuania, has not sanctioned any Russian television channels as of 
2021 and has adopted a more liberal attitude. The interviewees at the  Estonian 
Ministry of Culture brought forth the argument of freedom of expression. 
They also said that blocking Russian television channels more actively would 
create additional tensions in society and is not productive since a lot of the 
content is also shared on other media such as the Internet. Siim Kumpas, 
a strategic communications advisor of the Government Office of Estonia, 
agreed that restricting access to Russian media would make it more difficult 
to criticise Russia for similar actions. “In a nonfree country, the information 
space is always under control, whether through censorship, threats to journa
lists or banning some content. If we adopt any of these methods, I start to 
question what separates the two of us,” he said.

5. Discussion

An analysis of strategic documents and expert interviews revealed that the 
views of the Baltic States on responding to information influence activities are 
relatively similar. The same applies to the general setup of strategic commu
nication. As already mentioned, strategic communication is not  identical in all 
three states: for example, the emphases of assignments given to the  ministries 
of defence and the armed forces vary. Another difference can be detected in 
openness. More specifically, compared to colleagues from Estonia and Latvia, 
the Lithuanian Armed Forces seem to practice a little more transparency in 
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their work, especially regarding countering information influence. In addition 
to the fact that part of their strategic communication themes and messages are 
public (in the possession of the author), the Lithuanian Armed Forces  started 
to publicise parts of their monthly information environment  assessment 
reports that give an overview of Russian narratives and dis information in 
the Lithuanian information space or about Lithuania due to the coronavirus 
pandemic in 202080. The author of this article is not aware of similar public 
reports compiled by the Ministries of Defence or armed forces in Estonia or 
Latvia.

The publication of information environment assessments (e.g., the 
 distribution of disinformation or inauthentic activities on the Internet) should 
be encouraged because it helps to raise public awareness and could also spur 
academic research on Russian information influence activities. Governments 
would, however, need to be strict in their methodology on what to classify as 
disinformation or hostile narratives, as lax standards could backfire and make 
them vulnerable to criticism of censoring freedom of expression.

According to Pamment et al.81, the main counter influence activities should 
be precisely directed at the audiences that are most targeted by hostile actors. 
They write that it is imperative for governments to understand the factors 
that make these groups susceptible to influence, their motivations, fears and 
expectations, as well as ways of reaching out to them. It is, thus, advisable for 
Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian governments to concentrate their  efforts on 
the minorities who gather information from the Russian information space 
and are, therefore, the most vulnerable. Governments should make sure that 

80  See, for example, BNS 2020a. Kariuomenės ekspertai: dezinformacijos srautas  socialiniuose 
tinkluose nemažėja. – Delfi, May 25. https://www.delfi.lt/news/daily/lithuania/kariuomenes
ekspertaidezinformacijossrautassocialiniuosetinkluosenemazeja.d?id=84366943 
(18.06.2022); BNS 2020b. Lietuvoje nuo vasario pradžios užfiksuota 1248 klaidinančios 
informacijos atvejų apie koronavirusą. – Delfi, May 24. https://www.delfi.lt/news/daily/lithu
ania/lietuvojenuovasariopradziosuzfiksuota1248klaidinanciosinformacijosatveju
apiekoronavirusa.d?id=84357877 (18.06.2022); BNS 2020c. KAM: dėl Baltarusijos įvykių 
rugpjūtį žymiai išaugo dezinformacijos atvejų. – 15 Min, September 12. https://www.15min.lt/
naujiena/aktualu/lietuva/kamdelbaltarusijosivykiurugpjutizymiaiisaugodezinformaci
josatveju561375558 (18.06.2022); BNS 2020d. Kariuomenė: melagingos informacijos kam
panija siekta diskredituoti JAV pajėgas Europoje. – Delfi, June 1. https://www.delfi.lt/news/
daily/lithuania/kariuomenemelagingosinformacijoskampanijasiektadiskredituotijav
pajegaseuropoje.d?id=84425661 (18.06.2022); Delfi 2020. Klaidinančios informacijos apie 
koronavirusą sumažėjo dvigubai, tačiau svarbu išlikti budriems. June 30. https://www.delfi.
lt/news/daily/lithuania/klaidinanciosinformacijosapiekoronavirusasumazejodvigubai
taciausvarbuisliktibudriems.d?id=84653309 (18.06.2022).
81  Pamment et al. 2018, p. 99.
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these communities have the necessary media literacy toolkit to be able to 
critically assess and process the information they receive from the media.

A comparison of school curricula revealed that there is room to  integrate 
even more aspects of the contemporary information environment. For 
 example, Wardle and Derakhshan82 suggest that the curricula also include 
forensic social media verification skills, statistical numeracy, artificial intelli
gence, the workings and implications of algorithms (e.g., filter bubbles), 
and “techniques for developing emotional scepticism to override our brain’s 
tendency to be less critical of content that provokes an emotional response”. 
These are not included in the compulsory curricula in Estonia, Latvia and 
Lithuania at the moment. Although nations have basic programming courses 
that include the study of algorithms, these are currently not viewed in the 
context of social media echo chambers and filter bubbles. On a positive note, 
since 2019 it has been possible for schools in Estonia to offer the optional 
course “Human in a contemporary information environment” that provides 
an overview of media and information influence, and also covers topics such 
as big data, social media algorithms, trolling, hate speech, propaganda, astro
turfing, and factchecking83.

Another question to bear in mind regarding the integration of media 
 literacy into the curricula is the extent to which the requirements and pro
vi sions outlined in the curricula are actually implemented in classrooms. To 
ensure that teachers have the necessary mindset and toolkit to teach media 
literacy and information gathering from a critical point of view, it is essential 
to include critical media literacy modules into teacher training courses in 
universities, and encourage teachers’ lifelong learning, as recommended by a 
highlevel group on fake news and online disinformation in 201884.

After comparing the media policies of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, 
the author of this article started to think that even though the current 
media  policy can be described with the term negative policy proposed by 
 Freedman85, it is not inevitable. Similarly to Latvia and Lithuania, Estonia 
could also consider setting up a similar support mechanism for local media 
to increase awareness of information influence. The need to establish a  system 

82  Wardle, Derakhshan 2017, p. 70.
83  Inimene nüüdisaegses teabekeskkonnas 2019. Valikkursus gümnaasiumile. Valikkursuse 
tööversioon 2019. Ugur, K.; Talv, P. (eds.). https://oppekava.ee/wpcontent/uploads/2019/03/
Inimenekaasaegsesteabekeskkonnas_15_03_20191.pdf (18.06.2022).
84  European Commission 2018a.
85  Freedman 2014.

https://oppekava.ee/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Inimene-kaasaegses-teabekeskkonnas_15_03_2019-1.pdf
https://oppekava.ee/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Inimene-kaasaegses-teabekeskkonnas_15_03_2019-1.pdf
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of measures to  support the press, in particular local media, together with 
the need to support the creation of quality content and increase funding for 
media literacy projects, was already brought up by Estonian media experts in 
201986. In order for these measures to reach those who are most vulnerable 
to Russian information influence, i.e., local Russophones, setting up such a 
mechanism should also take into account (e.g., by specific measures) the local 
Russianlanguage media that must compete daily with wellfunded media 
(mainly television) originating from Russia and projecting Russian strategic 
narratives, including disinformation.

On a positive note, the Estonian media environment was different from 
that of its southern neighbours (mostly Latvia) in their attitude towards pro
ducing public broadcasts for Russianlanguage residents. While Latvia is plan
ning to reduce the proportion of Russianlanguage content on channel LTV7, 
Estonia has chosen the contrary approach. According to the inter viewees 
from the Estonian Ministry of Culture, Russianlanguage public television 
and news should be produced and broadcasted even more. The author of 
this article agrees; as long as there is a substantial part of society that is not 
well enough integrated into the Estonian (or Latvian/Lithuanian) information 
space, there is the need for Russian language public broadcasting to reach 
this part of the society and ensure that people receive reliable and balanced 
information, not falling prey to misinformation or information influence 
 activities. This holds especially true during crises where the potential conse
quences of Russia filling in this “information gap” with its strategic narratives 
are graver. Among senior citizens, television is still essential. For example, 
according to an Estonian integration study87, television remains the most 
important  medium of mass communication for people aged 50–64: Russian 
television was important to 81% of respondents, whereas 49% appreciated 
Estonian Russianlanguage news portals, and only 19% Estonianlanguage 
news portals. These contrasts were even bigger for people aged 65 and older88.

In conclusion, Hellman and Wagnsson89 were right when they predicted 
that the four ideal types that they have proposed probably do not exactly 
reflect the way states engage in information warfare and, instead, states are 
expected to combine different strategies. After all, ideal types serve only as 

86  Kõuts-Klemm et al. 2019, p. 25.
87  Kaldur et al. 2017, p. 72.
88  Ibid.
89  Hellman, Wagnsson 2017, pp. 163–164.
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heuristic tools to have the right categories to help make sense of what is going 
on. For example, Latvia and Lithuania focus on developing the media literacy 
of people while concurrently blocking hostile Russian television  channels. 
 According to the fourway categorisation of Hellman and Wagnsson, devel
oping media competency would be strategically categorised as ignoring, 
while restricting the distribution of Russian television channels would be 
cate gorised as blocking. Estonia, as well, is engaged in actively enhancing the 
media competency of citizens, especially students.

The main conclusion of this empirical study is that the different  approaches 
adopted by the Baltic States in countering information influence activities are 
mostly derived from their general attitude towards media regulation. This 
 involves the question of to which extent the state should interfere in the media 
environment, i.e., regulate and shape the media to achieve its goals. Should the 
state enhance media literacy in private media through media support funds 
or prevent the spreading of Russian narratives by restricting the  distribution 
of certain television channels? Estonian opinion does not coincide with that 
of Latvians and Lithuanians.

6. Conclusion

Research into various types of illegitimate information influence techniques 
such as mis and disinformation, social hacking (e.g., filter bubbles),  trolling 
and flaming, or the use of botnets, is becoming more and more popular. 
In part, this is a reaction to the overall Zeitgeist, characterised by populist 
movements and authoritarian governments seeking to take advantage of the 
vulner abilities of the Western information space. In part, it also has to do with 
techno logical advances that enable researchers to tap into  previously unknown 
areas such as social media analytics or network analysis. The impor tance of 
such research is without doubt, as public communicators must under stand 
information influence in order for their communication efforts to be under
stood by the public. Yet, all this notwithstanding, research into  managing 
or countering information influence has largely remained on the sidelines, 
 resulting in a dearth of knowledge when it comes to a  comprehensive under
standing of how societies could adequately respond to information influence 
activities.

This academic work aims to provide a remedy. Diving right into the front
line of Russian information influence activities in the Baltic States, the work 
contributes to the broader understanding of measures democratic countries 
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have at their disposal to manage this “disorderly information space”. Empiri
cal analysis showed that, when looking at the big picture, Estonian, Latvian 
and Lithuanian understandings towards countering information influence 
activities, as well as their choice of countermeasures, are similar to a large 
degree. All three Baltic States have stepped up their strategic  communication 
capabilities in recent years with the establishment of dedicated strategic 
commu nication teams at their state chancelleries, responsible for coordi
nating strategic communication amongst institutions and ensuring situational 
awareness. Even though the Estonian and (since 2020) Latvian security docu
ments, compared to the Lithuanian ones, approach information threats from 
a broader perspective—talking about psychological defence and the need to 
achieve societal resilience—the analysis showed, with corroboration from the 
interviewees, that these terminological differences do not ultimately result in 
dissimilar worldviews.

All three countries are making progress in integrating media literacy into 
national curricula. Different aspects of media literacy are best represented in 
the basic and secondary education curricula of Latvia, currently introduced 
in schools. Estonian curricula also include the area of media literacy, although 
unevenly. Compared to native Estonian students, developing media literacy is 
quite neglected among students in Russianlanguage schools who comprise 
about a fifth of all Estonian students. It is important to develop the media 
competency skills of Russian minorities who largely depend on the Russian 
information space and are, therefore, the most vulnerable to its false infor
mation and information influence activities.

This is why it is advisable for the governments of the Baltic States to focus 
their efforts on the minorities who gather information from the Russian 
infor mation space and are, therefore, more vulnerable. Governments should 
make sure that these communities have the necessary media literacy toolkit 
to be able to independently and critically process the information they receive 
from the media.

The main differences in the Baltic approaches result from different regu
latory cultures. To be more precise, Estonians have a considerably different 
understanding of the extent to which the state should regulate and shape the 
media to achieve its goals. Compared to Latvians and Lithuanians, Estonians 
approach media regulation from a minimalist point of view; there is no mass 
media or public information policy and the Security Concept and Defence 
Development Plan lack references to regulatory or legal measures when it 
comes to countering information threats. A more liberal attitude towards 
regulating the media means that Estonia misses out on propping up media 
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outlets with various support measures. In Latvia and Lithuania, for example, 
there are media support foundations that allow commercial media to receive 
state funds to create content of public significance, such as projects to support 
media literacy or investigative journalism.

Another regulatory measure is restricting the right of retransmission of 
television channels. From 2013–2021, Latvia and Lithuania have blocked 
 access to Russian television channels on five and ten occasions,  respectively, 
predominantly sanctioning violations related to incitement to hatred or 
war. The possibility of using this measure is also detailed in these countries’ 
 security strategies.

There are multiple ways this research could be developed further. One of 
the options would be to add more countries with distinct backgrounds into 
the sample to get a more comprehensive understanding of the various ways in 
which governments counter information influence. Such research should also 
involve activities undertaken by the media and civil society, e.g., factchecking 
and various awarenessraising projects. This means that the focus of research 
would move away from responding to Russian and other statesponsored 
 activities towards managing illegitimate information influences in general. In 
order to ensure that teachers and other educators have the necessary mindset 
and toolkit to teach media literacy and information gathering from a critical 
perspective, it is also worthwhile to analyse how media literacy is included in 
teacher training courses at universities.

Strategic communication is becoming increasingly effectsbased as coun
tries and organisations (e.g., brand analysis and market research) improve 
their situational awareness capabilities to ensure effective communication. 
Countermeasures should therefore also be evaluated according to their  effect. 
This could, for example, mean examining the amount of disinformation and 
inauthentic behaviour on social networks, analysing strategic communication 
efforts by assessing to what extent governments’ strategic narratives resonate 
within society, or examining the effects of suspending media outlets (like 
 Latvia and Lithuania have done with Russian television channels). Hope
fully, the new European Democracy Action Plan adopted by the European 
Commission in December 2020 will facilitate scientific research on infor
mation campaigns. The aim of the Action Plan is to decrease the obstacles for 
researchers in studying social networks and to make online platforms even 
more transparent in their operations.
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INVENTING MILITARY HISTORY TEACHING  
IN ESTONIAN MILITARY EDUCATION 1919–1940:  

APPROACHES, TOOLS, AND METHODS

Igor Kopõtin

ABSTRACT. This article1 analyses the teaching of military history in the Estonian 
army during the interwar period. The author argues that the basic concepts of mili
tary history teaching—the purpose, thematic distribution, and teaching methods—
were developed by the former professor of the Czarist military academy, Gen. Lt. 
Aleksei Baiov, who stressed that history, along with strategy, constitutes the core of 
military science. However, Baiov and other Russian émigrés were heavily criticised 
by the Estonian commanders, particularly Gen. Nikolai Reek who estimated that a 
small country such as Estonia does not need a school of strategy. In the background, 
there was a theoretical clash between the old generation of bayonet tactics and the 
new generation of fire and movement transferred from prewar Czarist Russia. Even 
though Baiov was fired in 1926, Reek’s reforms that subordinated history to the needs 
of tactical training remained incomplete even by the end of the 1930s. A number of 
questions about the utility and substance of military history remained unresolved. 
These have not been settled in Estonian officer education even today.

Keywords: officer education, General Staff, General Staff Academy, military  thinking, 
military history of Estonia.

1. Introduction

How should military history be studied and taught, and what is its purpose? 
How can we transform our approach to military history to make it appli
cable in military practice? And what part of military science is covered by 
the disci pline of military history? These questions—discussed in many Euro
pean countries already over 100 years ago—are also salient in present day 

1  The article was published within project S001 (KVA0.71.1/21/5619) “Estonian Military 
Thought 1920–1940 (03/01/2021−09/30/2024)” and is based on the previous publication 
Kopõtin, I. 2020. A Generational Shift: The military history crisis in Estonian military edu
cation 1919–1940. – Estonian Yearbook of Military History, Vol. 9, pp. 66−113.

Sõjateadlane (Estonian Journal of Military Studies), Volume 19, 2022, pp. 197–249.  
https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/

https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/
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Estonia2. Even though similar discussions were held among Estonian military 
historians and service personnel just a few years ago, consensus has not yet 
been forged3. One option, in addition to studying foreign experiences, would 
be to take a look at the practices of teaching and researching military history 
in Estonia between the two world wars in order to determine how salient 
these issues were back then and what solutions were offered. As questions of 
military history have, to some extent, been dealt with by other researchers4, 
the task now at hand would be to determine how military history was seen 
during that period and identify the principles used to teach military history 
in the armed services.

In 1923, Estonian military education was incorporated into a single insti
tution called the United Military Educational Institution (UMEI, Sõjaväe 
Ühen datud Õppeasutused)5. All schools of the Institution had their own 
curricula that contained instructions on teaching military history. Historian 
Andres Seene has done noteworthy work in the study of Estonian military 
education. Unfortunately, while Seene’s research is thoroughly focused on the 
Higher Military School (HMS, Kõrgem Sõjakool) and the Military Technical 
School (MTS, Sõjaväe Tehnikakool), he devoted less attention to the edu
cation and courses of the Military School (MS, Sõjakool)6.

In the context of this article, another important study is the master’s  thesis 
of Andero Nimmer, defended in 2013, that dealt with the  proceedings of 
the Historical Committee for the War of Independence from 1926 to 19407. 
 Despite the fact that Nimmer’s research focused solely on the Historical 
 Committee, it contains valuable information about how the commanding 
officers of the Estonian military perceived military history. It is important 
to note that, in his thesis, Nimmer concludes that even in the early 1930s, 
most officer corps did not consider military history research to be necessary 

2  Kopõtin, I. 2016a. Sõjaajaloo õpetamisest ja uurimisest Saksa Bundeswehri kogemustele 
toetudes. – Sõdur, nr 6, pp. 45–49.
3  Piirimäe, K. 2017a. Sõjaajalugu – kellele ja milleks? Sõjaajaloo perspektiivid (III). – Tuna, 
nr 1, pp. 146–148.
4  Nimmer, A. 2013. Vabadussõja Ajaloo Komitee (1926–1940). Master’s thesis. Tartu: Tartu 
Ülikool. [Nimmer 2013]
5  The reason for a consolidation of the schools was lack of resources, especially regarding 
 specialists and teaching staff, Seene, A. 2011. Eesti ohvitseride ettevalmistamise süsteemi 
kujunemine ja areng 1919–1940. Doctoral thesis. Tartu: Tartu Ülikooli Kirjastus, p. 41 [Seene 
2011]
6  Seene 2011.
7  Nimmer 2013.
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because, according to them, it lacked practical value for military training8. In 
this regard, the observation of Kaarel Piirimäe—that the Estonian military 
command, especially Commander in Chief Johan Laidoner, did not draw the 
right conclusions from the War of Independence—seems logical9. It is not 
quite clear whether this stemmed from a lack of strategic thinking on the part 
of the officer corps, in particular the high command, or whether it was the 
result of the inability of military educational institutions to develop the capa
bility of officer corps to learn from military history. In any case, the present 
research can help to understand the importance of military history courses 
within Estonian military education in general.

