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This article explores the role of Estonian community houses in supporting

sustainable cultural development and the vitality of communities in a turbulent

era of global change. It poses the following questions: (1) How do the

representatives of community houses perceive their roles and challenges? (2)

Howdoes organizational agency and cultural policy (at national and sub-national

level) contribute to cultural sustainability in the context of such disruptions?

To answer the first question, in 2022 an online questionnaire survey targeting

representatives of Estonian community houses was conducted. The article is

based on quantitative and qualitative analysis of 126 responses. The second

question provides historical, political, and cultural context to address the first.

Estonian community houses, numbering 376 in operation today, are a unique

network to study. In the nineteenth century, these cultural hubs became the

basis for the system of non-formal life-long education, arts and culture, and

later regulated and developed within the subnational politics of culture and

education in the Estonian nation-state (1918–40), in the Soviet Union (1940–

91), and in today’s Estonia (1991–2023) as part of the European Union. The

COVID-19 pandemic added a new set of disruptions. In this light, the continuity

of the functioning of community houses, alongside their ability to adapt,

becomes particularly important for both local communities and sustainable

cultural development.

KEYWORDS

cultural policy, roles of community houses, COVID-19 pandemic, sustainability, regional

development

1 Introduction

This article contributes to the growing literature on cultural sustainability with a case

study of Estonian cultural centers, called community houses (rahvamaja), which form

an important network through which to study national and local cultural policies of

different political systems. Since the nineteenth century, built by local communities, these

cultural hubs enabled rural populations to participate in new types of cultural and lifelong

learning practices (Bildung), and formed a public cultural sphere. Later, their activities were

developed by the cultural politics and policy in the first Estonian republic (1918–40) and

regulated in the Soviet Union (1940–91) as well as in today’s Estonian Republic (1991–

2023). Estonia’s first network of cultural institutions, with 376 buildings still in use today

(Kulbok-Lattik, 2015, 2016, 2018; Kulbok-Lattik et al., 2021, 2023).

Cultural centers are not Estonian-specific phenomena, as they also act as key local

institutions in other Baltic and Nordic countries, as well as all over Europe, providing

a myriad artistic and cultural activities for citizens as audiences and active practitioners

(Bogen, 2018; Pfeifere, 2022). Although, there is no single definition of the characterization

and legal form (private or state-owned) of cultural centers in Europe, they share similarities
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in roles and impact on society. Pfeifere (2022) offers as features

characteristic of cultural centers the presence of art and culture,

education and leisure, and recreation and sociality. Further, an

important common feature of cultural centers is that both they and

their activities facilitate cultural democracy (Duelund, 2009) and

citizen participation. Participation, which is a malleable concept

with many meanings and values attached (Carpentier, 2011;

Eriksson et al., 2019), is one of the central concepts relating to

cultural centers, cultural policies and sustainability.

The concept of cultural participation covers both people’s

passive and active behavior and includes cultural consumption

as well as activities undertaken within the community (Kangas,

2017). For instance, in Finland, cultural centers offer a multitude

of cultural activities and cultural participation has been a key

concept of Finnish national cultural policies, increasing equality

and accessibility in society (Kangas, 2017). Participation in cultural

centers was studied at a European level by the “RECcORD” research

project (Eriksson et al., 2019, 2020) and in a Danish context in

the “DELTAG” project (2019-22). Further examples of increasing

interest in “participation” research include “Removing Barriers:

Participative and Collaborative Cultural Activities Kuulto” action

research in Finland (Kangas, 2017), in Danish and Finnish cultural

centers (Järvinen, 2021), and also on the roles of, and challenges

faced by, Estonian community houses (Kulbok-Lattik et al., 2021).

This current turbulent era of global economic, ecological,

technological, cultural, and political change, including migration

and unimaginable war in Europe, further emphasizes an urgent

need to research the different participation practices and societal

functions of cultural centers as well as their organization and

historical transformations. Using a recent case study of Estonian

network of community houses, this article seeks to understand

their roles in supporting sustainable development in changing

contexts and cultural disruptions. Our approach, here, is based on

sociological study and analysis of cultural policy. Contextualizing

community houses as Estonia’s first cultural institutions and

interpreting recent data gathered in 2022 by Kulbok-Lattik and

Roosalu, the article first asks how the representatives of community

houses perceive their roles and challenges faced, and second,

how organizational agency and cultural policy (at national and

subnational level) contribute to cultural sustainability in the

context of disruptions.

Also, we use the historical perspective of cultural policy

research. Estonia has a distinctive experience of the cultural

policy practices of different systems, which we have conceptualized

as of multiple modernities (Eisenstadt, 2000, p. 1–3; Wittrock,

2000, p. 66–67). Accounting for the experiences of different

systems—Western modernity (1920–40), Soviet cultural policy

(1940–1991), transition to EU membership and Europeanisation

(1991–2004, 2004–2023)—gives a valuable opportunity to observe

the influence of national cultural policy on cultural practices at

different levels. The use of a historical approach makes it possible

to trace the original roles of community centers and to observe

different discourses, discontinuity, and sustainability at national

and subnational levels of cultural policy, and their interrelations

with supranational policy discourses (Kulbok-Lattik, 2015, 2018).

