ABOUT THE “POWER VERTICAL” IN THE ESTONIAN SSR 1940–1991
MEELIS SAUEAUK
In ruling the territories that the Soviet Union annexed during World War II, including Estonia,
the Soviet leadership faced a problem: how to combine the power of the working class
prescribed by the constitution with the actual situation in the captured territories, where there
was little support for the foreign regime. According to the constitution, all power in the state
belonged to the Soviets of Workers’ Deputies. The highest organ of state power was the
Supreme Soviet of the Soviet Union, which formally held all legislative power. The Supreme
Soviet Presidium was also given jurisdiction over a series of additional matters, including the
interpretation of legislation and the issuing of enactments, the appointment of ministers in the
interval between sessions of the Supreme Soviet, the awarding of decorations and the conferral
of titles of honour, granting of pardons, the appointment of the highest leadership of the
armed forces, the declaration of mobilisation, ratification of international agreements, and
declaration of a state of war. The organ of executive power was the Council of Ministers. The
organs of power in the republics of the union also had to be organised according to the
example of the central regime. In the Stalinist Soviet Union, however, a method came into use
where the dictatorial power vertical, which remained concealed from the public, operated
above constitutional power. The question of the apparent and the actual power vertical and
their relationship emerges as one of the central questions in governing Estonia, Latvian and
Lithuania as well.
The leadership of the Soviet Union determined the tip of the local power vertical and the
mechanism by which it functioned. In order to comprehend the situation in Estonia, one must
be familiar with the more important mechanisms by which the central power of the Soviet
Union functioned (Kremlin policy regarding Estonia and the Baltic republics has to be treated as
a separate topic1). First and foremost, the mechanism of power at the union republic level and
its characteristic attributes have to be clearly understood.2 It must be taken into account that
the central power needed administrators with initiative and people to carry out its orders in
local positions – a centre of power that would not be independent but rather built up according
to models of the Soviet Union under the control of the central power of the Soviet Union and
not controlled by the public. A method where some of the institutions of government,
economic institutions and others situated locally were subordinated directly to the Council of
Ministers of the Soviet Union without providing an opportunity for the leadership of the union
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republic to control them, and other institutions were subordinated to the leadership of the
union republic, was used to fragmentise power in the union republics.
Even though the superiority of the organs of central power in the Soviet Union was already
determined in the constitution, the people had to be led astray with the help of communist
propaganda by propagating slogans about the “freedom and independence of Estonia’s working
people” and so on. At the same time, the complete dependence of the local organs of power on
the central government of the Soviet Union was concealed in order to imitate people’s
democracy and socialism locally, and above all publicly. This was done in order to win the
support of the public. One form of concealment during the first years of the Soviet regime was
so called “assistance”, where deputies, representatives, instructors and specialists were sent to
help local people who did not know how things were run in the USSR. Essentially, the people
sent to provide that “assistance” were actually the organisers, decision-makers and the people
giving the orders or passing orders on. Propaganda avoided portraying the local leadership to
the public as the direct subalterns of the Kremlin yet in this way, as a secret marionette, the
local leadership was under even firmer control and enabled the central power to act without
having to assume the responsibility itself for unpopular decisions. It is for just this reason that it
was important for the Kremlin to allow it to appear as if decisions affecting Estonia were made
according to local initiative.
Groups of related problems concerning: the role of the centre of power, the Communist Party,
and institutions of executive and legislative power; the control mechanisms established over
them by the central power of the Soviet Union; violations of human rights committed by
governmental institutions, and so on, emerge in the history of the evolution and development
of the power vertical in the ESSR.3 These problems are reflected below not in the order set out
in the constitution of the USSR but rather in order of importance according to content.