2. The Beginning of Military History Teaching  
and the Crisis Concerning the Military History Paradigm

Several researchers have pointed out the extremely important role of the 
 Russian émigrés in establishing Estonian military education tradition in the 
first half of the 1920s10. The Higher General Staff courses that began in Tondi 
in 1921 (and were later held at HMS) were taught by Russian émigré officers 
who laid down the foundation for teaching military history. An outstanding 
role in this was played by Lt. General Aleksei Baiov, a military historian and 
professor of the Imperial Nicholas General Staff Academy who taught  several 
different subjects in both the Estonian Military School and General Staff 
courses. Among other things, he prepared the first curriculum for the  General 
Staff courses and laid down the system for the organisation of studies11.

In spite of the prolific research, teaching activities and professionalism 
of Russian émigrés, UMEI considered their services a temporary  measure 
until they could be replaced by Estonian teaching staff12. The teaching of 

8  Ibid., p. 90.
9  Piirimäe, K. 2017b. Preparing for War in the 1930s: The myth of the Independence War and 
Laidoner’s “active defence”. – Estonian Yearbook of Military History, No. 7 (13), pp. 132–134.
10  Pajur, A. 1999. Eesti riigikaitsepoliitika aastail 1918–1934. Tartu: Eesti Ajalooarhiiv, p. 153; 
Seene 2011, p. 43; Abisogomjan, R. 2007. Rol russkih vojennõh dejatelei v obštšestvennoi 
i kulturnoi žizni Estonskoi Respubliki 1920–1930h gg. i ih literaturnoje nasledije. Master’s 
thesis. Tartu: Tartu Ülikool, pp. 46–54 [Abisogomjan 2007]; Kopõtin, I. 2018. Rahvuslus ja 
lojaalsus Eesti sõjaväes vähemusrahvuste näitel 1918–1940. Doctoral thesis. Tallinn: Tallinna 
Ülikool, pp. 239–247 [Kopõtin 2018]
11  Abisogomjan 2007, p. 48.
12  Kopõtin 2018, pp. 243, 246.
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 Russian émigrés was considered out
dated due to their traditional teaching 
 methodology, and they were accused of 
 ignoring the contemporary experience of 
Estonia obtained from the War of Inde
pendence. As a result, all ties with the Rus
sian  émigrés were cut during 1923–192613. 
The students were also not satisfied with the 
Russian  teachers;  discontent was especially 
acute among officers assigned to Standing 
Forces courses who had fought in the War 
of Inde pendence. One of them called it “the 
Russian era, characterised by the overtones 
of general staff and determined to become 
a university with a grand strategy at any 
cost.”14

In retrospect, the harassment of  Russian 
émigrés was, among other things,  justified 
by a policy of fighting against the “ Russian 
ethos”. The émigrés were blamed, not neces
sarily unfairly, for being disloyal to the Esto
nian state and not profi cient in Esto nian15. 
Was there also a sense of generational con

flict? The  Estonian military cast aside the experience of nonEstonian spe
cialists of the imperial army; in comparison, the Red Army gave former  tsarist 
army officers (including Soviet military theoretician Aleksander Svechin, 
who was also known in the West) a chance to let their expertise shine. For 
understandable reasons, the principles of military education followed by the 
 Entente Powers, above all in France, were preferred in the early 1920s; Estonia 
also tried to apply these Western ideas16. This is probably why Estonians felt 
like they had to get rid of Russians as quickly as possible.

The views of General Reek, a highly influential person in the development 
of the Estonian military and military education who advocated for teaching 

13 Kopotin 2018, pp. 243–244.
14  H. J. 1928. Tondi. Veste. – Sõdur, nr 6–8, p. 328. [H. J. 1928]
15  Kopõtin 2018, pp. 239–248.
16  See O. J. 1928. Miks suundume läände. – Sõdur, nr 9–10, pp. 410–411.

Picture 1. Aleksei Baiov, former Lt. 
general of the Imperial Russian 
army and former professor at the 
Estonian general Staff courses. In 
the photo, taken in 1931, Baiov is 
wearing an Order of St. george, the 
fourth class of the highest military 
decoration of the Russian Empire. 
Courtesy: Parikas, Estonian Film 
Archive.
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military history, are therefore interesting in the context of this article. In 1921, 
Reek was the chairman of the Military Teaching Committee and an inspector 
of UMEI. He was considered competent to make decisions on such impor
tant assignments because he had obtained higher military education17 and 
participated in the War of Independence as a regiment commander and chief 
of staff of a division and in the frontlines18. Yet, the employment of Reek can 
also be considered questionable since Reek only ever conducted short courses 
at the General Staff Academy; there were also other division and front staff 
commanders whose service in the War of Independence would have made 
them just as competent. One probable reason for the employment of Reek 
was the trust and authority that he had among officers in the 1920s. The 
views of Reek were supported by August Traksmaa and Juhan Tõrvand who 
called him a progressiveminded officer19. The candidacy of Reek was also 
supported by future Colonel Elias Kasak who also admitted that Reek was a 
commander with a difficult personality who had extended the invitation for 
Russian émigrés to teach at the academy but failed to create the necessary 
academic atmosphere at the General Staff courses and criticized the teaching 
staff rather unfairly20.

As one of the founders of higher military education in Estonia, Reek 
had made a statement before his studies in France in 1921, citing Helmuth 
von Moltke and John Frederich Charles Fuller, that thorough knowledge of 
 military  history is a key element in military education and that, alongside 
tactical training, it gives commanders the “foundation for mounting major 
operations”. Reek considered strategy and tactics to be the pillars of military 
science21. 

17  Seene, A. (toim.) 2015. Kindralleitnant Nikolai Reek ja tema sõjakirjanduslik pärand. – 
Reek, N. 2015. Sõjateaduslik testament. Tartu: Ilmamaa, pp. 9–10. [Seene 2015]. It is worth 
noting that the peacetime graduates of the General Staff Academy did not consider wartime 
graduates as their equals, calling them “недоучки“ (halfeducated) or even “недоноски” 
(premature babies) (Ganin, A. V. 2014. Zakat Nikolajevskoi vojennoi akademii 1914–1922. 
Moskva: Knižnitsa, p. 430). [Ganin 2014]
18  Seene 2011, p. 41.
19  Tõrvand, J. 1928. Rohkem objektiivsust ja õiglast analüüsi. – Sõdur, nr 9–10, pp. 378–379. 
[Tõrvand 1928] This is a notable fact because at least Traksmaa did not have a good relation
ship with Reek. Vt nt Kasak, E. (sine anno). Mälestusi, II osa. ERA 49961125, p. 165. [Kasak]
20  Ibid., p. 159.
21  Reek, N. 2015. Sõjateaduslik testament. Toim. A. Seene. Tartu: Ilmamaa, pp. 353, 357. [Reek 
2015]
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After his studies in France, Reek developed a different view about the 
 importance of military history. In an article about officer education published 
in Sõdur magazine in 1926, Reek stated that military history is subordinate 
to tactical education. He insisted that significant cuts must be made to the 
 history of the art of war syllabus taught at UMEI. In particular, he wanted 
to leave out the earlier history, before Napoleon’s times, and turn nearly all 
focus on World War I (referred to at that time simply as the World War) 
and the War of Independence22. In other words, he believed that the general 
 history of the art of war was necessary only insofar as it provided good tactical 
 examples. In his estimation, teaching the history of the War of Independence 
served only two purposes: first, to ensure that officers got used to thinking 
and acting in the context of an independent Estonia, particularly taking into 
account the battlefield experience from the War of Independence and the use 
of human resources in Estonia23; and second, the history of the War of Inde
pendence was mostly necessary for training officers24. These were probably 

22  Reek 2015, p. 391.
23  Seene, A. 2008. Kõrgem Sõjakool 1921–1940. – KVÜÕA toimetised, nr 9, p. 37. [Seene 2008]
24  Reek 2015, p. 391.

Picture 2. Chief of the general Staff Nikolai Reek was always interested in military edu-
cation. In this photo, general Nikolai Reek is inspecting the Officers’ School at Tondi, Tallinn, 
1935. Courtesy: the private photo collection of Igor Kopõtin.
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the reasons why Reek made his “reform” in military education and started 
shaping the teaching of military history from that point on.

Reek felt that teaching the history of the War of Independence and 
 synthesising its lessons was important for officers since it shaped the approach 
to Estonia’s military strategy. In the opinion of historian Kaarel Piirimäe, this 
was precisely the problem that led to key miscalculations about the future and 
vision of war. Piirimäe notes that the Russian émigré teaching staff  perceived 
the experience of the War of Independence as equivalent to an irregular 
 amateur armed conflict25. Although in retrospect their opinion seems justi
fied, the reason why the stint of the Russian émigré teachers at UMEI was 
so short was because they did not give the War of Independence the credit it 
deserved. Admittedly, this was not a unique problem because, similarly to the 
Estonian General Staff courses, the oldschool teaching staff of the General 
Staff Academy of the Red Army ignored the experience obtained from the 
Russian Civil War, considering that conflict to be an anomalous war26.

The fact that studying recent conflicts was preferred over studying past 
historical conflicts is not unusual in military education. Furthermore, there is 
reason to think that it stemmed from the experience of the Imperial Nicholas 
General Staff Academy. After defeat in the Russo–Japanese War, the General 
Staff Academy was accused of an inability to provide students the  knowledge 
that is truly essential for warfare. Military history teaching came under fire 
since, apparently, it was preferable to teach details of little use about the  history 
of the art of war from earlier periods while more significant recent conflicts 
were only superficially touched upon27. This is why, when  teaching military 
history about the pre1914 era, the academy focused above all on four recent 
armed conflicts with which the students were expected to be  familiar down 
to the specific details28.

In this regard, it is important to note that the French model of military edu
cation, used by Reek in the 1920s, was criticized by Oskar Jalajas, a  member 
of the Historical Committee for the War of Independence. He defended a 

25  Piirimäe 2017b, pp. 129, 132–135.
26  Mereckov, K. 2003. Na službe narodu. Moskva: Ast, pp. 12–13. [Mereckov 2003]
27  For example, Gleb Vannovski, who later served as lecturer at the Estonian General Staff 
courses, clearly underestimated Japanese military strengths before the war, for which he was 
heavily criticised later, Brinjuk, N. J. (ed.) 2018. Nikolajevskaja Akademia Generalnogo Štaba 
(1832–1918). Sankt Peterburg: Dmitri Bulanin, p. 198. [Brinjuk 2018]
28  Ibid., pp. 74–75.
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graduate thesis in HMS29 but his ideas reached a wider audience, including 
senior Estonian officers such as Colonel August Traksmaa, through articles 
published in the Sõdur magazine30. The Historical Committee for the War of 
Independence started to apply Jalajas’ thesis in the field of methodology31.

In his thesis, Jalajas listed the advantages of learning from German and 
Soviet military history instead of the French model. More specifically, he 
 criticized the French approach which undervalued the importance of mili
tary history in military science. They lacked the desire to learn from military 
history, they did not publish any papers on military history—claiming they 
wanted to save paper—and did not appreciate the practical value of military 
history in the changing circumstances of warfare. In general, the French 
claimed that winners did not need to learn anything from history32. It is hard 
to evaluate if Estonia had a similar winner’s mentality from the victory in the 
War of Independence.

It is also difficult to say how much the crisis in French military history 
 influenced Reek during his studies in Paris, but some of his comments contain 
ideas that are characteristic of the French School. For example, it is evident 
from the abovementioned opinion expressed by Reek that the practical value 
of military history lies solely in tactical education. At the same time, Reek 
also highly valued the military training and education system of Reichswehr. 
As a result, various elements from the German system were integrated into 
the  Estonian military in the 1930s33. Yet it cannot be said that Reek entirely 
turned his back on Russian military theory. For example, he often quoted 
classic Russian military thinkers such as Generalissimo Aleksandr  Suvorov, 
 General Genrich Leer, General Mikhail Dargomirov, Professor  Colonel 
 Aleksandr Neznamov, and Professor Lieutenant General Nikolai Golovin in 
his papers34. Actually, the majority of his articles quote the opinions of dif
ferent leading thinkers of the world on the evolution of military arts.

29  Jalajas, O. 1929. Sõjakunstiajaloo ja sõjaajaloo uurimise tähtsus ja meetodid. Kõrgema Sõja
kooli lõputöö. ERA 21243268. [Jalajas 1929]
30  Nimmer 2013, p. 19.
31  Vabadussõja Ajaloo Komitee Kaitsevägede Staabi VI osakonna ülemale. 3.9.1930. ERA 
49512531, p. 159.
32  Jalajas 1929, pp. 7–8; Nimmer 2013, p. 19.
33  Seene 2011, pp. 46, 49, 51; Reek 2015, pp. 404–410; Kopõtin, I. 2016b. Reichswehri identiteedi
kriis: selle mõjud ja kajastamine Eestis 1919–1934. – Ajalooline Ajakiri, nr 1(155), p. 118.
34  Reek 2015, pp. 127, 189–190, 197–198, 343–352.
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Colonel August Traksmaa, a colleague of Reek’s in teaching military 
 history at UMEI, also saw a deep crisis arise in Estonian military history 
in the mid1920s. In his view, the crisis escalated because, like the French 
army before them, the Estonian military command had lost confidence in 
the  discipline of military history as a source of truth. For Traksmaa, the main 
problem was not the winner’s mentality but rather the lowquality military 
historical literature published en masse after the War of Independence35.

Reek associated the crisis in Estonian military education specifically with 
Russian émigrés, a group he wished to get rid of. Andres Seene uses the term 
“Reek’s reform” to denote the changes that took place in Estonian military 
education in 1926–1927, after the Russian émigrés were dismissed. In one 
article, Seene indicates that Reek promoted the use of active teaching methods 
modelled by the French military at UMEI. These were supported by the more 
progressive Estonian officers, including Traksmaa and Major General Juhan 
Tõrvand, but opposed by the older generation of teaching staff, including 
Major General Dmitri Lebedev, Colonel Artur Salf, and several others who 
expected students to memorise drafts from their lectures word for word, just 
like the Russian émigré teaching staff before them36.

Such an approach alongside the entire conflict probably had an influence 
on the processes that happened at the Nicholas General Staff Academy from 
1905 to 1914. More precisely, following the Russo–Japanese War, an acute 
conflict broke out at the Academy between teachers representing the socalled 
bayonet generation and the newer “fire” generation37. Two giants of  Russian 
military theory, Leer and Dragomirov, represented the older generation: 
 simply put, they supported the obsolete bayonet battle theory derived from 
the art of war of the first half of the 19th century38. Thinkers of the older 

35  Nimmer 2013, pp. 19–20.
36  Seene 2008, pp. 42–43.
37  Heavy criticism was levelled against the national school of thought represented, among 
others, by Leer and Dragomirov who ostensibly failed to study contemporary military prob
lems and focused mostly on history. Michnevich and Baiov clearly belonged to that school, see 
Kudrjavtsev, N. 1913. Iskušenija russkogo polkovodšestva. – Voennõi Sbornik, № 4, pp. 25–31. 
Michnevich argued that Russian military art was equal and even superior to Western  military 
art; even after the Russo–Turkish war of 1877–1878, he supported the bayonet over fire, 
Mihnevitš, N. P. 2016. Osnovõ russkogo vojennogo iskusstva. Sravnitelnõi otšerk sostojanija 
vojennogo iskusstva v Rossii i Zapadnoi Evrope v važneišije istoritšeskije epohi. Moskva: URSS, 
pp. 136–137, 156, 168–169 [Mihnevitš 2016]).
38  Menning, B. W. 2004. The Offensive Revisited. Russian Preparation for Future War, 1906–
1914. – Schimmelpenninck van der Oye, D.; Menning, B. W. (eds.). Reforming the Tsar’s Army: 
Military Innovation in Imperial Russia from Peter the Great to the Revolution.  Woodrow 
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 generation included historian Professor General Nikolai Michnevich and 
Baiov, who was greatly influenced by the former. After defeat in the war, Baiov 
had to defend all theoretical positions of the older generation against heavy 
criticism39. Since the younger generation included capable Frenchtrained 
professors Nikolai Golovin and Aleksandr Neznamov whose convictions were 
partially vindicated in the World War, the generational debate transferred 
over to Russian émigrés (Golovin) and the General Staff Academy of the Red 
Army (Neznamov). Among other things, the younger generation invited the 
teaching staff to modernise their methods, preferring a seminar format to 
lectures and independent study to rote memorisation. The conflict between 
Baiov and Reek can be placed in the exact same context. Furthermore, the 
students of UMEI sensed that some traits of the bayonet warfare generation 
were characteristic of older teachers. According to descriptions, some of them 
 demanded that students execute a manoeuvre using udaletskaya taktika, 
 shvunk and armeiskaya konnitsa, disregarding modern warfare tactics and 
the experiences obtained from recent wars40.

While still a professor at the Nicholas General Staff Academy, Baiov con
sidered the history of the art of war an important subject in military edu
cation. The history of the art of war was intended to help students under
stand the current situation of themselves as well as adversaries, and serve as 
a foundation for military development. Baiov saw the use of active teaching 
 methods proposed by Golovin and Neznamov (and slightly later in Estonia, 
Reek) as a risk, meaning that military education could lose scientific and 
formative value for military higher education and, therefore, become a NCO 
school or regiment training squad (as Reek put it, a “vocational school”)41. In 
this light, the conflict between Baiov and Reek ten years after the clash at the 
Nicholas General Staff Academy between different generations of teachers, or 
schools of thought, seems to be a logical process.

 Wilson Center Press with Cambridge University Press, p. 229; Pintner, W. 2009. Vene sõjaline 
mõtlemine: Lääne eeskuju ja Suvorovi vari. – Paret, P. (toim.). Nüüdisaegse strateegia kujun
dajad Machiavellist tuumaajastuni. Eesti Entsüklopeediakirjastus, Tallinn, pp. 433–437. 
39  Brinjuk, N. J.; Koršunov, E. L.; Mihhailov, A. A. 2017. ‘Celoe bogatstvo voennoj 
naučnoj mysli…’ Ob izdanii ‘Izvestij Imperatorskoj Nikolajevskoj Voennoj Akademii’” 
(‘Целое богатство военной научной мысли…’ Об издании ‘Известий Императорской 
Николаевской Военной Академии’”). – Vojennoistoričeskij žurnal (Военноисторический 
журнал), № 12, pp. 25–26 [Brinjuk, Koršunov, Mihhailov 2017]
40  H. J. 1928, p. 328. Udaletskaiia taktika meant “decisive infantry charge using bayonets” in 
the Russian jargon.
41  Brinjuk, Koršunov, Mihhailov 2017, p. 26.
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Another outcome of Reek’s reform was a preference of teaching tactics 
over strategy. As a result, tactics became the most important subject at UMEI 
and other subjects were assigned a mere supporting role.42 While prior to 
the reform, the main emphasis of military education was on strategy, the 
philo sophy of war, and the theoretical fundamentals of the history of the art of 
war, then after 1926, the focus turned on the practical skills needed by junior 
officers that would allow them to command units up to the company level43. 
From then on, there was a tendency to organise the entire military  training 
process pursuant to the aforementioned vocational school prin ciples44. The 
influence of the German military education model is recognisable in this 
shift: according to the German approach, officers had to acquire only that 
knowledge which they could apply in practice45.