Indeed, as the key concepts of the global discourse of Bildung

and sustainability are not static, there is a need to rethink what

cultural sustainability means within the context of the diversity and

the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) adopted by the United

Nations in 2015, and how this is reflected at the local level. In

order to address these issues, this paper will, first, provide the

theoretical context and the central concepts of the Bildung and

sustainable development; second, we briefly map the roles and

impact of Estonian community houses in different eras; and third,

we present some key results of our empirical research.

2 Materials and methods

2.1 Theoretical context

There is a remarkable variety of cultural policies and cultural

institutions, which depend considerably on their specific historical

socio-economic background: politics, the historically formed social

order, system of values, and dominant ideologies.

Laclau and Mouffet (2014) suggest that culture, economy, and

society can and should be analyzed as discourses, as no meaningful

phenomenon can exist outside discourse. In this study, we use the

term “discourse” in the Foucauldian sense within the framework

of social theories (Ruiz, 2009), as being linked to power and state,

insofar as the control of discourses is understood as a hold on reality

itself (e.g., if a state controls the official rhetoric and media, they

control the “rituals of truth”). Foucault (1991, p. 194) views power

as a mechanism, and a network which interacts not only from top

to bottom but also vice versa. Although the pyramidal structure of

power has its clearly defined “head”, the institutional apparatus as a

whole produces power.

Therefore, the concepts of culture and cultural policy are

discursive, socially constructed and not neutral, as cultural policy

never exists in isolation from the prevailing debates (ideologies)

and political discourse, as noted by several scholars (Kangas,

2004; Kangas and Ahponen, 2004; Kangas and Vestheim, 2010;

Kulbok-Lattik, 2015; Sevänen and Häyrynen, 2018). Thus, cultural

policy has a direct impact on state-supported cultural practices

and institutions, which then constitute and reproduce hegemonic

discourse and ideologies. As a result, the goals and instruments

of state cultural policy, as well as the functions of cultural

institutions, are determined by hegemonic discourse. In this article,

we observe cultural policy as modern state practice, with roots

in the emergence of Herderian romantic nationalism and post-

Enlightenment nation-states when culture—interpreted as arts—

became linked to the administrative apparatus of state. In respect

of different cultural practices, fields and forms of arts, decisions

regarding exclusion or inclusion made by the state and institutions

are determined by a specific historical outline of systemic values,

the orientation of which is specific to each country (Kulbok-Lattik,

2015).

2.1.1 Modern state, cultural policy
Defining the concept of culture, we use the concept of

societal cultures, which is closely connected to the process of

modernization. Kymlicka (2009, p. 255) refers to Gellner (1994),

who argues that the modern nation-state with its institutions,
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standardized education, media, economy etc., is one of the agents

able to create a common socio-economic, political and public space

which is meaningful for the whole population and can guarantee

the sustainability of societal culture.

Here, the historical role of the cultural policies of the

nation-state appears with a primary goal to form and develop

an institutionalized context for the education system, the arts,

and cultural practices. Within these connections also lies a

further historical aim of the politics of culture: education,

refinement, and civilization (i.e., nation-building and Bildung),

which are imposed by inclusion- and exclusion mechanisms of

state support and financial aid for different cultural practices.

However, the concept of cultural policy was developed by

twentieth-century post-war European welfare states in the

1960s and 1970s, when new concepts were introduced in

international discussion (cultural development, democratization

of culture, cultural democracy, socio-cultural animation, cultural

rights), alongside novel practices through which attempts

were made to strengthen the status of culture (the arts and

cultural heritage) and cultural policy in nation-states (Kangas,

2017).

2.1.2 Pre-state politics of cultural and civil
activism—Bildung and the nation building

In the Estonian case, the roots of cultural policy lay in the

civil activism (seltsiliikumine) of Estonians in the Tsarist Empire

from the second half of the nineteenth century onwards. This

civil activism and societal movement is inherently linked to

national awakening or emancipation and the public sphere. It is

evidenced by the appearance of newspapers, community houses

etc., where it was reflected by, and mediated and constructed

in the cultural and social practices of the people, as scholars

of Estonian nation-building (e.g., Karu, 1985; Raun, 2001, 2009;

Jansen, 2007) have shown. Important preconditions for national

cultural emancipation were widespread literacy among Estonians,

and the agrarian reforms of the nineteenth century which had a

direct impact on the majority of the Estonian population as the

native population became landowners and the capitalist economy

developed. Originating in national awakening, the development

of Estonia could well be characterized by general Western

modernization starting with the reorganizing of the static agrarian

society into a modern European nation-state.

Conceptualizing modernization, we rely on Martinelli (2005,

p. 19), who defines it as a set of transformations that had begun

in Western Europe by the late eighteenth century referring to

the socioeconomic (e.g., industrialization, urbanization), political

(e.g., democratization and mass participation), and intellectual

(e.g., secularization, mass literacy). Specific feature of the modern

cultural code is expressed through the German tradition of Bildung,

which emerged in the eighteenth century, corresponding to the

ideal of education in the work of Wilhelm von Humboldt. Bildung

refers to the tradition of self-cultivation, wherein philosophy and

education are linked to a process of both personal and cultural

maturation. The concept and practices of Bildung become a lifelong

process of human development, rather than mere training in

gaining a certain external knowledge or skills.

The idea of Bildung had a remarkable effect on popular

education work in the cultural centers or community houses

that began in nineteenth-century Europe, including in Finland,

and the Nordic and Baltic countries. The modernist ethos of

an established favorable ground for socio-economic, cultural

and national emancipation went hand in hand with political

emancipation (Bildung and nation-building) among the small

oppressed European nations (the Finns, Estonians, Latvians,

Slovaks, and Slovenians, for example), as empirically analyzed by

the prominent theorist of nations (Hroch, 1985, 1996).