Centre of Power
Regardless of the principle of fragmentising power, the Kremlin nevertheless needed a local
centre of power and a local political elite as well who could be shown as being responsible
when necessary. According to the example of the central power, that local centre of power was
not the government of the union republic but rather the leadership of the territorial
organisation of the Communist Party – the Communist Party of Estonia (hereinafter referred to
as the ECP). Moscow inculcated in that leadership that it is responsible for everything that takes
place in the union republic and that it directs events there (except for the Soviet armed forces
deployed in the location, which always remained firmly under the direct control of the central
power4). As in the leaderships of the other territorial organisations of the Communist Party of
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the Soviet Union (hereinafter referred to as the CPSU), the leading positions in the ECP were
held by the secretaries of the Central Committee led by the first secretary, and the Central
Committee Bureau (which was named the Central Committee Presidium in 1962–1966), the
members of which were the secretaries of the Central Committee and the most important
leading figures of the union republic – the leaders of the Council of Ministers, the Supreme
Soviet, state security, the armed forces deployed in the territory of the union republic, and
other leaders who made decisions affecting the administration of the union republic in the
name of the ECP (Central Committee).5 The first secretary was of particular importance here.
He was considered the highest representative of power at the regional-territorial level after the
administrative reform that was carried out in the Soviet Union in the late 1920’s and that
remained so until the collapse of the Soviet Union. While contemporary literature concerning
the secretaries of the ECP Central Committee has already been published, the identification of
members and candidate members of the Bureau as the persons responsible for decisions that
shaped the governance of annexed Estonia, and the ascertainment of the details of their life
stories is also in the interests of this research study.6 The questions that require more thorough
examination are: on what basis did the leadership of the CPSU select the secretaries and
members of the ECP Central Committee Bureau (although most of the members of the Bureau
were there ex officio, membership was nevertheless personal and made certain power games
possible)? How was the relationship of subordination between the centre of power – the ECP
CC Bureau – and the leadership of the Soviet Union regulated? What was their presumedseeming jurisdiction compared to their actual jurisdiction, and their division of labour in
administering ministries and other state institutions? How were decisions made? How did the
ECP Central Committee Bureau run the ESSR Council of Ministers and other state organs, and
influence the work of the courts and law enforcement authorities? Was the local leadership
allowed a sphere in which it could make independent decisions and if so, what did it comprise?
What was its relationship like with the armed forces, state security and other institutions that
were directly subordinate to Moscow? To what extent did the secrecy of the ECP CC Bureau and
the fact that it was not subject to control affect its activity, and how much of its work was
public?

The Communist Party of Estonia
The Communist Party of Estonia was legalised as the only permissible party in occupied Estonia
on 4 July 1940 and during the first “red year” (from June 1940 to August-September 1941)
already, it was designed to be the territorial organisation of the CPSU. It was supposed to bring
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together all persons associated with the organs of power of the Soviet Union. An ideological
connection with the communist worldview was presupposed upon acceptance as a member of
the Party. According to its statute and in speeches, the Party was a centralist-democratic
organisation in which the highest right to make decisions belonged to the meeting of the
representatives of the Party organisations – the Party Congress, which was held a total of 17
times in the interval 1940–1990. The Party Congress took place periodically and it was
supposed to elect its body of representatives – the Central Committee, which in turn elected
the secretaries of the Central Committee and the members of its Bureau. In actual fact, the ECP
CC Bureau itself nominated the candidates for the Central Committee and its Bureau according
to instructions from Moscow or at least in coordination with Moscow, as well as other decisions
passed by the Congress. As time went on, the membership of the Central Committee grew
larger and larger, which reduced the role of the individual member of the Central Committee as
the leading organ of the ECP according to its statute.
The Central Committee operating under the direction of the Central Committee secretaries and
its apparatus directed and organised the work of the Party organisation at the level of the local
republic and the Party apparatuses of the county/regional committee (until 1950 also rural
municipal committee) and Party officials (at the local Party level), and finally also the leaders of
the Party elementary organisations.7 All these Party organisations had a leading role and
jurisdiction at their level, for which reason possible violations of human rights at all levels of
Party organisations need to be examined thoroughly.