If we look at the development of Estonian military education in compari
son with Western and Eastern warfare cultures, Reek clearly preferred the 
Western culture46. Baiov, on the other hand, continuing in the footsteps of 
Michnevich, considered Russian warfare to be superior to that of the West47. 
As we will see below, Baiov’s belief was reflected in his several years of  teaching 
at UMEI. This was yet another cornerstone of the conflict between Baiov and 
Reek, i.e., the older and younger generation.

It is interesting that Jalajas took Baiov’s side in this conflict. Jalajas called 
the changes that took place in Estonian military education in 1926–1927 
not an illustrious reform but rather a deep crisis, associating them with the 
 departure of Professor Aleksei Baiov. Jalajas noted that Baiov played a key 

42  Seene 2011, p.44.
43  Ibid., p. 45.
44  Ibid., p. 51.
45  Seeckt, H. von 1935. Gedanken eines Soldaten. Leipzig: K. F. Koehler, S., S. 127. See also 
Corum, J. S. 1992. Roots of Blitzkrieg: Hans von Seeckt and German Military Reform. Kansas: 
University Press of Kansas.
46  General Tõrvand did not think that using Russian lecturers was “normal” but he  compared 
the situation to the practices of the University of Tartu which, due to a lack of Estonian  teachers, 
had also hired academics from abroad. Tõrvand did not think that the Russian  military 
school was all bad since it was they who had laid the basis for Estonian success in the War of 
 Independence (Tõrvand 1928, p. 378). Tõrvand thought attacks against Russian émigrés were 
associated not with concerns over teaching methods but rather with “nationalist  xenophobia 
and postrevolutionary radicalism” (ibid., p. 380).
47  For example, Baiov, A. K. 2016. Vojennoje delo v epohu imperatora Pavla I. Otšerk ordi
narnogo professora Imperatorskoi Nikolajevskoi Vojennoi Akademii Generalnogo štaba 
polkov nika A. K. Baiova. – Kapjov, E. Istorija Russkoi Armii. Moskva: Izdatelstvo Je, p. 169. 
Vrd Mihnevitš 2016, pp. 6, 9, 133–134, 155–157.
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role in the military history teaching of the Estonian military: his authority 
and influence were instrumental in teaching military history as a core subject 
at UMEI until 1926. After Baiov was dismissed, the proportion of military 
history subjects at UMEI was significantly reduced48.

Presumably, Jalajas was impressed not by Baiov personally but rather by 
the older generation in general since they considered military history to be 
the pillar of military science. What is also noteworthy is that Jalajas was one 
of the first Estonians to interpret—and adapt to Estonian conditions—the 
ideas of the renowned Soviet military theorist Aleksander Svechin. In  Jalajas’s 
interpretation of his most important ideas, military history was funda mental 
for force generation and military thinking. “If we fail to devote enough atten
tion to historical studies, we can train only unskilled labourers in the mili
tary, unfit for conscious invention and unable to understand or apply rapid 
 advances in military science,” said Jalajas in his interpretation of Svechin 
about the role of military history in training Estonian officers49.

In an attempt to prove that military history must be approached scienti
fically, Jalajas claimed that military history and the history of the art of war 
are subdisciplines of the “science of military history”. Military history itself 
was, in turn, subordinate to the discipline of the history of the art of war 
which served as its main source. Jalajas never denied that he borrowed this 
hierarchy from the Russian tsarist army practice50. However, he defined the 
sub disciplines of military history based on the approach of German historian 
Ernst Bernheim. Paraphrasing Bernheim, Jalajas defined military history as 
a discipline for researching and describing the spatial and temporal develop
ment of nations and states, or parties with a “psychophysical” causal connec
tion from the perspective of warfare values. “Psychophysical” refers to the 
object of research via both intangible and tangible factors; “spatialtemporal 
development” means that research had to be carried out in the context of 
societal phenomena. Based on the general definition of the discipline of mili
tary history, it had to focus on studying a specific war from the viewpoint of 
warfare values. The history of the art of war, on the other hand, was a study 
of all wars from the viewpoint of the evolution of warfare51.

48  Jalajas 1929, p. 79.
49  Ibid., p. 45.
50  Ibid., pp. 18–19.
51  Ibid., pp. 52–53; Nimmer 2013, p. 47.
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Such a view of military history and division into two subdisciplines was 
probably transferred to Estonian military education from the Russian  General 
Staff Academy, particularly by Baiov. Even as late as 1912, Baiov published a 
paper at the Russian General Staff Academy where he gave a detailed over
view about the development of the study of military history in Russia and 
introduced its principles. Baiov’s description of the activities of a council 
led by Count Milyutin in 1865 is especially interesting. This is the council 
that defined the nature of learning military history as well as the goals and 
 methods for teaching it. It is also responsible for dividing the discipline into 
two branches: history of war as an analysis and description of military cam
paigns, and history of the art of war, intended to study how the methods of 
warfare have changed in history, from antiquity to modern times52. As we can 
see below, the same principles were also in force in Estonian military edu
cation until 1940.

3. Military history subjects at HMS

Until 1926, or during the time Professor Baiov taught at HMS, there were two 
military history subjects: the history of the art of war and the history of the 
World War. They were quite thorough, exceeded in volume only by  tactics and 
general staff service subjects53. After Baiov left UMEI, the  teaching of  military 
history at HMS was shaped by Reek. He believed that strategic  principles had 
to be taught through the lens of the history of the art of war that  included four 
subjects: general history of the art of war, the World War, the War of Inde
pendence, and the Russian Civil War54. In reality, how ever, only three subjects 
were taught because the Russian Civil War was not  included as a  separate 
subject. Therefore, as of 1927, three military history subjects were taught at 

52  Baiov, A. 1912. Istorija vojennogo iskusstva, kak nauka. Sankt Peterburg: Tip Suvorina, 
pp. 7–8. This principle was later used and developed by the Red Army. For Soviet theorists, 
military history was supposed to consist of five elements: history of wars, history of the art of 
war, military organisation, history of military technology, and the history of military theory. 
(Vigor, P. V. 1990. The Function of Military History in the Soviet Union. – Reddel, C. W. (ed.). 
Transformation in Russian and Soviet Military History. Washington, D.C.: USAF Academy, 
p. 117).
53  Leets, G. (sine anno). Kõrgem Sõjakool 1921–1931. Masinakiri. ERA 21243588, p. 33. 
[Leets].
54  Reek, N. 1926. Meie kaitseväe juhtiva koosseisu – ohvitseride – kasvatuse ja väljaõppe alalt. – 
Sõdur, nr 26–27, p. 553; Seene 2008, p. 37.
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HMS: the history (evolution) of the art of war, the history of the World War, 
and the history of the War of Independence55. By then, the  volume of military 
history and strategy subjects had been reduced to onethird of their former 
extent56. Despite all that, military history was generally considered to be one 
of the core subjects at HMS alongside tactics, strategy, and staff service57. 

That was the period when Reek started to apply the principles of  military 
education borrowed from France, integrate practical work methods into 
 studies, and shift the main emphasis from strategy to tactics58. Reek’s focus 
on recent conflicts was understood and accepted, especially by the students 
of MS who, themselves, wanted to know more about the history of the War 
of Independence and the World War. As mentioned before, the issue with 
 studying conflicts from recent history at the Estonian HMS may have origi
nated from the Nicholas General Staff Academy. It is comparable to the time 
when a similar question—which conflicts to teach and to what extent?—arose 
in the early years of the Red Army General Staff Academy. Even though old
school teachers preferred to focus on the earlier history of the art of war, 
students were always keen on studying the history of the Russian Civil War 
and the history of the World War59. Later studies and analyses of these two 
conflicts at the Red Army General Staff and Frunze Academy would form 
the basis of the now renowned deep operation theory60. When the Red Army 
General Staff Academy reopened in 1936, the chair of military history was 
also re established. It mostly dealt with the study and teaching of 18th and 
19th century history, analysed the major operations of the 20th century (for 
 example, the Russo–Japanese War, the World War and the Russian Civil War), 
and developed a methodology for teaching military history. Although the 
 history of the art of war also included older history, the main emphasis was 
still on studying the World War. These principles for teaching the history 
of the art of war and military history remained in force at the Red Army 
 General Staff Academy until 1940. After that, the experiences obtained from 

55  Leets, pp. 64–65; Exam protocol, September 1936, ERA 65011734, p. 55.
56  Leets, pp. 64–68.
57  Seene 2008, p. 38.
58  Leets, pp. 52, 65.
59  Mereckov 2003, pp. 74–75; Sandalov, L. M. 1961. Perežitoje. Moskva: Vojenizdat, pp. 12–13.
60  Žilin, P. A. 1986. Istorija vojennogo iskusstva. Moskva: Vojenizdat, pp. 106–107; 
Kagan, F. W. 2010. The Rise and Fall of Soviet Operational Art. – Higham, Robin; Kagan, 
 Frederick W. The Military History of the Soviet Union. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
pp. 86–87.
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the  Winter War and the Lake Khasan and Khalkhin Gol conflicts (which had 
recently taken place) were also analysed and integrated into the curricula61.

The history of the art of war was one of the most important subjects at 
HMS, taught from 1927 to 1934 by Colonel Richard Tomberg, a commander 
of the air forces62. In the mid1930s, the history of the art of war was taught 
under the name “evolution of the art of war” (for second year cadets) and this 
included 20 hours of lectures and two hours of practical assignments. In the 
opening lecture, Tomberg used to discuss the importance of the evolution of 
military history and the art of war, and the methodologies and sources for 
studying it. Subsequent lessons would focus on a variety of topics ranging 
from ancient history to early 20th century, including a brief overview of the 
development of warfare in ancient times, knights’ armies and mercenaries in 
medieval times, the reforms of Louis XIV, the art of war of Peter the Great, 
Frederick the Great and Napoleon, and the French revolutions. The history 
of the art of war of the 19th and 20th century was analysed more thoroughly. 
Tomberg would end the course with the development of 20th century warfare 
and a discussion about the future63. In 1934, because UMEI was constantly 
trying to reduce the proportion of military history courses, the subject matter 
was entrusted to Major Mart Haber, a fresh graduate of HMS, who was willing 
to teach the course in a volume of only 15 hours64.

The problem with the volume of the courses also pertained to the his
tory of the World War course, with Colonel Herbert Grabbi being made the 
responsible lecturer in 192765. At first, the volume of the course depended on 
a corresponding entrance exam: independent research by prospective stu
dents prior to admission was considered important for acquiring theoreti
cal knowledge so that there would be more time for practical assignments. 
However, Grabbi found that the contents of the course—25 hours of lectures 
and one independent assignment for the winter period—was not enough to 
pass the course since there was no time for students to go through all the 
lecture  materials printed by the teaching staff in 1930. It forced the lecturer 
to look for a way out, make the course more studentcentred, and replace the 

61  Gaivoronski, F. F. et al. 1987. Akademija Generalnogo Štaba. Moskva: Vojenizdat, pp. 33, 
42–43.
62  Leets, pp. 64–65, 77–79.
63  Kolonel Tomberg Kõrgema Sõjakooli asjadevalitsejale 1934. Märts. Aine Sõjakunsti 
evolut sioon ainekava. ERA 65011707, pp. 36–37.
64  Ibid.
65  Leets, pp. 64–65, 77–79.
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lecture format with active study methods. In Grabbi’s opinion, it was difficult 
to  decide which subject matters to discuss during the course66.

As of 1927, the history of the War of Independence was taught by Lt. Col. 
Jaan Maide; in 1930, he was replaced with Colonel Traksmaa. The history of 
the War of Independence was different from other military history  courses 
because of its more extensive 37hour volume. The course was divided into 
two unequal parts. The first, introductory part focused on the impact of 
the  Russian Revolution on Estonia; the second part directly focused on war 
events. The thematic structure of the course resembled the table of contents of 
The history of the Estonian War of Independence, published in the late 1930s by 
the workgroup of the Historical Committee for the War of Independence, led 
by Traksmaa, which described the military and, partially, militarypolitical 
events67. The volume of the history of the War of Independence course was 
reduced by two thirds in the late 1930s. From there on, the course contained 
only ten lectures68.

The strategy course was also tightly intertwined with military history 
disciplines. The lecturer, Maj. Gen. Herbert Brede, connected strategy very 
strongly with the history of the art of war. In the 1930s, the subject matter 
of the course also covered the manoeuvres of Frederick the Great and Napo
leon and the history of the general staff in the Franco–Prussian War and the 
World War, and it gave an overview of the strategies of three countries that 
participated in the World War using the examples of Ferdinand Foch, Erich 
Ludendorff, and Conrad Hötzendorf. The volume of the course was equal to 
that of a history course, including a total of 20 hours of lectures and one hour 
of practical work69.

Even though, in the 1930s, the HMS attempted to reduce the  capacity 
of the curriculum by cutting history courses, the subject matter of  military 
 history was, in spite of its theoretical nature, significantly covered in the 
manage ment and staff service course70. Furthermore, probably because of the 
need for practical examples, two courses of military history focused solely 

66  Kolonelleitnant Grabbi Kõrgema Sõjakooli asjadevalitsejale 1934. Märts. ERA 6501
1707, p. 83. [Grabbi 1934]
67  Kava aines Eesti Vabadussõda 1934.–1935. õppeaasta peale. ERA 65011707, p. 77.
68  Vabadussõja ainekava (sine anno, probably 1935). ERA 49512574, pp. 990–991. 
[Vabadus sõja ainekava, sine anno]
69  Strateegia ainekava (sine anno, probably 1935). ERA 49512574, p. 985.
70  Läbivõetud ja läbivõtmisel olevate õppeainete seis 1. veebruariks 1935. a. ERA 6501
1706, p. 66.
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on recently ended conflicts: the World War and the War of Independence. 
The French school’s approach to military history was very distinct at that 
time, probably due to the fact that the predominant majority of lecturers 
who taught military history and strategy—Reek and Brede, Traksmaa and 
Grabbi—had obtained military education in France where they presumably 
adopted the French army’s beliefs and views on military science, strategy, and 
military history.

4. Military history subjects at MS

How was the teaching of military history structured in other subsidiary insti
tutions of UMEI where lowerlevel commanders were educated? What prin
ciples were followed and what proportion of the curriculum was devoted to 
military history subjects in MS and MTK?

Statistics on the distribution of the UMEI courses in 1925–1926 show that 
the officers and cadets of MS were taught 16 military courses and 20 general 
courses. By volume, the history of the art of war came second after practical 
tactics, making up 9 and 10 per cent of the subjects taught to infantry  officers, 
respectively. For senior and junior cadets, the history of the art of war occu
pied 10 to 14 per cent of the curriculum71. It is noteworthy that, besides the 
history of the art of war, students of the officers’ class and cadets’ general class 
(secondary education) could complement general courses with two history 
courses, homeland history and general history, whereas their volume was, 
likewise, considerable72.

The history of the art of war, taught to the officers’ courses by Baiov in 
 Russian, included 41 topics from the art of war of Ancient Greece to the 
World War battles of 1914, and took a total of 75 hours. We can detect a 
certain inclina tion towards Russia in the subject matters of the course—for 
example, in a discussion about Peter the Great and the Napoleonic era— 
although the Russian art of war in the Middle Ages was not included in the 
topics of dis cussion and the World War topics focused only on battles at the 
Western Front73. In retrospect, it is hard to say how much of Baiov’s syllabus 

71  SÜÕ Alalisväe kursuste õppekava 1925.–26. õa. ERA 65011668, p. 1.
72  Ibid.
73  Sõjakunsti ajaloo ainekava Sõjakooli ohvitseride klassis (Alalisväe ohvitseride kursused) 
1924.–1925. õa. ERA 65011668, p. 14. [Sõjakunsti ajaloo ainekava Sõjakooli ohvitseride 
klassis 1924–1925]
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was cut by the administration of UMEI but, compared to his lecture notes, the 
number of subject matters on Russia was remarkably reduced.

During the Baiov era at MS, the history of the art of war course was 
 divided into two unequal parts. In 1924 and 1925, Baiov gave 10 lectures 
to the  cadets’ junior class where the subject matters ranged from Ancient 
Rome to the  Napoleonic era74. The second part of the course, 25 lectures, 
was held for senior cadets, one third of which was devoted to the operations 
on the  Baltic Sea in the first year of the World War. The course began with 
 Napoleon’s campaigns and included a selection of the more famous wars 
of the 19th and 20th century75; Baiov apparently taught with a textbook by 
 Michnevich76.  Examinations were made up of a number of questions that 
required a thorough knowledge of different armed conflicts77. This gives 
grounds to presume that students could only pass the course by memorising 
facts: the same thing that the UMEI administration had criticized the  Russian 
lecturers for. Interestingly enough, the examiner was probably not Baiov, i.e., 
the lecturer of the course, but someone else. For instance, in 1924, the exami
nation was conducted by Richard Tomberg78, a captain who became a lecturer 
of the history of the art of war right after Baiov; in 1927, the examiner was 
Jaan Maide79. It is not quite clear what the aim of these substitutions was. 
Maybe it was to verify the results of Baiov’s teaching, maybe Tomberg and 
Maide were serving as his assistants.

In 1924, probably on the initiative of Reek, the UMEI administration 
 decided to make some cuts in both the cadets’ and the officer candidates’ 
class. As a result, ancient and medieval art of war were omitted, and the 
course began from the Gustavus Adolphus era80. In 1925, Baiov taught the 
history of the art of war to the officer candidates’ class based on the abridged 
syllabus, a total of 31 lectures. In general, he covered the same topics as in 

74  Programma istorii voennogo iskusstva na 1924–25 učebnyj god. Kadettide noorem 
klass. ERA 65011668, p. 192.
75  Programma istorii voennogo iskusstva na 1924–25 učebnyj god. Kadettide vanem klass. 
ERA 65011668, p. 133.
76  Mihnevitš, N. P. 1897. Voina meždu Germanijei i Frantsijei 1870–71. Tšast 1. Ot natšala 
voinõ do Sedana vkljutšitelno. SPb: Nikolajevskaja akademija Generalnogo Štaba.
77  Sõjakunsti ajaloo eksami kava 1925. Aprill, ilmselt koostatud SÜÕ ülema poolt. ERA 650
11668, pp. 193–196.
78  Sõjakunsti ajaloo eksami kava 1924. ERA 65011670, pp. 24–27.
79  Sõjakunsti ajaloo eksami kava, 1926.–1927. õa. ERA 65011039, p. 33.
80  Sõjakunsti ainekava 1923.–1924. õa. ERA 65011670, p. 30.