According to Hroch (1996) the modernization of those

nations in Eastern Europe who lacked previous political statehood

happened in a similar way: cultural emancipation developed into

a wider cultural public, which allowed for the formation of their

political public and the emergence of nation states when various

empires collapsed in the twentieth century. For these nations,

the end of the First World War and the final disintegration of

empires was an opportunity to realize aspirations for national

self-determination and to establish modern nation-states (Kulbok-

Lattik, 2015).

Thus, one of the important historical roles of cultural centers

(community houses) has been their specific ability to create a

national and local public sphere. The shared identity of a society

was formed through shared narratives, which were shaped by

participants in the common practices of culture and education

(Guibernau, 2007;Wodak et al., 2009). Several researchers (Ojanen,

2016; Andersen and Björkman, 2017) claim that the idea of

Bildung and popular education work was a major factor in the

creation of the Nordic social model. In their book, The Nordic

Secret, Andersen and Björkman (2017), a Dane and a Swede,

explain how folk-Bildung, that is, liberal education, is the “secret”

behind the Nordic countries’ economic and social success story.

However, the concepts of modernity, as well as Bildung are

not static. Social scientists (Eisenstadt, 2000, p. 1–3; Wittrock,

2000, p. 66–67) are of the opinion that in view of the divergent

developments and different political systems of civilisations and

regions, it is more appropriate to speak of ‘multiple modernities’.

We suggest that Estonia, like the other Baltic states, shares different

modernities or experiences of modern state practices, and its

discursive interventions of state arts and educational policies. For

example, this includes experiences of Western (nation-state) and

Soviet modernities with the corresponding forms of the different

practices of Bildung.

Finnish scholar, Lahti (2019) discusses the changing

(discursive) nature of the concept of Bildung, pointing

to Finland’s national philosopher Snellman (1806–81)

who thought that “the idea that Bildung is something

timeless is utterly unrealistic. Instead, Bildung develops

and changes over time, and it has to be redefined in

each era.”

Lahti (2019) concludes that Bildung should be recognized
as a dynamic, or active and living concept, and defines the
idea of changing Bildung as follows: “While in the early

twentieth century Bildung had a nationalistic objective to
build the nation state and lay the foundation of our welfare

state, it could now play a major role in a novel societal

transformation—the change required for solving the complex

problems of our time.”
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2.1.3 Sustainability—new Bildung

The concept of sustainable development, defined as an

harmonious development of social, economic and environmental

areas, has long conceptual roots, and international organizations

have played a significant role in contesting the meaning of the term

and its content, as it has been shown by Kangas et al. (2018).

The concept developed in the context of the transformation

process of the green movement, and first came to prominence in

1980, when the International Union for the Conservation of Nature

and Natural Resources presented the World Conservation Strategy

with “the overall aim of achieving sustainable development through

the conservation of living resources”. The evolution of the concept

developed into the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development,

adopted by all United Nations Member States in 2015. At its heart

are the seventeen Sustainable Development Goals (SDG United

Nations Sustainable Development Goals, 2015), adopted by the

United Nations in that year which represent an urgent call for

action by all countries in global partnership. They recognize that

ending poverty and other deprivations must accompany strategies

that improve health and education, reduce inequality, and spur

economic growth—all while tackling climate change and working

to preserve the oceans and forests.

Nevertheless, none of these goals referred to integrating culture

into sustainable development planning and decision-making.

Duxbury et al. (2017, p. 214–230) argue that culture’s absence

from sustainable development debates have been rooted within

the longue durée interplay among theoretical and policy debates

on culture in sustainable development and on cultural policy

since the mid-twentieth century. They propose four roles cultural

policy can play toward sustainable development: “first, to safeguard

and sustain cultural practices and rights; second, to ‘green’ the

cultural sector’s operations and impacts; third, to raise awareness

and catalyze actions about sustainability and climate change;

and fourth, to foster ‘ecological citizenship’.” In this regard, the

challenge for cultural policy is to embody very different co-existing

and overlapping roles in relation to sustainable development.

Cultural sustainability tends to be defined in two ways. On

the one hand, it refers to the sustainability of cultural and artistic

practices and patterns, including, for example, identity formation

and expression, cultural heritage conservation, and a sense of

cultural continuity. On the other, it also refers to the role of cultural

traits and actions in informing and composing part of the pathways

toward more sustainable societies.

We believe culture lies at the core of practices and beliefs that

can support or inspire the necessary societal transition to more

sustainable living. These narratives, values, and actions contribute

to the emergence of a more culturally sensitive understanding of

sustainable development and to clarifying the roles of art, culture,

and cultural policy in this endeavor.

2.1.4 18th sustainable development goal: viability
of the Estonian cultural space

In addition to the seventeen Sustainable Development Goals

(SDG), which are common for all countries, Estonia has developed

its own priorities for sustainable development since 2005. The

National Strategy on Sustainable Development “Sustainable Estonia

21” (hereafter, SE21) was produced by a wide-scale consortium of

experts and approved by the Estonian Parliament on 14 September

2005. The main goals set out in SE21 were the vitality of Estonian

cultural space; increase in people’s welfare; socially coherent society;

and ecological balance. In the context of SE21, the Estonian cultural

space is defined as an arrangement of social life based on Estonian

people, traditions, and the Estonian language.