The prerogative of the ECP CC Bureau was the approval of appointments to the most important
official positions (official posts belonging to the “nomenclature”) in addition to Party personnel,
whereas loyalty to the regime was an important condition for approval. The most important
official positions were also simultaneously part of the CPSU Central Committee nomenclature.
A requirement for approval was passing the “special check” conducted by the state security
organs, which consisted of ascertainment by the state security organs of existing
“compromising material” concerning nomenclature candidates or the lack of such material and
the approval or rejection of the candidate that followed this. The Party apparatus kept an eye
on persons appointed to posts throughout their term in that post while also deciding on their
penalisation or promotion. The consideration of cases of dismissal from official positions for
political motives and their evaluation from the aspect of possible human rights violations (the
right to have a case reviewed publicly (Universal Declaration of Human Rights §10), the right to
free expression of convictions (§19), and others) is interesting in terms of appointment to or
dismissal from official positions that were part of the nomenclature and also for positions that
were not part of the nomenclature.
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Joining the Party was a question of individual judgement and choice (the candidate for
membership indicated his motives for joining in his application), yet it is possible to analyse the
advantages and meaning of joining the Party during different periods of the history of the
Soviet Union in order to answer the question of when people joined the Party out of ideological
conviction and “revolutionary mentality”, when people joined wishing to collaborate with the
foreign regime, and when people joined out of careerism or because of other reasons. As the
only political organisation, the status of Party membership as a rule became an unavoidable
prerequisite for persons who aspired to a career in society yet who could in their inner self be
far removed from the communist view of the world. The number of Estonians in the
membership of the ECP increased during the decades following the 1940’s, which in that first
decade consisted mainly of communists who arrived from the Soviet Union. There were also
cases when Communist Party members expressed political opinions that were not in harmony
with the viewpoints of the Party leadership (for instance the case of the “Letter of the Forty
Signatories” or the case of Jüri Kukk8).

ESSR Council of Ministers, its Supreme Soviet, State Security, Justice and Law
Enforcement Institutions and Armed Forces and their Relationships with the
Local Centre of Power
The government of the Estonian SSR – the ESSR Council of Ministers (the Council of People’s
Commissars until 1946) – operated under the political direction of both the USSR Council of
Ministers as well as the ECP Central Committee. At the same time, the leadership of the Council
of Ministers did not direct the work of all ESSR ministries, including the work of the Ministry of
State Security/KGB, which was directed straight from Moscow. Ministries that operated
throughout the Soviet Union also formally functioned beyond subordination to the government
of the union republic. According to the constitution, the Council of Ministers was required to
report to the Supreme Soviet and could issue directives and orders on the basis of legislation of
the USSR and of the union republics, and on the basis of directives and orders of the USSR
Council of Ministers.9
What was the presumable and the actual jurisdiction of the leaders of the executive branch of
power? How were decisions made in the Council of Ministers? How did the power vertical of
the executive branch of power operate right though to the lowest level? Who were at the head
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of the executive branch of power? Which spheres of activity did different ministries administer?
How did the obligation to report to the formal legislative body, the Supreme Soviet, function?
The system of power of the USSR/ESSR has aptly been described as “Soviet power without the
soviets (councils)”. Even though all the constitutions of the Soviet Union gave supreme power
to the people and declared the USSR Supreme Soviet and the supreme soviets of the union
republics as the highest organs of state power, their actual power was nevertheless formal.
After the sovietisation of local government in Estonia, the rural municipal, county, municipal
and regional executive committees became the local representatives of state power.10
The description of the reality of Soviet elections in the Estonian SSR, which were supposed to
verify the legitimacy of the annexations by the Soviet Union, is important. The USSR Supreme
Soviet had a mandate for legislative power in the Soviet Union and in the union republics for
four years according to the constitution of 1936, and for five years according to the constitution
of 1977. The contradictions that proceeded from the formality of the Supreme Soviet’s power,
and from relations between the Supreme Soviet and the leadership of the ECP have to be
described. At the same time, relations between the leadership of the ECP on the one hand and
the courts, security institutions, law enforcement institutions and the army on the other also
have to be analysed and generalised.