215INVENTINg MILITARY hISTORY TEAChINg IN ESTONIAN MILITARY EDUCATION 1919–1940

the cadets’ class but the main emphasis was placed on the socalled decisive 
battles from the Ancient Roman era up to the WWI battles in Flanders in 
191481. In 1925 Baiov submitted the original syllabus that he had prepared 
in 1922, again, for the officer candidates’ class. However, it was reduced even 
more extensively and the course was to begin from the Napoleonic era. One 
third of the course focused on the events of the World War, some of it in the 
expense of the  Franco–Prussian and Russo–Japanese War82. Despite the cuts, 
the teaching of the history of the art of war continued in subsequent years 
after Baiov  departed, and largely according to the thematic structure that he 
had prepared83.

As of 1927, following the decision of Reek, the older cadets’ and officer 
candi dates’ classes of MS were taught the history of World War, a  separate 
course integrated into other courses. The main emphasis of this course was 
on operations that took place during the periods of manoeuvre warfare 
in 1914 and 1918, whereas position warfare only served as a “connecting 
link.”84  Because of this, the officer candidates and cadets of senior classes 
were  required to have especially good knowledge of the Marne battles and 
 Russian invasion to East Prussia85. In the history of the War of Independence 
course, taught in 1927 and 1928 by Lt. Col. Maide, the senior year cadets were 
 required to know the most important battles and operations, such as the  Battle 
of Narva, the Pskov and Petrograd operations, the war in  northern  Latvia, and 
the Landeswehr War86. In the 1930s, the history of the War of Inde pendence 
course taught to the cadets was primarily seen as a little more intense con
tinuation of what was taught to the officer candidates’ class.  Special attention 
had to be devoted to individual battle periods and war events in a political 
context87.

Military history, particularly regarding the World War and the Russo– 
Japanese War, was covered not only in military history subjects but also 

81  Programma istorii voennogo iskusstva na 1924–25 učebnyj god. Aspirantide klass. ERA 
65011668, p. 296.
82  SÜÕ ülema (?) redigeeritud sõjakunsti ajaloo eksamikava 1925, pp. 331–332.
83  Sõjakunsti ajaloo katse kava, 1927.–1928. õa. ERA 65011077, p. 21.
84  SÜÕ Sõjakooli õppekavad 1930. 2. osa. Kadettide õppekavad. Tallinn: SÜÕ, pp. V–VI. 
[SÜÕ Sõjakooli õppekavad 1930]
85  Maailmasõja ajaloo katsekava kadettide ja aspirantide klassis, 1927.–1928. õa. ERA 650
11077, p. 25.
86  Vabadussõja ajaloo katsekava kadettide klassis, 1927.–1928. õa. 65011077, p. 63.
87  SÜÕ Sõjakooli õppekavad 1930, p. VI.
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 general tactics, but only before 192688. Before the UMEI administration began 
to intervene, military history was strongly integrated into the subject matters 
of military courses in MS89. After Baiov and the other Russian émigrés were 
dismissed, military history became less integrated with other subjects in MS90.

The new cadets’ class curriculum of UMEI, approved by the Defence 
Minister in 1930, recategorised military history disciplines under general 
military courses, the purpose of which was not only to develop the intellect 
and general educational level of students but rather, alongside other military 
courses, create an integral set of knowledge and skills that was necessary for 
future officers as leaders and educators. The curriculum laid down the objec
tives of military history disciplines such as the history of the art of war and 
the history of the World War. Together with other general military courses, 
the purpose of military history was to demonstrate to students that “military 
sciences are just a part of the general sciences.”91 The thesis of the resulting 
curriculum was that the evolution of military science and the art of war were 
closely connected with general cultural development. Evidently by then, the 
senior officers belonging to the military command who approved the curricu
lum had developed a systematic and comprehensive understanding of military 
education as a whole as well as the meaning of military history specifically.

Based on both the official curricula and the correspondence of MS 
on  matters pertaining to the organisation of studying, we can say that the 
 teaching of military history disciplines did not change much in the 1930s. 
Although the volume of military history subjects did decrease slightly, the 
proportion of these compared to other subjects in the cadets’ class curricu
lum pertained. The distribution of topics, likewise, remained unchanged. In 
the history of the art of war curriculum, much greater emphasis was placed 
on 19th century armed conflicts, highlighting the military events that had the 
greatest influence on the development of the art of war. While the history of 
the art of war was taken by the junior class, the history of the War of Inde
pendence and the history of the World War were taken by senior cadets92.

The distribution of military history subjects clearly displays the prin
ciple that Reek advocated for already in 1926, according to which MS should 

88  Üldtaktika ainekava 1924. ERA 65011668, p. 270.
89  Programma taktiki pehoty na 1923–1924 učebnyj god. ERA 65011670, p. 1.
90  Jalaväetaktika katsekava, 1927.–1928. õa. ERA 65011077, pp. 2–4.
91  SÜÕ Sõjakooli õppekavad 1930, p. II.
92  Ibid.; p. V; Sõjakooli ainete jaotustabel 1930. ERA 6501298, p. 22.
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focus on teaching recent military events and give the older era only cursory 
 treatment. In the same curriculum, the history of the art of war was recog
nised, probably as a result of the influence of Professor Baiov, as one of the 
oldest and most extensive courses in MS. Nevertheless, the cuts made in the 
subject matters were justified by saying that future officers only had to have 
minimum knowledge of military history events. For the designers of that cur
riculum, it was important that students continue researching the history of 
the art of war independently when serving as officers. For this purpose, MS 
was tasked with arousing interest in the subject and “leading the students to 
the sources for an indepth study on the topic.”93

The teaching of history at MTS does not deserve much attention because 
the school operated with long hiatuses only for a few years and the education 
provided there had a clear technical slant. In 1920–1923, similarly to MS, 
both military history and general history were taught in MTS on a secondary 
school level. Military history and other military subjects were taught in the 
daytime, while secondary school subjects were taught in the evenings94. After 
1936, Maj. Johannes Vermet, a military history teacher of MS, taught the his
tory of the World War and the history of the art of war to thirdyear students 
at MTS. The choice of topics was similar to that of MS, starting with the art 
of war in ancient times and ending with the Franco–Prussian War. The his
tory of the World War was a continuation of the history of the art of war and 
focused on analysing different battles95. In addition, Captain Edmund Püss, 
the assistant to the commander of the Historical Committee for the War of 
Independence, taught the history of the War of Independence at the Technical 
School. The topics covered in lessons were similar to those taught at MS and 
HMS96. Elements of military history were also present in other specialised 
lessons such as explosives, ordnance, and weapons instruction97.

According to Andres Seene who analysed the curricula of the cadets’ and 
officer candidates’ classes at MS, military history in Estonia was designed with 
the principle that the selection of subjects taught at MS and their teaching 
methods had to shape the military mindset of prospective military leaders, 

93  SÜÕ Sõjakooli õppekavad 1930, p. V.
94  Villemson, V. 2006. Eesti Vabariigi Sõjaväe Tehnikakool 1920–1923. – KVÜÕA toimetised, 
nr 6, pp. 59–60. [Villemson 2006]
95  Orav, V. 2006. Eesti Vabariigi Sõjaväe Tehnikakool 1920–1923. – KVÜÕA toimetised, nr 6, 
pp. 156, 162. [Orav 2006]
96  Ibid., pp. 174, 176.
97  Ibid., pp. 156–158, 174.
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 allowing them to orient and make quick decisions up to a company com
man der level. Nationstate ideology was considered important in approaching 
theoretical subjects; the teaching staff of every subject had to develop patrio
tism in students, their will to defend their country, and a sense of duty.98 This 
largely determined the volume of military history disciplines and the corre
sponding goalsetting in studies. For example, in 1938, studies were extended 
at MS by one year; new courses included national defence and war leadership 
as a strategic subject matter, and Estonian history during the early medieval 
times99. Clearly, the number and volume of military history subjects taught at 
higher levels of military education was increased. This was quite reasonable 
since an understanding of military history was specifically needed at senior 
military leadership levels.

5. Military history teaching staff

The aforementioned Professor Baiov can be considered the first academic 
 lecturer in Estonia. In 1904–1914, he worked as a professor and manager at 
the Nicholas General Staff Academy where he was responsible for academic 
proceedings and research. Many former students of Baiov have characterised 
him as lacking talent, a boring teacher who considered himself an expert on 
the Empress Anne era, and not interested in modern warfare. On the other 
hand, he was also perceived as being calm and supportive of students100. 
 Despite his strong academic background and extensive experience, his lec
tures at the Academy were considered boring. During his time there, Baiov 
became a subject of the following joke. Once, the students of Baiov’s class 
were awoken by a sudden crash of something falling. As it turned out, a rat 
had been running inside the auditorium’s ceiling, stopped to listen to Baiov, 
and fallen asleep, so this is why it fell101. It was probably the outdated,  obsolete 
teaching style of Baiov that encouraged Reek to look for ways to  enliven the 
teaching process with active teaching methods. Nevertheless, Baiov’s contri
bution to the development of Estonian military education should not be 
 underestimated, especially when it comes to teaching military history.

98  Seene 2011, p. 54.
99  Ibid., p. 61.
100  Ganin 2014, pp. 374–375; Šapošnikov, B. M. 1982. Vospominanija. Vojennonautšnõje 
trudõ. Moskva: Vojennoje izdatelstvo ministerstva oboronõ SSSR, p. 125.
101  Ganin 2014, p. 375.
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Although Baiov was often criticised for his outdated teaching methods 
and use of Russian language, he was highly regarded by Elias Kasak, a student 
of the General Staff course. He saw Baiov’s lectures as lively and properly 
 following subject matters whose outlines the lecturer had personally pre
pared. Baiov probably stood out positively among other Estonian lecturers 
for his professionalism: the level of Estonian lecturers was very low and failed 
to fulfil the objectives of the GS courses102.

After Baiov’s departure from MS, the teaching of the history of the art 
of war was taken over by Jaan Maide,103 a future colonel and longserving 
chief of the general staff of the Defence League. Evidently, Maide was highly 
 appreciated by his students. Him joining the MS enlivened the academic life 
because his focus was more on practical activities instead of a theoretical 
approach; studying became more intense and cadets were required to work 
harder104. At MS, the history of the World War was long taught by Herbert 
Grabbi105, a future colonel, head of MS, and the president’s senior adjutant.

One of the most authoritative military history lecturers was August 
Traksmaa, a longserving head of division VI of the GS courses, future major 
 general, and the man who put the most effort into researching the history of 
the War of Independence. The officer candidates perceived Traksmaa as a 
great authority because his book on the history of the War of  Independence 
was widely read and often discussed among them. The history of the War 
of Independence was a course that students spoke about most “fondly.”106 
 Apparently, the lectures of Traksmaa were known for their objectivity: he was 
not afraid to discuss mistakes made by Estonians and his “positions were 
at odds with the exalting braggadocio of festive speeches.” He stressed the 
importance of morality in the military and said that a smaller military could 
defeat the might of a more powerful adversary with a strong esprit de corps 
and great training. This, he felt, had led Estonians to victory in the War of 
Independence107.

102  Kasak, pp. 167–168.
103  Sõjakunsti ajaloo ainekava 1930. ERA 6501298, p. 27.
104  Nõmmik, A. 1975. Mälestuste kilde Sõjakoolist. – Seene, A. (koost.) 2020. Tondipoisid. 
Vabariigi sõjakoolide kasvandike mälestusi rahu ja sõjapäevilt (1919–1945). Viimsi: Eesti Sõja
muuseum – kindral Laidoneri muuseum, p. 79.
105  Maailmasõja ajaloo ainekava 1930. ERA 6501298, p. 28.
106  Lindsaar, P. 1962 …ja sõdurid laulavad. 2. köide. Lund: Eesti Kirjanike Kooperatiiv, p. 161. 
[Lindsaar 1962]
107  Ibid., pp. 157–158.
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The novels written by Lindsaar, an author and former student of MS, lead 
us to believe that officer candidates trusted their history lecturers and their 
lectures were convincing and motivating for the candidates. In addition to the 
lecturer of the history of the War of Independence, Lindsaar also praised the 
lecturer of the history of the art of war—most likely Major General Richard 
Tomberg—who, likewise, was said to have provided great examples of how 
small armies had been able to prevail over larger ones due to their superior 
morality108. In any case, the idea of a patriotic ideological narrative being 
 preferred to military science calculations was, indeed, prominent in Estonian 
military thinking and cultivated in military education109.

In general, the servicemen who taught military history courses were 
 mostly experienced senior officers, most of whom attained the rank of major 
 general. Despite that, many of them were not trained historians. Citing the 
thesis advanced by Nimmer: the officers who served in the Historical Com
mittee for the War of Independence and had personal acquaintance with 
 military history lacked good career prospects for service110. Probably  because 
of this, there were no military historians who were professional officers with 
an academic degree in history. The situation was probably better when it 
came to teaching military history as opposed to researching military his
tory  because, unlike the Historical Committee for the War of Independence, 
UMEI employed authoritative senior officers—the military’s intellectual elite 
of that era indeed—as military history lecturers.

The military history teaching staff of UMEI can be considered relatively 
competent, at least from a military perspective. According to Seene, the fact 
that a number of lecturers of UMEI had previously obtained the education 
of a schoolteacher and were, thus, interested in pedagogical education, also 
played a significant role111. Yet, as Seene rightly notes, UMEI suffered from 
a shortage of teaching staff because the dismissed Russian lecturers could 
not be replaced with the senior officers who had returned from France. As a 
 result, MS employed only two permanent lecturers in 1928, and the tempo
rary staff were left to organise the provision of education at HMS112.

108  Lindsaar 1962, pp. 156–158.
109  Piirimäe 2017b, p. 131.
110  Nimmer 2013, p. 19.
111  Seene 2011, p. 45.
112  Ibid., p. 55.
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The temporary teaching staff certainly included acclaimed specialists in 
their respective fields. For example, in 1934–1936, General Laidoner who 
was among the temporary teaching staff of HMS personally taught strategy 
(the political, “high strategy” part). General Reek taught the practical side of 
 strategy, in accordance with Estonian conditions and staff service. He also 
taught history, more specifically, tactics of forces in the World War. The theo
retical part of strategy was taught by General Herbert Brede. Colonel Traks
maa, who had thoroughly researched the subject matter, taught the War of 
Independence, and for quite a while, the evolution of the art of war was taught 
by Gen. Tomberg. Major Mart Haber taught at least one course, being himself 
a fresh graduate of HMS113.

In 1936, despite the longstanding practice of using temporary teaching 
staff, the UMEI administration decided that since temporary lecturers were 
so overloaded with direct service duties they were unable to properly prepare 
for lessons. In terms of pedagogy, their lessons were often deficient. Nor could 
they stick to the HMS schedule, so cancelled classes and relocations became 
a permanent problem114. This leads us to a key conclusion: the noble attempts 
to enrich the studies with active teaching methods and improving all of mili
tary education may actually have been extremely difficult due to a shortage 
of qualified teaching staff. As we have seen, this problem could not be solved 
in the mid1930s.

In 1936, the situation probably improved slightly because MS increased 
the number of permanent lecturers. At the same time, all military history 
subjects of MS—the history of the World War, the history of the War of Inde
pendence, and the history of the art of war—were taught by a single teacher, 
Major Vermet115. The general trend of having the same teaching staff teach 
several subjects at more than one UMEI institution had been in place from 
the early 1920s. This mainly concerned the courses held at MS and MTS116.

Sometimes lecturers would be subject to inspections, but only with the per
mission of the Chief of Staff of the Defence Forces. A specialised committee 
was assembled to evaluate the work of teachers. The committee would notify 
a lecturer two days in advance about the upcoming inspection. The lecturer 

113  Kõrgema Sõjakooli ajutiste õppejõudude nimestik 1934.–1936. a. tasuastmesse liigita-
miseks. ERA 65011706, p. 29.
114  Kõrgema Sõjakooli tegevusaruanne. 01.04.1935–31.03.1936. ERA 650117061934–1936, 
p. 153.
115  Seene 2011, p. 79.
116  Villemson 2006, pp. 42, 60.
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then had to prepare a sample lesson of 45 minutes. During the course of the 
inspection, the committee would evaluate the content and peda gogical  aspects 
of the lesson. For the content part, the committee would look at whether the 
lecturer used understandable language and the right terms and defi nitions. 
For the pedagogical part, the committee would look at whether the lectur
er was able to provide examples, connote between practical and historical 
 examples (in subjects other than history), have clear diction, use grammati
cally correct language and syntax, and achieve the aims of the  lesson. The 
committee would consist of three members: a UMEI represen tative ( generally 
the head of UMEI), a representative from a relevant  spe ciality from the staff 
of the Defence Forces, and a representative of division VI (training) of the 
staff of the Defence Forces117. Unfortunately, we were unable to find any of 
those evaluation reports in the archives. In any case, it can be presumed that 
the lecturers’ work was treated with full seriousness in the Estonian military.

Finally, we should dedicate a proportion of this discussion to the perso
nality of Vermet to whom his students gave interesting but quite contra
dictory assessments. Former MS cadet Rudolf Bruus considered Vermet to 
be one of the best teachers at UMEI. Apparently he had a talent for presenting 
his knowledge so interestingly that Bruus remembered Vermet’s presentation 
of the battles of Cannae and Marne even decades later118. Unfortunately, the 
opinion of Bruus completely diverged from the assessment of Victor Orav, a 
student of MTS in the late 1930s, who remembered that Vermet was called 
“Moltke” for being such a lousy public speaker119. Orav said that his  manner 
of presenting the history of the art of war was dry and failed to engage the 
 audience. However, Orav also noted that Vermet did not only discuss his
torical events but also analysed major battles in the lectures. This was of 
 greater interest to the students120. The description and analysis herein lead us 
to the key conclusion that the teaching of military history often came down 
to the personality of a lecturer and greatly depended on his ability to pique 
the interest of his listeners.

ElmarJohannes Tulviste (father of Peeter Tulviste, future rector of the Uni
versity of Tartu) who attended the officer candidates’ course in 1933  reminisced  
about how Vermet would always be thoroughly prepared for  lectures on 

117  Salajane akt SÜÕ lektori tunnivaatluse kohta. 02.10.1935. ERA 49512574, p. 214.
118  Lindsaar 1962, p. 63.
119  Orav 2006, p. 162.
120  Ibid.
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the history of the World War and had detailed notes at hand.  Apparently, 
Vermet never liked being interrupted with questions. This would some
times create misunderstandings with students who had tried to write down 
what the  lecturer said but were unable to keep up with his pace121. Other 
former  students claim that Vermet was unable to teach officer  candidates 
 anything about the War of Independence that they did not already know from 
 secondary school, other than a detailed description of battles122. He also never 
used topographic maps or schemes of battles in the lectures on the history of 
the War of Independence but simply “recited the names, dates, and battles 
from his notes,” assuming that each student already had a mental image of 
the Estonian map123.