The sustainability of the Estonian nation and culture constitutes

the cornerstone of sustainable development of Estonia also today.

The viability of the Estonian cultural space has been agreed to be

the 18th Sustainable Development Goal in Estonia until the year

2030. The development goal postulating this has a fundamental

meaning: the persistence of Estonian-hood is the highest priority

among the development goals. The Estonian cultural space has been

also developed in the Estonian community houses as part of the

natural and living environment.

2.2 Historical roles of community houses
and context of national and subnational
cultural policy

Estonian community houses (rahvamaja) have their roots in the

nineteenth-century tradition of grass-roots-level social activism.

Estonian Societies were established according to the example of

local German Societies in both town and country. During the

Tsarist empire, from the 1870s onwards, community houses were

built by ordinary people, aiming to offer a space for new types

of cultural activities such as choirs, plays, orchestras, libraries and

public festivities for local communities. These cultural hubs became

pre-state cultural institutions with civilizing aims (Bildung) for

Estonian communities, where the development of a wider public

sphere evolved in the circumstances of being under the rule of Baltic

German landlords and the restrictive tsarist state.

Estonian national aspirations (which were initially connected

with cultural goals) became more political over time, demanding

equal rights compared to the ruling Baltic-German nobility with

regard to participation in the administration of local affairs. Thus,

the construction of community houses has a social and political

dimension, as an act of collective will to create room/space for

cultural activities for Estonians, where a democratic public in the

Arendtian sense (Arendt, 1985) could appear.

However, with the construction of community houses,

Estonians, as a colonized ethnic group with the lowest status in

society, created not only a cultural and political public, but also a

new spatial model for their cultural development that could be seen

as an informal (or “bottom-up”) educational system and cultural

policy arising from civil society.

This had the specific type of room program modeled according

to that of an opera house or theater, with stage, hall, buffet, library

etc. (see Figure 1).

From 1880, historical research and statistics reveal constantly

an increasing cultural participation by Estonians, until it is possible

to speak of cultural mass-participation by the first half of twentieth

century. Hence, we can see a new spatial model of culture which

created opportunities for both cultural development and social

interaction, while collective action ensured the spread of national
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FIGURE 1

Typical plan of community houses with the stage, hall etc. (Kurvits, 1935).

ideas to the masses, on the basis of which the emerging economic

and political elite could make political demands. It is in these

links that the relationship between cultural public sphere and the

political public sphere becomes clear, which can be summarized

as follows: the cultural public sphere legitimates and justifies the

demand for political self-determination (Kulbok-Lattik, 2018).

This new spatial model for culture became the basis for artistic

hobbies and lifelong learning-system of informal education, which

later was regulated and developed within the politics of culture and

education in the various eras until today’s. This system of artistic

and cultural practices, together with informal education, forms an

essential basis of the national system of innovation (Johnson, 1992;

Kulbok-Lattik and Kaevats, 2018).

During the first Estonian Republic (1918–40), the network

of community houses was set up by the state. By 1940, there

were more than 400 community houses (Kulbok-Lattik, 2015, p.

155) all over Estonia, which operated as local institutions for the

development of Estonian cultural policy, being the expression of

the socio-economic and cultural vitality of Estonian rural regions.

After the invasion and occupation of the Baltic states

by the Soviet Union in 1940–1941 and after 1944, extensive

restructuring, with the nationalization of private property, began.

Thus community houses and their property were expropriated. The

Sovietization of community houses meant also the importation of

the Soviet cultural canon (its norms and values) and cultural policy

model. Bottom-up initiatives by societies were prohibited and all

organizations operated and guided by the state. The Soviet cultural

policy model was fully implemented in Estonia. The final aim of

the Soviet cultural policy was to transform people’s behavior and

create the Soviet person—a mass-man in an atomized society, as

Arendt (1985) has described. New buildings for cultural centers (in

the monumental Stalinist architectural style) were constructed by

the Soviet authorities in Estonia and by 1950 there were 651 clubs

and cultural centers (as community houses were called during the

Soviet era) (Kulbok-Lattik, 2015, p. 156).

However, widely accessible, publicly funded homogeneous

mass and folk culture accounted for a substantial part of Soviet

cultural welfare. At the same time as traditional cultural practices

as the official canon of Soviet cultural policy were mediated,

national resistance was also promoted in community houses. These

cultural practices and national resistance finally lead to the mass

mobilization of the population in the form of the Estonian Singing

Revolution and re-establishment of the independent Estonian

republic in 1991 (Kulbok-Lattik, 2015).

Since then, community houses have gradually lost their national

importance as a tool of state cultural policy, since the main

aim of the Estonian state was the promotion of professional

culture and the responsibility for the development of amateur

culture was left to local municipalities (Aadamsoo et al., 2012;

Kultuuripoliitika, 2014; Kulbok-Lattik et al., 2023). Although state
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support for cultural institutions continued, community houses

have been supported financially, administratively and politically

mostly by local governments. The budget of a municipality depends

on county population figures as well as residents‘ income levels.

Due to this, a considerable decline in the budgets of community

houses has occurred.

A significant change took place in 2004 when Estonia joined

the European Union and transnational cultural policy has also

started to affect decisions made at national and municipal levels.