Control Mechanisms, Control over Implementing Decisions
The central power of the Soviet Union used many different kinds of methods and institutions to
control the union republics and to reign in local leaders.11 The “great leader and teacher” at the
tip of the power vertical was far away in the Kremlin and the power of the local mediator had
to be balanced through different control mechanisms that would effect supervision of the
fulfilment of Moscow’s orders. Control was especially strict in the early period of the Soviet
regime, when the institutions of control appointed to office (the Union-wide Communist Party
Central Committee and the representative of the USSR Council of Ministers 1940–1941 and the
Union-wide Communist Party Central Committee Estonian Bureau 1944–1947) fulfilled what
was essentially the role of the (secret) viceroy of the Soviet Union.12 The decisions of the Unionwide Communist Party Central Committee Estonian Bureau were classified with the highest
possible category of secrecy (“strictly secret”).13
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Even when these institutions were still functioning, but especially after they were done away
with and until the end of the 1980’s, the position of second secretary of the ECP CC was held by
the primary local representative from Moscow. The local leader, the first secretary of the
Central Committee had no say in the appointment of the second secretary.14 The important
sphere of responsibility of the second secretary was the “internationalisation” of the union
republic, but the actual content of that ambiguous euphemism should be defined. Who were
the second secretaries and how was their appointment conducted in Estonia as well as in Latvia
and Lithuania for the sake of comparison, and in the “old union republics”, and what was the
jurisdiction of decision-making powers prescribed for them, and if necessary, could they also
decide in lieu of the first secretary?

Lawfulness and Disregard for Human Rights
The initiator of the founding of the Estonian Institute for Historical Memory, President Toomas
Hendrik Ilves set the objective of the Institute as providing Estonian citizens with a thorough
and objective overview of the situation in terms of human rights in Estonia during the
occupation by the Soviet Union. Towards this objective, the Institute applies the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights passed in 1948 by the United Nations as a legal framework both in
determining the spheres of its research as well as in drawing conclusions based on the results of
research.15 It is clear that the local “professional league” of the Soviet mechanism of power is
responsible for the violation of human rights in the entire union republic and that officials at
the lower levels of the power vertical are responsible within the limits of their area of
responsibility. At the same time, the question of the apparent and the actual power vertical
poses major challenges in identifying the actual initiators of the violations, even if they could
have been locals. In addition, the question of the violation of the constitution of the Soviet
Union and other laws arises. If crimes against humanity are crimes against humanity regardless
of whether they were committed in harmony with the laws of the Soviet Union or in violation of
them, then the conformation or contradiction of violation of human rights with so called
“socialist lawfulness” is first and foremost an academic problem, not a problem of substance,
which, however, helps to better interpret the above-mentioned apparentness of the Soviet
ordering of the affairs of life.
The changes and idiosyncrasies caused by the different historical periods of the Soviet Union
have to be observed in relation to lawfulness and different subject areas. While there are
already a great deal of studies concerning the era of Stalinism by now,16 there are only a few
14
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concerning Khrushchev’s so called thaw years and the so-called Brezhnev era of stagnation.17
The memoirs of officials from the Soviet period certainly provide a certain degree of support in
comprehending source material. Soviet historical studies (of Soviet Estonia) can also be
included in the same group. The use of studies concerning Latvia and Lithuania, which were in
the same kind of situation, also definitely provides information.18
The ascertainment of the actual operation of the mechanisms of power in the Estonian SSR,
considering the jurisdictions of different institutions of power, makes it possible to evaluate
their role and influence in the shaping of the situation in terms of human rights in Estonia
annexed by the Soviet Union.
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