Vermet’s views on military history and the principles that he followed in 
teaching it are evident from a textbook that he compiled and a few decla rative 
statements made in its introduction. For example, Vermet saw the art of war 
as the ability to expediently and purposefully make use of forces in war. He 
felt that the history of the art of war had to cover and study the manner in 
which various historic armed forces had been formed, organised, prepared for 
battle, supplied, and used in battle. In addition, the history of the art of war 
had to take into account the psychosocial, political, economic, and historical 
factors that impact war. This is why Vermet, with reference to Svechin, called 
the history of the art of war a discipline of cultural history124. According to 
an interpretation by Vermet under the influence of Richard Tomberg, the 
 history of the art of war had to discipline a researcher’s intelligence, develop 
his perception of reality, train him to see the big picture, connote between 
events and their causes, and teach him to critically approach every military 
history question125.

121  Tulviste, E.-J. 1977. Sõjakoolis aspirantide klassis 1933–1934. – Seene, A. (koost.) 2020. 
Tondipoisid. Vabariigi sõjakoolide kasvandike mälestusi rahu ja sõjapäevilt (1919–1945). 
Viimsi: Eesti Sõjamuuseum – kindral Laidoneri muuseum, p. 145.
122  Põld, U. 2010. Aspirandina Sõjakooli patareis ja Soomusrongirügemendis Tapal 1938–
1940. – Seene, A. (koost.) 2020. Tondipoisid. Vabariigi sõjakoolide kasvandike mälestusi rahu 
ja sõjapäevilt (1919–1945). Viimsi: Eesti Sõjamuuseum – kindral Laidoneri muuseum, p. 155.
123  Loosberg, P. 2010. Mälestusi Eesti Vabariigi Sõjakoolist. – Seene, A. (koost.) 2020. Tondi
poisid. Vabariigi sõjakoolide kasvandike mälestusi rahu ja sõjapäevilt (1919–1945). Viimsi: 
Eesti Sõjamuuseum – kindral Laidoneri muuseum, p. 161.
124  Vermet, J. 1939. Sõjakunsti ajalugu. 1. osa: Sõjakunsti areng vanade klassikarahvaste aja
järgust Napoleoni ajajärgu lõpuni. Tallinn: Sõjavägede Staabi VI Osakond, p. XV.
125  Ibid., p. XVI.
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6. Teaching military history at UMEI

In the early 1920s, the teaching methods used in MS were considered  outdated, 
the method of presentation too theoretical, and the  institutional  culture 
oldfashioned and Russianminded. Lectures held in Russian  exhausted 
 students126. As mentioned earlier, the Russian émigrés were not taken seriously 
at MS and cadets joked about them a lot127. Let us herein raise a  question: did 
the  methodology of teaching military history become more effec tive after the 
 departure of professor Baiov? Andres Seene believes that, as a result of Reek’s 
reforms, practical assignments became dominant. In particu lar, he  refers to 
the tours to battlegrounds that the staff made to comple ment tactics lessons128. 
Yet, it remains unclear how quickly these changes were inte grated into  military 
history subjects.

In a programmatic article about the restructuring of military  education, 
Reek writes that the teaching staff had to apply a greater share of active 
 teaching methods in military history courses. In the history of the art of war 
and, in particular, the history of the World War and the War of Inde  pen
dence, lecturers had to describe in detail the entire chain of events, not merely 
 analyse individual battles. Their analysis had to highlight preparations for 
 battles, leadership in battle, the use of equipment, and cooperation between 
different branches of the military. Instead of simply giving an oral presen
tation, the context of events had to be visualised with graphs and tables posted 
on the walls of the auditorium. In this regard, the teaching of military history 
at UMEI, and in particular MS, had to be completely reorganised129.

In 1927, when Reek’s changes were introduced, the syllabuses of cadets’ 
and officer candidates’ courses were also slightly modified. The attempt to 
make the curricula more practical became an independent goal. For that 
 reason, the UMEI administration felt the need to increase the number of 
practical lessons and decrease the number of theoretical classroom hours. 
The need for formation training as practical lessons was particularly stressed. 
Yet, the greatest achievement probably concerns the length of lessons which 
was shortened from 90 minutes to 50 minutes130.

126  Seene 2011, pp. 42–44.
127  Lindsaar, P. 1977. Värska. Lund: Eesti Kirjanike kooperatiiv, p. 18.
128  Seene 2011, p. 48.
129  Reek 2015, p. 391.
130  SÜÕ ülema seletuskiri Sõjakooli õppekava juurde 1927. ERA 65011077, p. 87. The 
 tendency to increase practical subjects at the cost of theoretical subjects was also pronounced 
at the NCO school (Seene 2011, pp. 53, 55, 69).
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Outlines of lectures and homework preserved by Maksim Graeur, a 
 student of the cadets’ class of 1938–1939, allow us to deduce some things 
about the studies of military history subjects. For example, history of the 
World War was taught pursuant to the principles advocated for by Reek with 
a focus on the manoeuvring stages of 1914 and 1918, and illustrated by a 
number of ope rations on the Western and Eastern fronts. Based on the out
lines of  lectures, we can say that, for the primary part, the lecturer Vermet 
spoke about the course of operations, accurately naming every date, and 
for the remaining part he gave a comprehensive assessment of the events. 
 Operations were analysed in detail, including data on manoeuvres carried out 
by units ranging from brigades to the entire army131. In the history of the War 
of Inde pendence, the majority of attention was devoted to analysing battles. 
Although the course covered a number of battles, analysis of the operations—
including the actions of and lessons learned by belligerent sides—allowed 
cadets to more easily relate this theoretical knowledge with their own service 
at a platoon and company level132.

Recollections from different times reflect on the academic proceedings at 
UMEI. Although Lindsaar wrote fiction, his work is very important for repre
senting the atmosphere and background of MS at that time133. He wrote that 
the relative importance of lectures was quite considerable. Each lecture re
quired unwavering attention and constant attendance tired the students; many 
ended up falling asleep on or under the benches. Since the cadets knew the lec
turers better than the officer candidates did, they knew exactly whose lectures 
were safe to sleep in. Lecturers were too proud to reprimand  sleeping students, 
which led to awkward situations in the lecture hall. Despite that, Lindsaar’s 
descriptions leave no doubt that the candidates saw lecturers as undisputed 
authorities because most of them had fought in the War of  Independence134.

The subject of history greatly interested the officer candidates. Often 
times, several questions and counterarguments were discussed among the 
students after lectures, all based on “public rumours”. For example, the officer 
candidates would ask a number of followup questions about the actions of 
General Samsonov, commander of the 2nd Army, in the Battle of Tannenberg, 

131  Lipnik Maksim Graueri konspekt aines Maailmasõja ajalugu (sine anno, 1938. või 
1939. aasta). Museum of the Estonian Military Academy (hereafter MEMA), 65411, not 
paginated.
132  Lipnik Maksim Graueri konspekt aines Vabadussõja ajalugu, lahingute tulemusi, 
 hindeid ja õpiseid (sine anno, 1938. või 1939. aasta). MEMA 654.1.2, not paginated.
133  Seene 2011, p. 34.
134  Lindsaar 1962, pp. 16–18, 159–160, 159–160.
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or about the Russian invasion to East Prussia. The Battle of Tannenberg was 
extremely popular and one of the most thoroughly covered events, taught to 
both the officer candidates and cadets135.

The history of the War of Independence was the most interesting  subject 
for students because many officer candidates and cadets had personal 
 experience and emotions connected to the war, i.e., childhood memories. The 
officer candidates always tried to support lecturers with personal recollections 
and shared personal impressions after the lectures. Particularly thorough dis
cussions were held while cleaning rifles when the officer candidates had time 
to recall moments from the War of Independence, personal experiences, the 
communist atrocities they witnessed, getting caught in the middle of fighting, 
or simply some song from back in the day136.

135  Lindsaar 1962, pp. 160–162, 231.
136  Ibid., p. 161.

Picture 3. A carica-
ture illustrating the 
gene rational chasm 
in a history lecture in 
the 1920s Estonia: 
a profes sor is imag-
ining the battles of 
the great war but the 
effort is lost on lis-
teners who just per-
ceive it as a comical 
performance. Source: 
Sõdur, No. 6–8 (1928), 
p. 334.
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A common nonformal way of teaching military history was  storytelling 
around the campfire at Petseri Southern Camp. Lindsaar describes one 
 instance when a colonel was recalling his service in the Russian army and 
 participation in WWI, and the officer candidates gathered around and 
 listened attentively137. The teaching staff became more approachable to the 
students like this and probably gained even greater authority.

In The Life of Soldiers (Sõdurite elu), a fiction novel published in 1930, the 
author Karl Ehrmann (Eerme) describes the service of officer candidates at 
MS in 1928. Similarly to Lindsaar’s work, The Life of Soldiers is also auto bio
graphical and describes the author’s personal experience as a conscript in the 
Estonian military. As for his service in MS, which he called a “ monster hell”, 
he said that this was the most interesting time of his service. Like Lindsaar, 
he too described the emotions of officer candidates and noted that  studies 
were very well organised. Still, while Ehrmann said that all students were 
very enthusiastic about their studies when they began the officer candidates’ 
course, after getting accustomed to the new conditions, they quickly learned 
how to slack off. He noted that the studies were predominantly theoretical and 
consisted mainly of lectures, which made some of the officer candidates more 
indifferent and lax. After a while, officer candidates would dismissively wave 
at the “lecturers’ pathetic explanations about how warfare was con ducted in 
Rome” and everything heard in a lecture went “in one ear and out the other”.138

Reek’s suggestions for change seemed sensible and appropriate compared 
to the teaching practices of the older generation of Russian teachers. But even 
though Reek advocated for the use of active teaching methods as early as 
1926, the situation had not changed even by 1936 and lectures were still the 
predomi nant format of study. Changes in the didactic approach to  teaching 
military history became more noticeable at UMEI during the 1936/1937 
 academic year: a UMEI activity report pointed out that, for the first time, 
 emphasis in the teaching of military history had shifted to independent 
 research by students and presentation of their knowledge139. This probably 
signifies that studying was becoming studentcentred.

Considering this, we can presume that by the second half of the 1930s, 
something had indeed changed. This makes the recollections of Rudolf 
Bruus, a student of MS from 1934 to 1938, particularly interesting. Bruus says 

137  Lindsaar 1962, pp. 245–246.
138  Ehrmann, K. 1930. Sõdurite elu. Võru: Tähe, p. 245.
139  Sõjaväe Õppeasutuste tegevusaruanne. 1.4.1936–31.3.1937. ERA 6501524, p. 58.
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that students called the twostorey outbuilding at Tondi, specifically estab
lished for lectures, a “sleep castle.”140 This probably refers to the fact that the 
 theoretical teaching method was still onedimensional and that the presen
tation was dry and unappealing for students. Bruus also acknowledged that 
the military history subjects—the history of the art of war, the World War, and 
the War of Independence—were among the most fascinating subjects at MS. 
As mentioned before, according to Bruus, military history was taught best by 
lecturers with a strong personality.141

One rather interesting practice in the teaching of military history at UMEI 
is the independent preparations done by students before tackling the course 
materials. Students entering HMS were required to have a thorough basic 
 theoretical knowledge of military history to lay a factual ground for the 
 subjects. This allowed the teaching staff to focus more on substantive discus
sions during lectures142. What is noteworthy is that in 1930,  prospective 
 students were recommended to read at least three books in the field of mili
tary history to prepare for entrance exams: Istorija vojennago iskusstva by 
Svechin, Geschichte der Kriegskunst by Delbrück, and Istoria vojennago iskusstva 
by Professor Baiov143. At the military history entrance exams, candidates were 
required to know the most important historical events and possess a broad 
under standing of the importance of individual events and their influence in 
the general historical context, along with the ability to draw conclusions from 
history144.

In 1934, based on the abovementioned practice and taking into account 
the heavy subject volume of that time, Grabbi proposed to make the history 
of the World War more learnercentred at HMS and let the students prepare 
oral presentations based on the available materials. Grabbi felt that such a 
 teaching method would develop the learning ability and speaking skills of 
 students while also “broadening their knowledge of history”. He thought that 
the 10 lessons assigned for the second year of study could be furnished with 
two case studies, and proposed the Battle of the Ardennes in August 1914 

140  Bruus, R. 1996. Mälestusi Eesti Vabariigi sõjakoolist 1934–1938. – Talts, V. (koost.) Mäles
tusi Eesti Vabariigi sõjakoolist. Tallinn: Eesti Riigikaitse Akadeemia, p. 56.
141  Ibid., p. 63.
142  Grabbi 1934, p. 83.
143  Raamatuid, milliseid võib kasutada ettevalmistamisel sisseastumise katseteks Kõrge-
masse Sõjakooli 1934. ERA 65011706, p. 17. [Raamatuid… 1934]
144  Nõudmised Kõrgemasse Sõjakooli sisseastumise katsetel 1934. Eesti Rahvusarhiiv 650
11706, p. 18.
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and/or the Second Battle of the Masurian Lakes in the winter of 1915. In order 
to prepare these case studies, Grabbi asked for the teaching staff to be com
pletely freed of other duties145. It is evident that such case studies incited lively 
interest among students. In addition, the abovementioned facts give grounds 
to presume that the use of active study methods launched by Reek encouraged 
faster progress at HMS as well as at MS. In any case, it took no less than eight 
years to realise Reek’s vision.

One output of active teaching methods for the students of HMS was to 
study a specific battle or case study of the World War and prepare a presen
tation during the second year of studies. For example, the case study of 1934 
was the Battle of the Ardennes (21–25 August 1914)146. It is not completely 
clear why this specific battle—part of the socalled Grenzschlachten, the  Battle 
of the Frontiers—was chosen147. Presumably, it was intended to highlight spe
cific elements of manoeuvre warfare that characterised the first battles of the 

145  Grabbi 1934, p. 83.
146  Aine Maailmasõda ainekava 1934. Eesti Rahvusarhiiv 65011707, p. 84. [Aine Maailma-
sõda ainekava 1934]
147  Rostunov, I. I. 1975. Istorija Pervoi Mirovoi voiny 1914–1918. T. 1. Moskva: Institut vojen
noi istorii ministerstva oboronõ SSSR, ivo Nauka, pp. 282–283.

Picture 4. history of the war of Independence was popular among cadets: here, future 
 officers are preparing for the war of Independence exams at the Officers’ School at Tondi, 
Tallinn, 1936. Courtesy: Museum of the Estonian Military Academy.
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World War. But there were also other examples from the World War where 
manoeuvres were attempted on both the Western and Eastern fronts. The 
display of preference on the French experience of warfare likely alludes to the 
fashion of the second half of the 1920s and the influence of French military 
education.

The case study was divided into two practical sections. Part A involved 
thorough analysis of the strategic and operational aspects of the Battle of the 
Ardennes, and part B focused on the operational and tactical aspects. The 
case study began with a general description of the battlefield, introducing the 
belligerent parties and preparations for the operation, and enumerating the 
high command’s directives along with the tasks assigned to the armies and 
corps. Then, the situation was acted out at the levels of corps, division, and 
regiment. Battle orders for the events of 22 August were introduced in detail 
at division and regiment level. The case study was summarised by drawing 
conclusions about the engagement of the Germans and the reasons for their 
tactical success148. Numerous recollections reveal that the analyses of major 
battles were of greater interest to students than ordinary theoretical lectures 
in the 1930s149.

An additional outlet for the teaching of military history was a thematic 
final thesis on military history that students of HMS had to write. UMEI 
documentation of teaching activities proves that the selection of topics for the 
final theses and the principles for writing them gained a lot of attention. In 
1933, HMS drafted guidelines for writing final theses, personally approved by 
the Chief of Staff General Tõrvand. Among other things, these state that final 
theses in military history did not have to include a practical part.  Researchers 
writing on military history were required to compile “a summary of the con
clusions and lessons that primarily merit attention from the standpoint of 
modern warfare in our conditions.”150

How many final theses were written on military history at HMS? In the 
first five years of HMS, a total of eight out of 64 graduates wrote on  military 
history (12%). The research matter primarily concerned battles from the 
 Estonian War of Independence and the World War. One of the most popular 
topics was the art of war. Various aspects of military history were incorpo
rated into nearly all final theses at HMS151. The sixth graduating class added 

148  Aine Maailmasõda ainekava 1934, p. 85.
149  Orav 2006, p. 162.
150  KS lõputööde koostamise juhend. ERA 65011706, p. 8.
151  KS I, II, III, IV, V lennu väitekirjade nimestik 1933. ERA 65011706, pp. 1–5.
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four more theses on military history (out of a total of 29 final theses that 
year)152. On the one hand, this indicates a low interest in history, but on the 
other hand, some growth of interest is detectable.

Of the 31 final theses in 1936, as many as 11 were written on military 
history (35%). All of the topics were related to the lessons learned from the 
World War and the War of Independence on tactical and operational art, the 
supply of forces and the use of different types of weaponry153. We can presume 
that the interest of the students of HMS in military history was much higher 
than it had been in previous years.

In HMS, the research matter of the final theses written at the Latvian mili
tary academy was carefully examined. In the early 1930s, these included a 
noteworthy proportion of history topics (about 30%). Research was inter
twined with strategy, operational art, and the sociology and psychology 
of warfare. It is interesting that the history topics chosen in Estonia were 
 constrained to 20th century conflicts, mainly the World War and the War of 
Independence, while in Latvia, some dissertations concerned 19th and even 
18th century military history. One thesis was even devoted to the cooperation 
of Estonia and Latvia in the event of a potential conflict with Russia154.

Knowledge of military history, primarily experiences obtained from the 
War of Independence, was used by the officers of HMS to organise tactical 
excursions to potential future battlefields; as imagined by the high command, 
these would be near the borders of the Republic of Estonia.155 For example, 
in the summer of 1935, HMS organised three tactical staff tours to strategic 
areas that coincided with the areas where the 2nd Division had fought in the 
War of Independence: Irboska and its vicinity, Laura and its vicinity, and the 
Vastseliina and Petseri areas156. Victor Orav, who became a student of MTS 
in 1936, mentioned excursions to battlefields in Jõelähtme, Aegviidu, Tapa, 
Riigiküla and Narva. Unfortunately, he could only recall the entertainment 
aspect of the military history outings157.

152  Kõrgema Sõjakooli VI lennu väitekirjade nimestik. 30.3.1933. ERA 65011706, pp. 6–7.
153  Kõrgema Sõjakooli VII lennu lõpetajate väitekirjade teemade nimestik. 8.2.1936. ERA 
65011706, pp. 141–143.
154  Kara akademisko kursu diplomdarbu saraksta (sine anno, probably 1933 or 1934). ERA 
65011706, pp. 11–15.
155  Piirimäe 2017b, p. 133; Kõrgema Sõjakooli kirjavahetus. August 1935. ERA 65011715, 
p. 291.
156  SÜÕ ülem Kaitsevägede ülemjuhatajale. 28.6.1935. ERA 49512574, p. 781.
157  Orav 2006, pp. 148–154.
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UMEI offered to share its experiences in organising these excursions with 
military units. In 1935, the commander of the 2nd Division, Colonel Traksmaa 
(who had been engaged in the study of the War of Independence), proposed 
to CommanderinChief Laidoner that they could use the model of HMS to 
organise excursions to the War of Independence battlefields for 2nd Division 
units. The objective of these excursions was to get to know the history of 
 military units. The excursions were to take place on weekends, at the expense 
of the societies and free time of officers and NCOs. These outings had to be 
attended by the professional cadre of each unit and a few reserve officers. 
These also included presentations delivered on battlefields. Laidoner wrote 
“agreed” as his decision on the proposal, apparently supporting Traksmaa 
in that “military history excursions hold great importance in training the 
cadre of our Defence Forces.”158 The geography of the military history excur
sions proposed by Traksmaa was wide, including locations in the counties of 
 Petseri, Võru, Tartu, and Viru159.