The cultural policy of the EU highlights issues such as participation,

equality, sustainability, heritage, etc. that all belong to the core

values of Estonian community houses (Kulbok-Lattik et al., 2023, p.

165–166). The vitality of cultural space is thus measured according

to the scope, functionality, temporal continuity and plasticity of

Estonian culture. In this rhetorical context, community houses

should play a central role in ensuring cultural continuity and

accessibility, especially in rural areas.

However, due to urbanization and migration (in 2004, the

European labor market opened partially to Estonian citizens), the

population of Estonia—and especially in the countryside—has been

in constant decline. The situation sets up two challenges related to

financial and human resources: since both the number (∼500 in the

1940s, 651 in the 1950s and 376 in 2022) and budgets of community

houses are diminishing, the sustainability of the community houses

is increasingly put at risk. It is noteworthy that the 376 community

houses currently employ only 543 staff members. It means that

the agency, i.e., self-determination and functioning of community

houses, is weakening, threatening the sustainability of cultural

networks and communities.

As many municipalities currently lack the human resources for

the development of local cultural policy, different networking

institutions have been established during the period of

independence but joining these networks has been voluntary,

and there is no coherent cultural policy tackling the functioning of

community houses.

In 2023, 1.3 million inhabitants lived in Estonia, out of which

462,000 were situated in the capital city of Tallinn. As noted above,

the population has been in steady decrease during the previous

decades because of emigration. A low birth rate contributes to

the phenomenon, although a change has been observed due

to immigration from Ukraine since 2022. Estonia is a sparsely

populated country with 31.4 inhabitants per km² and 46% of the

whole population lives on the northern coast around the capital

(Statistics Estonia).

As seen above, community houses have experienced different

cultural political practices in the context of different modernities—

Western and Soviet—as well as several transformations and

disruptions. First, as a new spatial model for culture, community

houses became the basis for refinement, artistic hobbies, and

the lifelong learning-system of non-formal education, which

was later regulated and developed with the politics of culture

and education.

All these transformations signify that each political system

creates a specific set of management and institutional tools for

cultural production and education in society, in order to legitimize

the state as an apparatus and as well as its political authority.

As state interference shapes the discursive narratives, instrumental

concepts and practices related to culture, education, and creativity,

it has a broad impact on the identities and life of individuals, as

well as on society as a system of innovation (Potts and Hartley,

2014). Hartley and Potts have developed the theory of culture as

an evolutionary adaptation system which is not only an efficient

mechanism to carry and replicate existing knowledge (as well as

to facilitate in-group coordination and cooperation), but also a

mechanism to make new knowledge. From this perspective, they

explore how creativity, novelty and innovation evolve in society

though the formation and interaction of cultural groups. We can

see how innovation springs from the activities of civil society agents

and how state interference in culture and education becomes a

central coordinator in shaping cultural practices (Kulbok-Lattik

and Kaevats, 2018).

3 Empirical study of Estonian
community houses in 2022

To capture experiences and narrative strategies of

representatives of community houses, a sociological study

was carried out early 2022. Our empirical study inquires into

organizational agency in the context of disruptions, exploring

how the representatives of community houses present their role,

their challenges and tasks ahead. This mixed-method study had

three steps: pilot interviews with key stakeholder representatives

to discover key topics of relevance; an online questionnaire survey

targeting community houses (126 responses were received, while

71 of these were fully completed); and the most recent events

were taken into account when interpreting the results. In this way,

theoretical and historical background, current social context and

studies from other countries provide the basis for interpreting

the results.

The online survey was carried out using the LimeSurvey

institutional platform at Tallinn University. It covered 24 different

topics, including altogether more than 350 sub-questions, many

of which were formulated as open-form questions, offering

respondents a chance to express themselves in the way that best

fits the situation of their community. This means that the survey

was rather extensive and not everyone who started filling it had

the patience or time to answer all the questions, therefore, when

presenting the results, we have also highlighted how many answers

each of the questions had received.

In this article, to discuss the role of Estonian community houses

as the key actors on local level cultural policy, three themes form

our focus. First, we explore what the roles that representatives

of the community houses see they serve in their communities

are, and who they see as their main target group. Second, we

map their reflections on COVID 19-related interruptions and

innovations. Third, we provide an overview of future visions

the representatives of community houses create. Such a research

strategy, focusing on qualitative analysis of open answers from

a stakeholder online survey, reliably reveals patterns in local

level understanding of the role of community houses in this

new reality, and enables us to provide a typology of local

reactions to recent challenges, and helps to highlight their visions

of future.
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4 Key results

4.1 Community houses: functions and
target groups

The survey posed an open question on this, and 71

answers were received. The analysis revealed that only twelve

representatives did not explicitly mention their target group

alongside naming their core functions, leaving the supposed

beneficiaries more implicit. Others mentioned the community at

large [on 36 occasions], people [6], (local) population [4] and

residents (of village/region) [5] or used some age indication to

determine their target group (e.g., children, pupils, youth, parents,

adults, the elderly, the retired, whole family). On a few occasions,

the (local) hobby groups or the whole region was mentioned as

target groups benefitting. So, most representatives of community

houses defined their expected target group when thinking of their

most important roles for their community.

The axial coding analysis of the open answers revealed eight

larger groups of roles:

1. Social communication, social capital: enabling community-

based participation and communication [49 responses]: center

for social communication; most important meeting place;

true community center; place for socializing; glue for the

local community.

2. Non-formal education and lifelong learning: providing

opportunities for engaging in hobby activities [28]: place

for leisure; place for self-expression; place for engaging with

recreational activities; place for hobby groups to gather and

rehearse; place for participation in folk dance and acting; place

to widen one’s horizon; work with children and youth; hobby

education for locals from 7 to 90 years of age.

3. Mediating professional arts and meaning-making through

culture: organizing events, mediating culture and providing

access to professional culture [27]: we bring professional

theater and concerts close to home; we educate people in culture

and health; we are key organizer of cultural events within the

community; we provide possibilities for enjoying culture; we

meet the demand for culture in the community; we promote

events of folk culture; we organize celebrations according to the

folk calendar.

4. Providing services to the local community [11]: nowadays

it is also a place where people come to ask for help; people

often contact the manager of the community house who then

gives advice and provides help; people approach us with their

troubles (e.g. bank transactions, printing Covid-19 certificates);

our house provides social services, also the library is very

popular; our community house is the house for the community

and we provide several social services, e.g., laundry, hairdresser

and a beautician.

5. Renting rooms [8]: we rent out rooms for private events; it is

a good place for private parties; families can rent the rooms for

social events (e.g. birthdays or funerals).

6. Political representation: mediating community and

local authorities [6]: the community house represents the

community; the community house is the place for the local

authority to engage with local people; the community house is

used for elections; it is an apolitical space; ever since the local

government reform, the community house has a crucial role in

mediating information with the local government.

7. Institutional networking: bringing third parties together for

cooperation and joint activities [4]: we work together with

local NGOs; we cooperate with other actors and contribute to

joint events; we communicate with different communities and

support organizing events with our know-how; the community

house has the key role in the region together with school, library,

youth center and local society.

8. Physical culture, sports, exercises: organizing sports events

and activities [3]: we organize regional competitions in chess

and drafts; we educate people on health; we provide options for

sporting activities.

On several occasions, the social emphasis of the community

house was underlined through different activities:

We provide our community the opportunities to learn, relax

and enjoy culture, but most of all to escape the daily routine.

However, as we also host a youth center and there is a primary

school is nearby; it is a safe place for the students to spend their

time after school, as parents know where their children are.

So, for adults the community house offers chances to relax

and to learn, just like children. In fact, many other responses

listed several key roles, pointing to the fact that the combination

of more than one activity focus is essential in serving the

community in the best way. An example of complex and

intertwined roles puts emphasis even further on local identity and

social cohesion:

It is a local cultural establishment in the community, which

serves in maintaining traditions, arranging cultural life, keeping

traditions alive. It also increases the sense of home, protecting

and building local identity and the like. Such a local cultural

institution adds value to the whole region, supporting and

promoting social cohesion in the area with its existence and

activities. It provides opportunities for spending leisure time.

It offers people the chance to engage in hobby groups on local

premises. It mediates professional culture.

Apart from these concrete functions, on 28 occasions other

elements were emphasized that mean community houses carry a

unique role. These highlighted the feeling that their community

house is useful, very important, has a prominent place, plays a rather

big role—or very big role.The use of those superlatives and emphasis

on the relevance of the role shows those working for the community

house have a clear understanding of that role.

In some cases, this role was underlined by visioning a dystopian

alternative: destroying the community house means downward

development in the village and degrading the quality of the living

environment. Here, the mission of keeping the community house

operational is clearly motivated by avoiding larger losses. Others

emphasized the relevance of keeping up their hard work clear role

for the community house exists, but a lot of work is still required in
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the community so that people would find their way to the community

house -, indicating that not all the communities were fully ready to

make use of their community house.

This non-participation is related to the lack of health

or other resources (time and money), but also to apathy—

people have learned to cope without the community and

community houses. From this background, the relevance of the

COVID-19 pandemic for community houses deserves a more

specific examination.

4.2 COVID disruption: change and
innovation?

The open question about COVID-19 impact was worded as

follows: how did practices change during COVID pandemic since

March 2020? To what extent are these changes related to the direct

impact of COVID?

We received 63 full responses to this question. Most of them

showed that the representatives of community houses did not have

a good systematic overview of the changes, their nature and the

factors behind them, and indeed they may lack resources (e.g.,

working time, accounting systems etc.) to estimate the extent.

Among those who did express their experiences as negative, some

used words that indicate something extreme:

COVID influenced all of the activities of the

community house.

Our activities have been practically put on pause/limited to

a minimum.

COVID has largely decreased [the number of events

and audience].

It has very much changed individual behavior.

This emotional connection to the significance of COVID

impact, even though COVID had been around for a while by the

time of the study (the survey was carried out in January 2022,

but impact of COVID pandemics in Estonia can be traced back

to March 2020), indicates its devastating effect on the everyday

life and work of the community houses, pointing to inevitable

interruptions. We can reveal four types of negative impact:

• People [35 answers]: audience numbers decreased; people

are more passive; it is more difficult than before to get people

out of their homes; many are fearful; the elderly do not dare

to come out. Related to this is the direct impact of vaccine

pass requirement [11]: many people do not trust vaccines;

in some communities those that have decided not to get

vaccinated used to be among the most active community

members, but access to events is restricted without a vaccine

pass (or testing)

• Events [20]: number of events decreased; organizing of

events practically non-existent; cooperative events, e.g., with

local schools, have been canceled.