7. Exams

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the entrance exams of UMEI in the 
mid1930s were designed to support subsequent studies. In preparing for 
these, applicants were required to study military history and obtain the 
 relevant theoretical knowledge independently. The organisation of entrance 
exams was fixed in 1936 when students were selected for the VIII class of 
HMS, and the governing board of UMEI pointed out to the Chief of Staff of 
the Defence Forces that it would be wise to amend the syllabus of the history of 
the World War and the War of Independence in a manner that would  require 
students to obtain theoretical basic knowledge already for the  entrance exams, 
allowing them to focus on independent research of specific operations  during 
the studies. The only thing left unsettled was which opera tions to focus on. 
UMEI did not consider it necessary to distribute the  teaching of military his
tory subjects (the evolution of the art of war, the history of the World War, 
and the history of the War of Independence) over two years160. It was probably 

158  2. diviisi ülem kolonel Traksmaa ülemjuhataja kindral Laidonerile. 3.4.–6.4.1935. ERA 
495.12.574, p. 4.
159  2. diviisi sõjaajalooliste ekskursioonide kava. 16.4.1935. ERA 49512574; 2. diviisi ülem 
kolonel Traksmaa ülemjuhataja kindral Laidonerile. 3.4.–6.4.1935, p. 5.
160  KVÜÕA ja Kaitseväe staabi kirjavahetus 1936. Märts. ERA 49512574, p. 1311.
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at this time when the objective of entrance exams was finally added to the 
curriculum, making it an official, thoughtthrough, and prepared part of the 
study process. After this principle was made clear, it raised the next question: 
to what extent do students have to obtain this knowledge? What distinguished 
military history entrance exams from final exams?

In 1935, the entrance exams of HMS included an oral examination on 
three military history subjects: the art of war, the World War, and the War 
of Independence. Officers assigned to HMS were required to pass both oral 
and written examinations in general military history that also covered the 
FrancoPrussian War, the RussoJapanese War, the World War, and the War of 
Independence161. The governing board of HMS believed that the obligation to 
obtain knowledge in military history would create a situation where, instead 
of discussing the basic facts of the World War and the War of Independence, 
lecturers would be free to adopt a scientific approach to military history162.

Looking at the contents of the HMS entrance exams, we can see that at 
the beginning of the 1930s, there were 27 exam tickets on the history of the 
art of war, covering a wide range of military history topics from the era of 
Frederick the Great to the Battle of Mukden. Much attention was given to 
the  Napoleonic Wars (12 tickets), meaning that future students had to be 
very well aware of the Napoleonic era. Questions concerned, for example, the 
 Battle of Ratisbon (1809), the Battle of Austerlitz, the Battle of JenaAuerstedt, 
and the Battle of Leipzig. Examinees had to be able to connote and compare 
the principles of warfare with the tactical approaches of the Napoleonic era 
and the Frederick the Great era. Interestingly enough, all this was required 
from students before the courses even began and was solely based on the 
knowledge obtained from the cadets’ class and independent preparations. 
Exam questions could also concern the reasons behind the Crimean War, the 
opposing forces and political situation, and a short overview of operations 
conducted on the Crimean Peninsula. Examinees could be asked to analyse 
the Battle of Inkerman. Other examination questions concerned the Second 
Italian War of Independence (1859), the American Civil War (1861–1865), 
the FrancoPrussian War (1870–1871), the RussoTurkish War (1877–1878), 
and the Second Boer War (1898–1902). Subject matter on recent history 
 included three tickets on the RussoJapanese War. Examinees were asked 
about the  battle plans of the parties of the RussoJapanese War, the defence 

161  Kõrgemasse Sõjakooli sisseastumise tingimuste muutmine, Kõrgema Sõjakooli tegevus-
aruanne. 1.4.1935–31.3.1936. ERA 65011706, pp. 154–155.
162  Ibid., p. 155.
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of Port  Arthur, and the battles of Liaoyang, Shaho, and Mukden163. Evidently, 
preparing for the entrance exams required serious effort. Keep in mind that 
the history of the art of war exam was not the only one; there were also the 
history of the War of Independence and the World War exams.

The War of Independence entrance exam also required thorough prepa
rations. In 1935, Traksmaa, the lecturer of that subject, had prepared 33 exam 
tickets for the entrance exam, each including three questions: first on the 
militarypolitical events on the eve of the War of Independence, second on 
the operationaltactical level of the battles of the War of Independence, and 
third on the aspects of strategy regarding warfare politics and economics164. 
All questions were related to subject matters analysed later in classes, so they 
were in complete concordance with the syllabus.

The entrance exam on the subject of the World War (taught by Grabbi) 
had 15 exam tickets, all in concordance with the topics covered in classes165. 
Interestingly enough, the only mandatory reading material for preparing 
for the exam was a lecture conspectus of lector Herbert Grabbi published by 
UMEI in 1932166.

The exam on the subject of strategy (taught by Maj. Gen. Brede)  included 
21 questions, mostly about history. Examinees were required to form conno
tations between strategy, the history of the art of war, and war  theory. 
For  example, they could be asked to explain “concentric manoeuvre” in 
the  example of the Battle of Göniggrätz. The questions could concern a 
compari son of the manoeuvres of Napoleon and Frederick the Great or the 
 assignments and activities of the general staff in the FrancoPrussian War and 
the World War. There were a surprising number of questions about military 
theory; for example, by the end of the course, students had to be familiar with 
the writings of Napoleon, Jomini, Clausewitz, Moltke, and Karl Wilhelm von 
Willisen. They were also required to get acquainted with the ideas of George 
Lloyd and the views of Lewal, Verdy du Vernois, Colmar von der Goltz, 
 Schlichting, Foch, and Schlieffen, and to know the theoretical standpoints of 
Hans von Seeckt, Basil H. Liddell Hart, and Giulio Douhet167.

163  Kõrgemasse Sõjakooli sisseastumise katse kava sõjakunsti ajaloos (sine anno, probably 
the first half of the 1930s). ERA 65011707, p. 19.
164  Katsekava aines Vabadussõda 1935. ERA 65011707, pp. 325–326.
165  Katsekava aines Maailmasõda 1935. ERA 65011707, p. 329.
166  Kõrgema Sõjakooli kirjavahetus 1934–1935. ERA 65011707, pp. 83–84.
167  Katsekava aines Strateegia 1936. ERA 65011707, p. 451.
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Despite such extensive requirements, examinees obtained relatively 
good results in the entrance exams: the average grade was 8 (on a 12point 
scale)168. In 1936, the HMS entrance exams also included three exams on 
military history. The final grade was calculated as an arithmetic mean based 
on all the grades in military history169. During the exams, applicants were 
assessed on a 12point scale (the threshold being 7) whereas courses were 
graded as  nonsatisfactory, satisfactory, good, and excellent170. There were no 
 specific criteria for assessment and the final grade was the result of a collective 
 decision of the examination board. The board was usually made up of four 
senior offi cers, including a representative of the governing board of UMEI, 
lecturers, and military historians. For example, in 1936 the head of the mili
tary history examination board was Colonel August Kasekamp, commander 
of UMEI. Members of the board included Richard Tomberg, a former lecturer 
of military history and chief of staff of the Estonian Air Force, Herbert  Grabbi, 
a teacher of the history of the World War, and Colonel Mihkel Kattai, head of 
the workgroup of the Historical Committee for the War of Inde pendence171. 
This shows the prestige of military history disciplines in that era.

The academic principles of HMS were similar to those of MS. Officer 
candi dates who aspired to become staff officers were required to achieve an 
average grade of at least 8 in general military subjects and at least 9 (on a 
 12point scale) in classes on manuals and formations. Grades lower than 7 
were not acceptable in separate subjects172. The MS officer course entrance 
exam, approved by the Commander in Chief in 1935, required applicants to be 
familiar with four separate history subjects: general history, Estonian  history, 
the history of the World War, and the history of the War of  Independence173.

Unlike HMS, the entrance exams for the MS cadets’ class were also held in 
general subjects, including general history and Estonian history. The exams 
were oral, written, and practical, whereas both history exams were  written. 
General history required knowledge of the history of France,  primarily 
the French revolutions of 1789–1799 and 1830, the Napoleonic era, and 
the  Second French Empire. Applicants were also required to know about 

168  Kõrgemasse Sõjakooli võistluskatsetega sisse astuda soovijate ohvitseride katse-
tagajärjed. ERA 65011718, p. 37.
169  Eksamiprotokoll 1936. September. ERA 65011734, p. 55. [Eksamiprotokoll 1936]
170  Seene 2008, pp. 108–109.
171  Eksamiprotokoll 1936, p. 55.
172  Juhend aspirantide valikuks ettevalmistamiseks kaadriohvitserideks. 6.6.1935. ERA 495
12573, p. 8.
173  Sõjakooli ohvitseride klassi sisseastumise katsekava. 18.11.1935. ERA 49512573, p. 60.
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the  European revolutions of 1848 as well as the development of the USA, 
 England, Russia, Germany, Italy, and Japan from the end of the 19th century 
to the beginning of the 20th century. They had to be familiar with the World 
War and answer questions on the Russian Revolution of 1917, the Treaty 
of Paris, the establishment of new countries, and fascist movements. The 
knowledge of examinees was tested based on textbooks by Emma Asson and 
 Johannes Adamson174. Estonian history required a wide knowledge from the 
Ice Age to the Treaty of Tartu. Compulsory literature included the textbooks 
of  Johannes Adamson and Hans Kruus175. History required precise knowl
edge of the most important overall historical events, an understanding of the 
importance and impact of individual events in the context of general history, 
and the ability to determine the reasons behind historical events and draw 
relevant  conclusions176.

The number of exams made the workload of prospective students quite 
 extensive177. Just like in HMS, the thorough entrance exams of MS were 
 designed not only to select the best students but also to lay the foundation for 
successive systematic and thorough studies178. At the same time, the exami
nation plan included several subjects that students had already studied 
in  secondary school. In 1937, for the purpose of reducing the capacity of 
 entrance exams, UMEI decided to drop exams on a number of secondary 
school subjects, for example, chemistry and physics179. Interestingly enough, 
the board of UMEI conducted written entrance exams in three general 
 subjects—Estonian language, history, and geography—because they were 
considered important for determining the development and intelligence of 
 applicants180. This fact, again, confirms that the subject of history was highly 
appreciated in UMEI.

As of 1936, military commands were obligated to organise and manage 
the preparation of distinguished officer candidates181 for the entrance exams 

174 Sõjakooli ohvitseride klassi sisseastumise katsekava. 18.11.1935, pp. 62, 65.
175 Ibid., p. 68.
176 Ibid.
177 Ibid., p. 106.
178 Reek Laidonerile. 15.11.1935. ERA 49512573, p. 108.
179 Sõjavägede Staabi VI osakonna õiendus 1937. ERA 49512573, p. 109.
180  Ibid.
181  A distinguished officer candidate is an officer candidate who graduated from the Military 
School but continued to serve overtime in a military unit after conscription to complete his 
service and command practice. Passing the service and command practice was a requirement 
for studying at the cadets’ class at MS.



237INVENTINg MILITARY hISTORY TEAChINg IN ESTONIAN MILITARY EDUCATION 1919–1940

during their service in military units. In every military unit, the distinguished 
officer candidate was an officer educated at HMS182. In practice, however, 
preparations were complicated for both the distinguished officer candidates 
as well as military commands. Distinguished officer candidates have recalled 
that the study environment of a unit was not always beneficial because service 
assignments, constant fatigue duties, administrative and economic chores, 
and narrow barracks (i.e., lack of privacy) prevented them from focusing on 
 studying. Planned supplementary training events in units were often  cancelled 
for various reasons183. Most of the preparations had to be done by officer 
candi dates independently with the help of specialised literature,  although 
there was never enough time for independent work184. The libraries of units 
often lacked the necessary textbooks, which is why distinguished officer 
candi dates had to organise the exchange of textbooks among themselves185. 
Even though there were some military units that organised test  examinations 
in different subjects, including history, for distinguished officer candidates, 
this practice remained an exception rather than the rule. Distinguished  officer 
candidates mostly studied on their own or participated in supple mentary 
training organised for officers and overtime conscripts in their relevant 
 military unit186.

In the entrance exams for the cadets’ class of MS in 1936, the average grade 
of the 20 examinees who successfully passed the written history exam was 
8.35. As a general score, it fulfilled the requirement, but in individual results, 
exactly half of the applicants attained a grade lower than 8 that,  according to 
the rules, was supposed to preclude them from being accepted. Never theless, 
they were all accepted by order of the Commander in Chief. In the history of 
the War of Independence and the history of World War, grades were  slightly 

182  3. diviisi staabi ülem Kaitsevägede Staabi VI osakonna ülemale 1936. Veebruar. ERA 
49512573, p. 190.
183  1. suurtükiväegrupi portupeeaspirant R. Taimre seletuskiri täiendkoolituse kohta 1936. 
ERA 49512547, p. 215.
184  1. suurtükiväegrupi portupeeaspirant L. Kolgi seletuskiri täiendkoolituse kohta. 
16.8.1936. ERA 49512547, p. 216. As confirmed by a second distinguished officer candidate, 
free time started at 7 p.m. (ERA 49512547, p. 218).
185  Võru-Petseri ringkonna ülem Kaitsevägede Staabi VI osakonna ülemale 1936. Veebruar. 
ERA 49512573, p. 189; KVÜÕA kirjavahetus 1936. ERA 49512547, p. 205. [KVÜÕA kirja-
vahetus 1936]
186  Ibid., pp. 200, 205–206, 210.
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better187. However, it can be concluded from the aforementioned novel 
 written by Lindsaar that officer candidates were not subject to  extremely strict 
 inquiries in their oral examinations with tickets188. MS was probably compen
sating for the traditionally low interest of young people in military education 
and made sure that all positions in the cadets’ class would get filled.

8. Military history study materials

Professor Baiov left a considerable amount of military literature to UMEI; he 
had compiled several conspectuses on the history of the art of war, strategy, 
Estonian military geography, and statistics up until 1926. It seems that his 
conspectuses served as textbooks to Estonian officers until the end of the 
1930s and formed a basis for the future academic work of other lec turers189. 
The conspectus of the history of the art of war compiled by Baiov was rela
tively thorough at over 800 pages190. In 1922, Baiov also compiled a con spectus 
about the experiences of the World War that was used as a pedagogical hand
book in the first years that HMS existed.

Baiov’s conspectus of the history of the art of war was published in print 
by UMEI in 1921. It was used as a textbook in Estonian General Staff courses 
(future Higher Military School), especially in the 1920s. At first glance, this 
was definitely an outstanding work on military history for that time because 
it covered the history of the art of war from Ancient Greece to the Russo
Japanese War. It discussed a number of important stages of the history of the 
art of war, whereas the main focus was on the events of modern history and 
recent history. Probably under the influence of Michnevich, Baiov devoted 
a disproportionately large amount of attention—almost half the book—to 
the history of the Russian art of war191. Baiov had limited time and oppor
tunity for compiling the conceptus, so he probably used his own phenomenal 
 sevenvolume work on the Russian art of war, published in Saint Petersburg 

187  Katsete tulemused Sõjakooli ohvitseride klassi sisseastumisel ning ülemjuhataja resolut-
sioon. 25.8.1936. ERA 49512547, p. 352.
188  Lindsaar 1962, pp. 171–172, 191.
189  Kasak, pp. 161.
190  Baiov, A. 1921. Istorija vojennogo iskusstva ot narodov klassitšeskoi drevnosti do natšala 
XX st[oletija] vklutšitelno. Revel: Kaitseväe Ühendatud Õppeasutused. [Baiov 1921]
191  Baiov has clearly overestimated the Russian art of war. Even with the example of the military 
campaigns of Ivan III in the 15th century, the Russian art of war was allegedly superior to that 
of the West. (Ibid., p. 78)
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in 1909–1913, as a basis. It is noteworthy that his book on the Russian art of 
war ended with the era of Alexander I192.

Since Baiov’s conspectus lacks citations, it is hard to say which books he 
used as sources, but its structure and style are somewhat similar to the work 
of Michnevich193. Just like him, Baiov also introduced the stages of the history 
of the art of war along with their most renowned commanders and rulers. 
All chapters were essentially divided into two parts: the organisation of the 
armed forces of an opponent, and a selection of battles described in detail. In 
general, the analytical part of Baiov’s books was probably of great interest to 
Estonian officers, especially if it concerned recent history—for example, the 
RussoJapanese War. On closer inspection, however, it is evident that Baiov 
plagiarised Michnevich to such an extent that some sections coincide word 
for word, whereas the original source is never cited194. This is probably why 
Baiov refrained from calling himself an author and modestly preferred to be 
called compiler; this, however, does not excuse the lack of citations.

Estonian servicemen were probably also very interested in the expe
riences of the recently ended World War, so under the circumstances, and 
with the support of UMEI, another Baiov conspectus was published in 1922. 
It was a comprehensive work on the World War, authored by Baiov himself 
but with the complementary explanation that the first part of the book was 
based on the lectures of Professor V. F. Novitsky held in 1919 at the Russian 
 General Staff Academy. It is now certain that the former colleague of Baiov 
and outstanding military historian Professor Vasily Novitsky had worked 
at the  General Staff Academy of the Red Army since 1919 and published a 
book in 1920 about military activities on the Western front in 1914195. We can 
 conclude that Baiov published Novitsky’s work without the approval of the 
actual author. We should also mention that Baiov only authored the second 
part of the nearly 300page book, amounting to just about a couple of dozen 

192  Baiov, A. K. 1909. Kurs istorii russkogo vojennogo iskusstva v 7 tomah. SPb: Tipografija 
Skatškova.
193  Mihnevitš 2016.
194  For example, an extract on the Battle of Kulikovo: Baiov 1921, pp. 57–68 vs. Mihnevitš 
1898, pp. 11–12.
195  Novitski, V. F. 1920. Boevõje deistvija v Belgii i Frantsii osenju 1914 goda. Ot natšala 
 voennõhh deistvii do ustanovlenija pozitsionnoi voinõ. Moskva: Akad.[ademija] Gen.
[ eralnogo] Štaba. Novitsky and Svechin were the first professors of the General Staff Academy 
of the Red Army. Both received a high appraisal from Marshal Kirill Mereckov, an outstanding 
future commander of the Red Army who studied at the Academy in 1918–1919 (Mereckov 
2003, pp. 65, 74).
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pages. There is probably some truth in the statements of former students of 
Baiov that he compiled the works of other authors, read them in lectures, and 
added some explanations of his own196.

After Baiov had departed, the officers who served as lecturers of  military 
history at UMEI continued to compile conspectuses that were meant to 
 simplify studying. In the second half of the 1920s UMEI published the 
 lecture conspectuses of Jaan Maide about the history of the World War, the 
War of Independence, and the art of war197. Even after Maide had left UMEI, 
the teaching of the history of the War of Independence was based on the 
works of Maide published in 1933 and the works of General Jaan Soots pub
lished in 1925. These were meant as temporary solutions until a “relevant 
textbook” about the War of Independence was published198. Most likely, this 
aroused a conflict between Traksmaa, who then commanded division VI of 
the  General Staff, and Maide. As we know, Traksmaa was the descendant of 
Maide in teaching the history of the War of Independence and began to com
pile a conspectus on the history of the War of Independence based on his own 
 materials. The popular scientific approach of the workgroup of the Historical 
Committee for the War of Independence, edited by Traksmaa, was published 
in 1937–1939 but, obviously, it did not meet the requirements of a textbook.

For studying, students used the lecture conspectuses of Traksmaa, the first 
version of which was compiled by officer candidate A. (Arseni?) Pauts. In 
comparison with the syllabus, we see that the titles and contents of lectures 

196  Ganin 2014, p. 374; Šapošnikov 1982, p. 125. Roman Abisogomjan, an Estonian slavist who 
has studied the literary heritage of Baiov, unfortunately does not cover the value and impact of 
his works. (Abisogomjan 2007, p. 120).
197  Sõjakunsti ajalugu. Major Maide loengu järele 1927/28 õppeaastal. 1928. Tallinn: SÜÕ. 
Ilmasõja ajalugu. Loetud SÜÕ alalisväe ohvitseride kursustel ja kadettide vanemale  klassile 
1926/27. õ.a. 1927. Tallinn: SÜÕ; Eesti Vabadussõda 1929. Konspekt kolonelleitnant Maide 
loenditest Kõrgemas Sõjakoolis, kokku seadnud K. Tallo ja J. Tomson. Tallinn: SÜÕ.  After 
that, division VI of the General Staff got the idea to use the conspectus of Maide on the War 
of Independence as study material in UMEI. Before the collected work of Traksmaa had been 
published, they thought that it was important to publish the work of Maide for military  history 
purposes to the Defence Forces and political purposes to general society. The negotiations 
that lasted for several months were not, unfortunately, successful and the author stopped 
co operating with division VI (VI osakonna kirjavahetus 1930. Veebruar. ERA 49512531, 
pp. 17–23). [VI osakonna kirjavahetus 1930] As we now know, the book was published three 
years later by the Defence League publishing house (Maide, J. 1933. Ülevaade Eesti Vabadus
sõjast 1918–1920. Tallinn: Kaitseliit).
198  VI osakonna kirjavahetus 1930, p. 82.
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were in complete concordance199. The figures and general style of the con
spectus is similar to the overview published in 1937–1939 by the workgroup 
of the Historical Committee for the War of Independence, although the con
spectus is significantly thinner. In 1939, a somewhat amended second print 
of the conspectus of Traksmaa’s lectures was published200.

Another author who wrote about the history of the World War was 
 Colonel Herbert Grabbi who published his conspectus in 1932201. His was 
one of the first Estonianlanguage publications to describe the World War 
without a focus on the syllabus of the history of the World War. He devoted 
an equal amount of attention to all subjects without preferring single periods 
of the War over others. Grabbi used the works of the great commanders and 
military theoreticians of the world as his sources.

The Higher Military School managed to publish different versions of the 
conspectuses from the evolution of the art of war course taught by Richard 
Tomberg202. We can see from the slightly amended conspectus from 1936 that, 
similarly to Baiov, Tomberg also described the art of war of different nations 
from ancient history to the RussoJapanese War, adding a description of the 
First Balkan War (1912–1913). Unlike Baiov, Tomberg made the justified 
 decision to turn less attention to the Russian art of war and not to approach 
military history from the viewpoint of great commanders203.

It is interesting that the military took on an outstanding role as a  publicist 
in the state and society of that time, whereas a significant number of books 
were published by UMEI204. Even though UMEI mostly published conspec
tuses of lectures, academic approaches, curricula, and even books on  military 

199  Pauts, A. (koost.) 1936. Eesti Vabadussõda 1918–1920. Kolonel Traksmaa Sõjakooli 
 loengute konspekt. Tallinn: SÜÕ.
200  Eesti Vabadussõda 1918–1920. Konspekt 1939. Koostatud kindralmajor August Traksmaa 
loengute järgi Tartu Ülikoolis ja Sõjakoolis. Tartu.
201  Grabbi, H. 1932. Maailmasõda. Tallinn: SÜÕ.
202  Vt nt Sauselg, A; Värnik, J. (koost.) 1928. Sõjakunsti evolutsioon. Konspekt kolonel leitnant 
Tombergi loenditest Kõrgemas Sõjakoolis 1928/1929 a. Tallinn: SÜÕ; Haber, M. (koost.) 1931. 
Sõjakunsti evolutsioon. Konspekt kolonelleitnant Tombergi loenditest Kõrgemas Sõja koolis. 
Tallinn: SÜÕ; Sõjakunsti evolutsioon. Konspekt kolonelleitnant Tombergi loenditest 
 Kõrgemas Sõjakoolis 1936. Tallinn: SÜÕ [Sõjakunsti evolutsioon 1936]; Sõjakunsti evolut-
sioon. Konspekt kolonelleitnant Tombergi loenditest Kõrgemas Sõjakoolis 1937. Tallinn: 
SÜÕ.
203  Sõjakunsti evolutsioon 1936.
204  Jaansen, K. 2005. Eesti kaitseväe allasutused kirjastajatena 1918–1940. Bakalaureusetöö. 
Tallinn: Tallinna Ülikool, p. 43. [Jaansen 2005]
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history205, no textbooks of military history were published for a long time. 
 Despite the fact that nearly everybody understood the importance of a mili
tary history textbook, nobody took action until the end of the 1930s. Major 
Vermet, a former assistant of Tomberg who became a lecturer of military his
tory for the MS officer courses, saw that a textbook was essential to  improve 
teaching. According to Vermet, it was “difficult and inconvenient for the 
 students to take notes of even the most important ideas presented by the 
 lector, let alone details.”206 He also saw that it was difficult for students to 
prepare for the exams of the military history and the history of the art of war 
in MS as well as HMS because libraries lacked specialised literature. Available 
books were mostly in foreign languages but the students and officers lacked 
the time as well as language competency to study them207.

The structure of Vermet’s book was similar to that of Baiov’s  conspectus 
but, unlike Baiov, Vermet added a number of citations to the works of other 
authors. Just like Baiov, Vermet planned to give an overview of topics  starting 
from Ancient Greece and Ancient Rome to the RussoJapanese War. The first 
published part ended with the Napoleonic era. For understandable reasons 
and unlike Baiov, Vermet did not place much focus on the Russian art of 
war; he mostly ignored that topic. The textbook followed the syllabus and 
 described single wars and events that had had an impact on the develop
ment of the art of war208. Interestingly enough, the textbook by Vermet was 
reviewed by a committee assembled specially by the Chief of Staff of the 
 Defence Forces; the committee included Colonel Tomberg, a former lecturer 
of the art of war course of HMS, and Colonel Mihkel Kattai and Captain 
 Edmund Püss from the workgroup of the Historical Committee for the War 
of Independence209.

An analysis of the sources used by Vermet to compile his textbook  reveals 
that the textbook was strongly influenced by the Russian and German schools 
of thought. In general, the literature used by Vermet can be divided into 
three categories: the Russian approach, the German approach, and lecture 
conspectuses by several authors used in UMEI. The most distinguished cita
tions include the analysis of the art of war by Michnevich, the  conspectus 
of the  history of the art of war compiled by Baiov in Estonia, and the works 

205  Jaansen 2005, pp. 71–76, 94–95, 102, 122–125.
206  Vermet 1939, p. XIII.
207  Ibid.
208  Ibid., p. XIV.
209  Ibid.
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of Svechin. Vermet also used the art of war textbooks by Franz Mering and 
V. Suhhov, commonly used in the Red Army, which had a similar struc
ture. In addition to the Russian authors, the influence of Hans Delbrück is 
also  apparent in the works of Vermet. For some reason, his most preferred 
 Estonian authors were Brede and Tomberg but he completely ignored the 
conspectuses of Traksmaa and Grabbi210. At the same time, the didactic 
side of Vermet’s textbook was weak, resembling more an organised lecture 
 conspectus or an anthology.

9. Conclusion

In conclusion, we can say that the teaching of military history has played a 
significant role in Estonian military education. The foundation for this was 
laid by Aleksei Baiov, a Russian émigré teacher and a onetime professor at the 
Russian General Staff Academy. It is also important to mention the changes 
proposed by Nikolai Reek to the teaching of military history. Thanks to Reek, 
military history disciplines and their content were reshaped, military history 
objectives were fixed, and the relationship between military history and other 
branches of military science were clarified, subjecting military history to the 
needs of tactical training.

For the purpose of establishing the Estonian military education system, 
Reek was forced to use Baiov and other Russian émigré teachers because 
ethnic Estonian specialists of that field were rare. Despite the fact that Reek 
personally invited Baiov to teach, a conflict between them quickly emerged. 
Although these two outstanding military figures had a different academic 
aptitude and calibre, their conflict can be seen as a legacy passed on from the 
former Nicholas General Staff Academy. Although Baiov stood out in Estonia 
for his professionalism, he also represented the older generation of Russian 
military theorists. A positive characteristic of that generation is the systematic 
research and teaching of military history; a negative aspect is that they were 
relatively unconnected with modern warfare. It can even be said that Reek 
played the role of the progressive for the younger generation of Russian mili
tary theorists because he saw a fundamental need to modernise military his
tory and its teaching. In Reek’s opinion, military history teaching had to focus 
more on modern armed conflicts, whereas the history of the art of war in 
earlier times was merely supposed to lay down a context for that knowledge.

210  Vermet 1939, pp. 269–270.
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One of Reek’s progressive decisions was to modernise the teaching of 
military history with the use of active methods, i.e., engaging more with 
the  audience. He preferred the analysis of military history to mere factual 
knowledge. However, military history was still taught in lecture format until 
the mid1930s because not enough resources were allocated to students’ 
inde pendent and analytical group work. In addition, the teaching of mili
tary history depended on the lecturer’s individual ability to make the subject 
 attractive to students.

UMEI was very serious about military history subjects because its  teachers, 
especially in HMS, were generally renowned Estonian senior officers who 
made up the intellectual elite of the Estonian military. Even though some of 
them had had previous experience in pedagogy, none was a trained historian. 
This probably made it more complicated to plan and carry out teaching activi
ties, not to mention developing a conception regarding the need for military 
history. The development of military history competency was, among other 
things, rendered difficult because, unlike active duty, military history was 
not considered a promising area for an aspiring officer. Thus, the teaching of 
military history remained more of a hobby for senior officers.

In general we can conclude that, regardless of the criticism, the volume of 
military history subjects in UMEI did not change over the years. However, the 
distribution of military history subjects did change. We now know that the 
principles of teaching military history were also shaped by Baiov. Although 
Reek took a stance against Baiov, he did not succeed in changing the prin
ciples of teaching military history. The concepts and frameworks developed at 
the Nicholas General Staff Academy and adopted by Baiov remained generally 
salient until the destruction of the Estonian military in 1940. One positive 
outcome of Reek’s work can be considered the teaching of the histories of two 
recent conflicts of that time, the World War and the War of Independence, as 
separate subjects. Thus, the division of the art of war into three subjects did 
not change the overall volume of military history in the curriculum but it did 
increase the proportion of attention devoted to contemporary conflicts.

Future research could focus on the question of the teaching and research 
of military history in the context of Estonian military planning to better 
under stand the influence it imparted on military planning. Future studies 
could determine if the problem of teaching military history in Estonian mili
tary education during the interwar period was unique compared to other 
 militaries in Europe. A brief digression into the teaching of military history 
in the Red Army shows that intergenerational conflict was also salient in the 
1920s in the neighbouring Soviet Union.
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Motivational Aspects in Conscript Training  
and Their Impact on Learning Outcomes and Attrition

Mario Lementa, Ülle Säälik, Aivar Ots, Inga Karton

The objective of this study is to longitudinally explain the coherence between 
a perception of autonomy, selfefficacy, appreciation of training and desire to 
quit, as well as the ways in which these motivational aspects affect learning 
outcomes and early inclusion in the reserve forces in the course of a soldiers’ 
basic course. The study was conducted in 2019 in the Kuperjanov Infantry 
Battalion; data was gathered from 321 conscripts twice during the soldiers’ 
basic course; the average age of respondents was 19.9 years, whereas 1.56% of 
them were female. The motivational aspects perceived during training were 
determined with an electronic questionnaire and the learning outcomes were 
determined according to the results of the soldiers’ basic course exam; the 
proportion of conscripts leaving the service ahead of time was an indication 
of the attrition rate according to the administrative data. Analysis was con
ducted with Structural Equation Modelling method, including Cross Lagged 
Panel Model and Mediation Analysis. 

The hypotheses of the study were, to a large extent, confirmed: conscripts’ 
perception of autonomy positively influenced their selfefficacy and nega
tively their intention to quit. Moreover, a greater perception of autonomy is 
positively related with the training outcomes of conscripts and negatively with 
an early inclusion in the reserve forces. Autonomy perceived earlier in the 
training, however, was not related with a subsequent appreciation of training. 

The study has some constraints such as a limited generalisation of the 
 results in the example of a single unit or an exclusion of other potential  aspects 
(learning environment or other) that might have an impact. Despite the con
straints, the results of the study are valuable since they provide new knowl
edge about the validity of general education findings in the context of mili
tary training of conscripts in the Estonian Defence Forces.  Recruiting is quite 
 restricted for the Defence Forces. Since conscription is in constant competi
tion with other spheres of life, conscripts must be trained with  contemporary 

Sõjateadlane (Estonian Journal of Military Studies), Volume 19, 2022, pp. 250–259.  
https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/
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educational methods to increase their motivation to contribute into Estonian 
national defence. 

The study revealed that a perception of autonomy, selfefficacy, and 
 valuing training are important interrelated motivational traits. A single moti
vational aspect may not give the desired result; thus, in order to get conscripts 
to dedicate to training, motivational traits must be used in a combination, 
whereas the perception of autonomy is of considerable importance. 

For further applications and research, the measuring instrument could 
be used as a monitoring tool. It is important to conduct longitudinal studies 
with a variety of durations over a longer period of time in order to collect 
more valuable and generalisable data. This way, the instructors and trainers 
could gather information on how to improve certain techniques in order to 
teach conscripts more efficiently and support their motivation to learn, at the 
same time offering a potential life choice to those interested in a career in the 
Defence Forces and as reservists.

The Principles of Life Cycle Costing of 
the Assets of the Defence Forces

Marek Mardo

The objective of this article is to introduce the fundamentals and basic 
 elements of life cycle costing. Collecting historical and theoretical back
ground information, including the development process of life cycle  costing 
is essential in the Defence Forces because it helps to recognise the impor
tance of assets and benefits that the organisation may gain. The concept of life 
cycle costing got wider attention in the midsixties when the US  Department 
of  Defence (DoD) acknowledged that a mere justification of  lowest price 
 tendering on governmental procurement programmes is  misleading. 
The DoD found themselves in a situation where financial  resources for 
 maintaining the equipment were starting to run out and the funds  assigned 
for acquiring new equipment needed to be reallocated to compensate for the 
defi ciency. The  administration of President Kennedy ordered the  Logistic 
Manage ment Institute to establish the methods and principles of life cycle 
costing. Consequently, the theory and practices of life cycle costing got 
transferred to major industrial  countries and used as a basis for establishing 
 national rules. Although life cycle  costing is considered an interdisciplinary 
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subject that combines the practices of management, engineering, and finance, 
its primary area of support is financial accounting. 

Why is life cycle costing essential? Defence equipment is designed for 
 specific purposes and probably not for mass production. These systems are 
complex; they contain hightech components and require constant modi
fications during their entire lifespan which can last for up to fifty years. 
 Considering all that, the life cycle cost estimation process is complicated, in
volving elements of risk and uncertainties, and, therefore, considered a chal
lenge for analysts. Undertaking life cycle costing helps to identify key cost 
drivers and provide better insight of expenses related with program plan
ning and budgeting. When done properly, life cycle costing is considered the 
best means for assessing affordability and managing the budget, estimating 
 expenditures, analysing defence capabilities and evaluating procurement 
 tenders. From a longterm perspective, cost estimation will enable to assess 
the expense and benefit options of national income and expenditure afford
ability based on future cash flows and a transfer of payments. 

Life cycle costing as a subject has gotten little attention on a national level. 
In Estonia, only a few articles have been published and some research done. 
According to the National Audit Office, the annual report on life cycle costs 
in governmental procurements have been a selection criterion in the past few 
years but the procurements examined in the auditing process failed to show 
how exactly were life cycle costs determined and assessed in acquisitions. 
Most of the procurements only showed the decisions made according to the 
cost; life cycle costing was not a determining factor in the decisionmaking 
process in any of the procurements analysed. Therefore, life cycle costing on 
a national level would require further research.

Future Maritime Defence Scenarios in Estonia

Tauri Roosipuu

The problems of organising Estonian maritime defence have been the 
topic of discussion ever since the country restored independence, but not 
yet  acknowledged on a governmental and societal level, and no substantial 
reorga nisations have been made so far. The objective of this article is to pro
pose two hypothetical and extreme future scenarios that could take place 
over the next thirty years, both positive and negative, based on the current 
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situation of maritime defence in Estonia. The first (the black scenario) is 
based on the assumption that there will be negative developments over the 
next decades, and maritime defence in Estonia will significantly deteriorate. 
However, the second (the white scenario) is based on the opposite assump
tion: a positive development will follow and Estonian maritime defence will 
dramatically improve. 

The organisation of maritime defence in Estonia is at a crossroads. It is 
not sustainable in its current state, even in terms of maintaining the existing 
capabilities, and will create more and more problems over time. The imple
mentation of either scenario depends primarily on the spread of a maritime 
mindset. In the case of the black scenario, Estonian maritime geography 
would continue to be ignored on a governmental and political level, and 
that includes national defence management. In the case of the positive alter
native, national maritime interests would be defined, the management of the 
 maritime sector reorganised, legislations revised, and the necessary reforms 
implemented to ensure the sovereignty of Estonian sea areas. 

Another factor is the national organisation of sea surveillance and the 
compilation of a recognised maritime picture which is a basis for all  maritime 
operations. With the black scenario, it would remain fragmented between 
different agencies/authorities and the responsibility of sea surveillance would 
not be regulated on a legislative level. In case of the white scenario, sea 
 surveillance would be assigned to the Defence Forces and they would compile 
a recognised maritime picture (in accordance with wartime requirements) 
with stationary and mobile shore radars and vessels permanently displaying 
the national flag and identifying targets on Estonian sea areas. 