• Hobby groups [8]: hobby group activities are seriously

affected or entirely stopped; as getting together is very

difficult, this has created tensions among group members.

• Economic—rental and other income [4]: decrease in

rental of rooms (e.g., before 2020, the community house

was fully booked at weekends) and other alternative income

basis, combined with increasing prices.

COVID-19 has thus clearly interrupted some of the community

houses’ most important contributions. Whereas there may still

be services to provide (that do not require also serving as a

meeting place) or political representation functions to fulfill, the

key aspects—providing space and occasions to meet, events to take

part in and learning activities to engage in—were seriously affected.

On a positive note, innovative solutions were reported in 11

answers, e.g., making use of outdoor possibilities, going more

actively onto social media or launching entirely new practices:

• our activities are now carried out mostly outdoor, or only

when events are outdoor and the weather is nice we have

the same participation numbers than before [COVID],

• Facebook and other social media have been reported to

be helping keeping contacts alive between the members of

hobby groups.

Clearly, then, these interruptions have also brought positive

aspects. It generally seems, indeed, that it is only the attitudes of

the representatives of community houses that helps them cope with

what otherwisemight be a hopeless situation. This is reflected either

in their experience that some problems have been solved, or their

hope that (maybe with enormous work) they could be solved in the

future, as indicated in these answers:

Everything has changed. It is hard and we are working very

much to keep all our activities alive and sustainable.

I guess the direct impact is only on the way still. Our

[amateur] theater group has not been able to meet [. . . ] We hope

for the best, so it will be sustained, and new wonderful plays will

be staged.

COVID has had an impact on all the activities of the

community house, so one has to search very hard for new ways

to organize and carry out events, how to reach your target groups,

and also how to carry out the hobby activities. On the other hand,

it seems that had we already lost some of our audiences even

before COVID, and COVID just accelerated the trend.

The last example in particular helps to see COVID-19

experiences in a more strategic perspective: if experience with

COVID-related, somewhat forced innovation helps the community

house find new ways to reach the community, this might actually

help to support the strengthening of the role of the community

houses. This leads us to the next section on the question of

future outlook.

4.3 Future outlook: problems and
expectations

To put the mapping of future outlook in context, it should

be mentioned here that according to our survey that just 18 of
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the participants confirmed their community house as having a

strategic action plan, whereas 41 said they do not have their own

strategic plan and when planning their activities, they follow the

more general strategic plans for the sphere of culture that their

local government has prepared. Another 18 admitted that their

community house is somewhat improvising when setting its daily

priorities ad hoc. Three respondents stated they are not aware of

how their strategic decision making really works. This summary

shows that only a minority of respondents have the resources with

which to engage in systematic strategic planning.

It might also mean, therefore, that the discussion of problems,

expectations and future outlooks that follows offers some mapping

of individual stakeholder views rather than providing insights to

the community houses as institutions. Conversely, in many cases

the survey was answered by those who run the daily activities in the

community house they represented, thus allowing us to conclude

that the views expressed here indeed offer a very important insight

into the worries and hopes of community houses in Estonia.

During the survey, we invited respondents to rank the

challenges and problems that community houses in Estonia face in

2022, providing a list of issues and offering the possibility to also

add others. Altogether, 71 respondents engaged in this exercise.

The outcomes of this exercise suggest that the key challenge

is a lack of clarity in terms of the role of community houses.

Representatives perceive that the roles community houses are

expected to fulfill requires further clarity at the level of state

cultural policy, pointing to the lack of formal, but perhaps also

informal, recognition. This is followed by concern over wages

and pay levels, as well as the need to improve the technical

equipment—in most general terms, their funding. All the other

issues are much less relevant and even when the respondents chose

to elaborate on other categories, added-in answers were never the

highest priority.

We also asked what the most urgent problems that the specific

community house needs to solve in their nearest future might

be. Here, the largest challenge seems to be (re)connecting to

the people in the community or strengthening this connection;

this was mentioned in 30 responses. In some cases, this was

accompanied by naming a specific target group, be it young

families, children, working-age adults, schools, or multicultural

communities. But mostly this just referred to the need to get people

back to the community houses after being scared away by the

pandemic, and thus keep hobby groups running, so that others

could join them, and organize events that would be of interest to

local communities.

We also asked in a more concrete way what needed to be

improved so that the community houses would find it easier to

fulfill their roles in their community and in Estonian society in

general. The 49 answers highlight the expectations that range from

honest I really cannot say and Let’s just hope that nothing very crazy

happens, to this realist take:

This is just a dream or a miracle that suddenly all the needs

we have in cultural institutions will be met and people will just

be bewitched into doing everything enthusiastically... The reality

is different - there is no magic cure, and the state cannot keep

supporting everyone.

In between these fatalistic laissez-faire approaches, several types

of expected changes are mentioned, and our mapping exercise

distinguished the following key expectations:

• Lifting COVID restrictions is sufficient: this reflects the

understanding that as soon as we get back to previous life-

styles, things will turn back alright, as if the interruptions had

never existed,

• Clarification and recognition of the roles of community

houses: wider understanding and agreement on the functions

and roles that community houses carry, potentially not just at

the community or local level but through national discussions

and debates,

• State level regulations: possibly a specific law, or otherwise

some directions, so that common understanding would be

secured in longer term,

• Funding, especially for wages: funding needs to be secured

at a higher and more stable level, so that it would enable the

paying of decent salaries, in order to hire the most suitable

people, and secure the technical needs related to buildings

and equipment,

• General regional and economic policy interventions: further

external interventions are expected to secure people within the

communities with better paying jobs so they could afford to

invest their time and money into cultural participation, non-

formal learning and social communication, so as to sustain life

in the countryside and at the peripheries.