The quality of national maritime tasks depends directly on the organisa
tion of the state fleets and vessels in service. In case of the negative scenario, 
authorities would continue to operate separate fleets but not be able to fully 
perform the tasks assigned to them, especially in a crisis and war situations. 
With the white scenario, on the other hand, a national fleet strategy would be 
adopted to create balanced fleets capable of operating in both wartime and 
peacetime. Since many of the existing mismatches of capabilities are related 
to service vessels and their quantity, the situation in terms of capability mis
matches would not improve much with the black scenario. With the white 
scenario, the capabilities of fleets would improve due to the reduction of ship 
classes in service, a commission of modular ship classes, and an increase in a 
crossuse of vessels. 

Maritime defence is not necessary only for conventional warfare, but also 
during peacetime and at different stages of an escalating conflict. In order to 
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prevent getting defeated in hybrid war and an escalation of a conflict, the state 
must acquire maritime situational awareness (a recognised maritime picture) 
and the power to demonstrate national sovereignty. With the black scenario, 
the situation may escalate rapidly if a crisis should arise; on the other hand, 
with the white scenario, it is possible to ensure true national deterrence and 
sovereignty. The great contrast between the two proposed scenarios should, 
once again, show that ignoring maritime defence problems in Estonia has fatal 
consequences, and developing proper maritime defence is not an  impossible 
task over a few decades. First, we should stop denying the existence of a mari
time domain: only then can the necessary reforms regarding sea surveillance 
and fleets be carried out, forming a basis for the development of capabilities. 
To change the prevailing mindset, we should constantly share the knowledge 
in the society. The validity of the proposed scenarios will only be revealed 
over time. The future may fall between both scenarios or be a combination 
of those two.

Do Small States Need a Balanced Fleet?

Taavi Urb

For a coastal state, the maritime domain presents opportunities as well as 
dangers that cannot be ignored. To defend its sovereignty and interests at 
sea, a coastal state needs maritime forces that can at least display its presence 
at sea and act as a tripwire against definite forces. This becomes especially 
important at a grey zone between peace and war. For a small state, there is 
no clear distinction between internal and external security within a maritime 
domain, and the line between war and peace is becoming increasingly fuzzier. 
A  balanced fleet that is able to operate through a whole conflict spectre and 
maintain at least some capabilities in all principal warfare areas is the best 
solution for maintaining the sovereignty of a state and protecting its interests 
at sea. 

To create a balanced fleet, a navy requires a fair share of the (defence) 
budget. Small states have some inherit problems regarding the establish
ment and maintenance of a capable fleet, especially shortness of financial 
and human recourses but also lack of knowledge; however, abolishing a navy 
or degrading it to a niche navy is not an advisable solution. It way may seem 
efficient to sacrifice the protection of national maritime interests, but in no 
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way does it support an independent defence capability of a state. Avoiding 
duplications and factionalism, promoting intra and interstate cooperation 
and jointness, and combining it with a conscious innovation should make 
the maintenance of a balanced fleet affordable even for a small state. All in 
all, there are no credible alternatives to developing a balanced fleet, even for 
a small coastal state

How Russia Deflects Accusations of Cyberattacks  
and Disinformation Campaigns:  

An Analysis of the Rhetorical Strategies of RT

Julius Koppel, Sten Hansson

The Russian Federation uses cyber and information attacks against other 
countries to achieve its own geopolitical goals. Although the international 
community has criticised these practices, the Russian government is still 
trying to deflect blame and justify its actions. To better understand  Russia’s 
strategic communication, we analysed the ways in which accusations against 
Russia for its cyber and information attacks are depicted in Russia’s  primary 
governmentfunded international news portal RT.com. Our analysis  revealed 
that blame for Russia’s cyber and information attacks is deflected in the 
 articles published by RT in four main ways: (1) accusations are depicted as 
groundless and lacking evidence, (2) the accusers are cast as malicious and 
Russia as the victim, (3) the accusers are portrayed as unreliable or ridiculous, 
and (4) the attention of readers is distracted away from the accusations.

http://RT.com
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Antithetical Identity Formation in the Strategic 
Narratives of the Russian Federation

Daniel Tamm

This article serves three main goals. The first goal is largely theoretical as the 
article seeks to develop an original framework of analysis, connecting collec
tive identity formation with strategic narratives. 

According to Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe from the Essex School 
of Discourse Analysis, political identities always entail a form of antagonism, 
a type of exclusion. Connecting this notion with the framework of the Tartu– 
Moscow Semiotic School allows me to delineate how the nature of such an 
exclusion can be used to interpret the goals of these narratives. In the present 
case, I will focus my efforts on antithetical identity: the idea of a collective 
“self ” being first and foremost perceived in relation with its polar opposite. 
As a strategic narrative, antithetical identity formation entails a specific form 
of projection: the image of an enemy is first created internally and then used 
to consolidate the power of a given hegemon. 

The second goal of the article is to demonstrate the ways in which an 
antithetical identity formation can become dangerous to others and how this 
threat can be dealt with. First, I will outline the ways in which the discursive 
strategies of 1) semiotic disarming, 2) discursive mimicry, 3) preventive pro
jection, 4) moral victimisation, and 5) justified aggression are used to legiti
mate attacks against alleged adversaries and as a means to avoid blame. Then, 
I will illustrate how an antithetical identity can lead to a security dilemma 
and how this can be alleviated by applying an inverted reading model of the 
narrative. 

The third goal of the article is to argue that the forces guiding Russian 
 foreign policy towards the West can be better understood through the 
lens of an antithetical identity formation. Relying on numerous secondary 
 sources, I will investigate the strategic narratives of 1) “the Russophobic West”, 
2)  Russia as a “besieged fortress“, and 3) Russia as the ruler of the “Russian 
world”. Drawing from these, I will interpret the narratives of 4) “Ukraine as 
a fascist state”, and 5) “the European Union in decay” that have been used to 
justify Russian aggression towards the two
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Countering Russian Information Influence  
in the Baltic States: A Comparison of Approaches 

Adopted in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania

Johannes Voltri

In the recent years, numerous studies have been published on information 
influence activities such as mis and disinformation or inauthentic  behaviour 
on social media, mainly concerning their prevalence, characteristics, and 
causes. Yet, comprehensive research on the manner in which governments 
manage this “information disorder” has remained largely on the sidelines, 
contributing to a lack of knowledge when it comes to adequate responses to 
information influence activities. This study seeks to contribute to relevant 
literature by focusing on the responses of the Baltic States to Russian infor
mation influence. 

The main objective of this article is to examine and compare Estonian, 
 Latvian and Lithuanian governmental responses to Russian information 
 influence activities. In order to obtain a comprehensive understanding on 
the ways in which the Baltic States have dealt with information influence in 
 general and which countermeasures the three countries have undertaken, 
 focusing on the setup of strategic communication, media literacy in formal 
education, and media policy, the author of this article analysed the main 
 strategic documents and interviewed state officials. In order to make sense 
of various strategies that different democracies might opt for, the author 
used the analytical framework proposed by Hellman and Wagnsson (2017). 
The research focuses on governmental action, excluding the activities of the 
media and the third sector, such as independent factchecking or educational 
 projects. 

The author argues that although the approach adopted by the Baltic States 
to counter the Russian information influence is generally quite similar, the 
three countries have different understandings about the extent to which the 
state should regulate the media to achieve its goals. Latvia and Lithuania seek 
to actively shape the media environment, either through supporting the media 
to encourage media literacy and raise awareness, or by restricting access to 
Russian television channels to respond to the incitements of hatred. Estonia, 
on the other hand, decided to develop its own Russianlanguage public media 
as an alternative to the Russian information space that is still influential.
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Inventing Military History Teaching  
in Estonian Military Education 1919–1940:  

Approaches, Tools, and Methods

Igor Kopõtin

Teaching military history disciplines have played a significant role in  Estonian 
military education. Its foundations were established by Aleksei Baiov, a 
 Russian émigré teacher and a former professor of the Russian General Staff 
Academy. It is also important to consider the changes proposed by  Lieutenant 
General Nikolai Reek, an Estonian Chief of General Staff, pertaining to the 
teaching of military history. As a result of Reek’s activities, military history 
disciplines and their content were reshaped, military history assignments 
were established, and the relationship between military history and other 
branches of military science were clarified, subjecting military history to the 
needs of tactical training. 

When he was establishing the grounds of the Estonian military edu cation 
system, Reek had no choice but to use Baiov and other Russian  émigré  teachers 
since there were not many ethnic Estonian specialists in this area. Despite the 
fact that Reek personally invited Baiov, a conflict quickly emerged between 
the two men. Although, in the military sphere, they had a dif ferent academic 
aptitude and calibre, their conflict is now part of the legacy of the Nicholas 
General Staff Academy. On the one hand, Baiov stood out in  Estonia for his 
professionalism, but on the other hand, he represented the older  generation of 
Russian military theorists. From a positive viewpoint, that generation valued 
systematic research and teaching of military history; from a negative view
point, it was hardly connected with modern warfare. It can even be said that 
Reek played the role of a progressive for the younger generation of Russian 
military theorists since he saw a fundamental need to modernise  military 
history and its teaching. According to Reek, it should have focused more on 
studying and teaching modern armed conflicts since the earlier history of 
the art of war was merely necessary to establish a context for the knowledge. 

One of the progressive doings of Reek was modernising the teaching 
of military history through the use of active methods to engage with the 
 audience more personally. He preferred an analysis of military history to mere 
factual knowledge. Still, military history continued to be taught in a lecture 
format until mid1930s; students’ independent and group analysis was not 
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highly appreciated. In addition, the teaching of military history depended on 
a lecturer’s ability to make the subject attractive to students. 

The Estonian United Military Educational Institutions (UMEI) took a 
 serious approach to military history subjects since their teachers, espe cially 
in the Staff Officer’s School, were mostly recognised senior officers who 
comprised the intellectual elite of the Estonian military. Even though some 
of them had had earlier experience with pedagogy, none was a historian by 
education. This was something that maybe made it more difficult to plan 
and carry out  teaching activities, not to mention developing a conception of 
the need for military history. Developing a competency on military history 
was also  rendered difficult because, unlike active duty, military history was 
not considered a promising aspect for officers making a career. Therefore, 
 teaching military history remained more of a hobby of senior officers. 

In general, we can conclude that despite the criticism, the volume of mili
tary history subjects in UMEI did not change over the years. However, the 
distribution of military history subjects did change. It is now clear that Baiov 
also shaped the principles of teaching military history disciplines. Although 
Reek took a strong stance against Baiov, he did not succeed in changing the 
principles for teaching military history disciplines. It can be said that those 
of Baiov (i.e. concepts and frameworks developed at the Nicholas General 
Staff Academy) remained salient until the Estonian military was destroyed in 
1940. A positive outcome of Reek’s work is probably approaching the history 
of two conflicts that had only recently ended, World War I and the War of 
 Independence, as separate subjects. Thus, dividing the art of war into three 
subjects did not change the overall volume of military history in the cur
riculum but it did increase the share of contemporary conflicts in it. 

In the future, it is worth considering a study of teaching and research of 
military history in the context of Estonian military planning to better under
stand its influence on military planning. Compared to the development of 
other European militaries, we can see how unique the problem of  teaching 
military history was in Estonian military education during the interwar 
 period. A brief digression into the teaching of military history in the Red 
Army shows that the intergenerational conflict was also salient in the 1920s 
in the neighbouring Soviet Union.



CONTRIBUTORS

STEN HANSSON (1978), PhD. Education: 2002, University of Tartu, BA in 
journalism; 2012, Lancaster University, MA (with distinction) in discourse 
studies; 2016, Lancaster University, PhD in linguistics.

Professional career: 2017–2020, University of Tartu, Institute of Social  Studies, 
research fellow; 2020, Estonian Military Academy, visiting researcher; since 
2020, University of Tartu, Institute of Social Studies, associate professor; 
2020–2022, University of Birmingham, Marie SkłodowskaCurie research 
fellow.

INGA KARTON (1970), PhD. Education: 1995–2001, University of Tartu, 
Department of Psychology, BSc in psychology; 2001–2004, Tallinn Uni versity, 
Department of Psychology, MSc in psychology; 2008–2015, University of 
Tartu, Institute of Psychology, PhD in clinical psychology.

Professional career: 2005–2013, Estonian Academy of Security Sciences, 
 lecturer; 2013–2014, University of Tartu, Chair of Criminal Law, Crimino
logy and Cognitive Psychology, project assistant; since 2011, Marienthal 
Clinic, psychologist; 2014–2019, Estonian Military Academy, Chair of Mili
tary Pedagogy and Leadership, associate professor of psychology; since 2019, 
University of Tartu, Institute of Family Medicine and Public Health, lecturer 
of communication psychology.

Second Lieutenant (res.) JULIUS KOPPEL (1996). Education: 2019, Uni-
versity of Tartu, BA in semiotics; 2021, University of Tartu, MA in change 
management in society.

Professional career: 2020–2022, chief of the Information Operations Depart-
ment of the 2nd Infantry Brigade Staff of the Estonian Defence Forces; since 
2022, public relations adviser at the Ministry of Rural Affairs of Estonia. 

Sõjateadlane (Estonian Journal of Military Studies), Volume 19, 2022, pp. 260–263.  
https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/

https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/


261CONTRIBUTORS

IGOR KOPÕTIN (1982), PhD. Education: 2000–2005, Tallinn University, 
 diploma of higher education (teacher of history and social studies); 2006–
2010, Tallinn University, MA in history; 2011–2018, Tallinn University, PhD 
in history.

Professional career: 2003–2011, Estonian Defence League and Defence Forces, 
instructor; 2011–2014, Lasnamäe Gymnasium, history teacher; 2014–2021, 
Estonian Military Academy, lecturer of military history; 2021–2022,  Estonian 
Military Academy, head of the Chair of Strategy and Innovation; since 2021 
Estonian Military Academy, research professor; since 2022, Centre for 
 Military History and Social Sciences of the Bundeswehr, visiting researcher.

Major MARIO LEMENTA (1982). Education: 2002–2006, Estonian National 
Defence College, diploma of military leadership at a platoon/company level; 
2018–2020, Estonian Military Academy, MS in military science and tech no
logy (cum laude).

Professional career: 2002–2003, conscript service and active service as a 
 platoon leader of the Signal Battalion; 2007–2015, Kuperjanov Infantry 
 Battalion, platoon leader and battery commander; 2015–2018, Estonian 
 National Defence College, tactics teacher; 2020, Scouts Battalion, commander 
of the Combat Support Company; 2021–2022, Scouts Battalion, chief of staff; 
since 2022, Estonian Military Academy, chief of the academic management 
group of the Department of Academic Studies.

Missions overseas: 2009–2010 Afghanistan, ESTCOY9 Mortar platoon leader 
and the Company’s fire support officer; 2015, Lebanon, UNIFIL FINIRISH
BATT Battalion Staff (S5 plans) officer, senior national representative of the 
Estonian contingent.

Lieutenant Commander MAREK MARDO (1971). Education: 1999, U.S. 
Coast Guard Training Centre, reserve officer training; 2009–2013, Univer
sity of Tartu, Pärnu College, professional higher education in entrepreneur
ship and project management; 2014–2016, Tallinn University of Technology 
( TalTech), MSc in technical exploitation of ships and navigation.

Professional career: since 1998, various positions in the Estonian Defence 
Forces (EDF); 1999–2013, Estonian Navy, Mine Warfare Squadron and Naval 
Staff, various positions; 2013–2018, Estonian Navy, commander of ENS 
Ugandi and programme manager (Sandownclass mine countermeasure 



CONTRIBUTORS262

 vessels capability upgrade); 2018–2020, EDF Naval Base, head of the technical 
department; since 2020, Estonian Military Academy, Department of Applied 
Research, junior research fellow and PhD student.

AIVAR OTS (1974). Education: 1996–2001, University of Tartu, BA in edu
cational sciences; 2002–2004, University of Tartu, MA in pedagogy.

Professional career: 2001–2004, Estonian National Defence College,  teacher; 
2004–2006, University of Tartu, Curriculum Development Centre, head 
specialist; 2006–2012, University of Tartu, Faculty of Social Sciences and 
 Education, research fellow extraordinarius; 2010–2014, Tallinn University, 
the Institute of Psychology, researcher; 2014–2020, Ministry of Education 
and Research, Department of External Evaluation, chief expert; 2020–2021, 
Education and Youth Board, head of the Assessment Development Bureau; 
since 2021, Education and Youth Board, Department of Tests and Evaluation, 
development manager.

TAURI ROOSIPUU (1993). Education: 2012–2018, Estonian Maritime 
 Academy of Tallinn University of Technology, applied higher education in 
navigation (cum laude); 2021 Estonian Maritime Academy of Tallinn Uni
versity of Technology, MA in maritime studies.

Professional career: since 2017, Estonian Maritime Academy of Tallinn Uni
versity of Technology, various projectbased positions; 2018–2019, navi
gating officer in different shipping companies; since 2020, Estonian Maritime 
 Academy of Tallinn University of Technology, quality manager.

ÜLLE SÄÄLIK (1972), PhD. Education: 1996–2000, University of Tartu, BA in 
educational sciences (minoring in educational management and  humanities); 
2000–2001, University of Tartu, teacher of humanities; 2003–2005,  Tallinn 
University, English language and culture (minor); 2011–2016, University of 
Tartu, PhD in educational sciences.

Professional career: 2002–2017, Torma Basic School of Carl Robert Jakobson, 
teacher (English and human studies); 2012–2013, University of Tartu, edu
cational research specialist; 2017–2019, University of Tartu, Narva College, 
lecturer (psychology and pedagogy); since 2019, Estonian Military Academy, 
lecturer and fieldleader (pedagogy).



263CONTRIBUTORS

DANIEL TAMM (1997). Education: 2017–2020, University of Tartu, BA 
in  semiotics; 2020–2021, Lancaster University, MA (with distinction) 
in  discourse studies; since 2021, University of Tartu, doctoral student in 
 semiotics and cultural theory.

Professional career: 2019–2020, Old Town Educational College, literature 
teacher; 2021, Princeton University, research assistent.

Lieutenant Commander TAAVI URB (1979). Education: 2000–2002, naval 
officer training in Germany; 2004–2007, University of Tartu, BA in History; 
2011, Latvian National Defence Academy, Baltic States Naval Intermediate 
Command and Staff Officers Course; 2011–2014, University of Tartu, MA 
in History; 2018–2019, Baltic Defence College, Joint Command and General 
Staff Course.

Professional career: 1998–2011, Estonian Navy, conscription and different 
posi tions on ships and on shore; 2011–2015, Estonian National Defence 
 College (ENDC) Officer School, commander of Navy Basic Officer  Training 
Course; 2015–2016, Naval Flotilla Staff, N5 staff officer; 2017, Standing 
NATO Mine Countermeasures Group 1, Mine Warfare Officer; 2019–2022, 
Education Department of the Estonian Military Academy, head lecturer of the 
Military Leadership for Navy course; since 2022, MARCOM Northwood, N7 
staff officer (collective training).

JOHANNES VOLTRI (1995). Education: 2018, University of Tartu, BA (cum 
laude) in political science; 2021, University of Tartu, MA in EU and Russian 
studies. 

Professional career: since 2021, Estonian Public Broadcasting, journalist.