As can be seen, while some of the answers seem to be satisfied

with “just” lifting COVID restrictions and others require policy

interventions “to secure life in the countryside”, in the wider sense,

most of the expectations are specifically related to recognizing and

institutionalizing the roles and functions of community houses and

securing sufficient funding for them.

In addition to this, we provided an open question for final

comments to this lengthy survey, and we received 33 responses,

with 21 commenting the survey itself—some technical, some

expressing optimism and gratitude regarding the fact that a survey

of such a nature was being carried out. There were simple words

of thanks alongside hopes that the study results would be widely

shared and would thus bring about some change. While there were

doubts expressed that a COVID-era survey would be representative

of the everyday life of community houses in Estonia, others pointed

out that such an in-depth study helped them to think through

different aspects related to their community house and thus

answering the survey questionnaire was perceived as interesting

and useful. These answers indicate that there may be insufficient

chances in “normal” times to think strategically about the roles

that community houses play in their communities and offering a

forum to share one’s thoughts with others is a welcome arena in

which to do this. Perhaps opportunities like these should be created

more systematically.

Other thoughts shared in the final comments touched the

need for formal recognition of the work the community houses

and cultural workers do in society. Seven answers mused on this

theme, their thoughts ranging from suggestions to organize a Year

of Community Houses that would provide the ongoing state level
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recognition to this topic of key relevance culturally, socially and from

the point of view of regional policy, to the need to establish a specific

legal regulation on community houses (introduced in Lithuania in

2004 and in Latvia in 2022), to the need to recognize that every

community house needs a dedicated and decently paid employee.

Recognition was also needed beyond wages, since

wages in themselves cannot really compensate for the effort

cultural workers really invest in this work. The long nights,

organizing, editing, managing work, sometimes the forced not-

too-popular decisions, taking time at the expense of their

own families.

These words or worry were echoed in another, as one

respondent said in their final comment, taking an even longer view:

We are on a longer journey here and we need to pull

ourselves together, so that our culture will be able to stay

there forever.

Indeed, the representatives of the community houses saw

themselves as being on a longer mission, clearly above daily

politics, supplying their services ahead of the demands that their

communities do not know to make, and the state should have the

wisdom to make.

5 Conclusions and discussion

Research into cultural centers has been rare, but there

is growing interest in their organization, historical changes,

participation and social function (Kangas, 2017; Bogen,

2018; Kulbok-Lattik, 2018; Eriksson et al., 2019; Järvinen,

2021; Pfeifere, 2022; Kulbok-Lattik et al., 2023). It has

been found that the centers and their activities facilitate

cultural democracy (Duelund, 2009), education, cohesion,

and citizen participation—a key concept in cultural centers,

but increasingly also in other cultural institutions and

cultural policies (Kangas, 2017). Traditional cultural and

governance practices which support democratic cultural

participation and diversity are considered to be the key to

sustainable development.

Our sociological research here, carried out in early 2022

during the COVID-19 pandemic, concentrated on the challenges

and disruptions in Estonian community houses and on their

strategies of resilience, which is a novel approach in the field

of cultural research. The use of an historical approach in the

study of cultural policy makes it possible to trace the original

roles of community houses and to observe different discourses,

discontinuity, and sustainability in national and subnational levels

of cultural policy, and their interrelations with supranational

policy discourses.

Our article explored the roles and challenges of Estonian

community houses as perceived by their representatives. The

research outcomes have been interpreted in the historical,

theoretical and political frameworks of cultural policy with focus on

ideas like participation, organizational agency and sustainability.

5.1 The roles and challenges of community
houses

We explored the roles that representatives of the community

houses see they serve in their communities, and who they envisage

as their main target group. It revealed that the basic historical roles

of the community houses and practices of culture work have not

changed: the representatives mentioned both social, cultural and

educational functions as the main aims of their work.

First, representatives of the community houses still highlight

their most important role as being bringing the community

together—providing possibilities for shared togetherness. They still

operate as a space where institutional meaning-making affirms

local and national identities and narratives, and where important

events are celebrated. It appears that these cultural and educational

institutions are shaping the narratives of official (state) memory work

as well as individual (local community) strategies of belonging.

Second, community houses are still places for life-long non-

formal education and self-expression (music and art schools, as

well as dance and theater studios, libraries, etc.) thus forming a

basis for educational and regional development and acting as a

proto-innovation system (Kulbok-Lattik and Kaevats, 2018).

This certainly is related to audience development, future

professionals, participation and the sustainability of Estonian

culture. Yet, they also provide welfare and social cohesion for

aging people.

Third, the community houses continue to be the cultural

hubs where traditional artforms, both amateur and professional,

are mediated and practiced. By organizing major festivals and

regional events, they promote regional images and bring economic

benefits. Community houses more knowingly act as promoters of

regional development.

Fourthly, there are also some new roles taken up by the

community houses during the post-socialist period in small

communities, for example, renting rooms to providers of welfare

services (such as hairdressers, laundries, etc.) and state services

(such as local government, post offices, or police posts).

In addition, we mapped the reflections of COVID-related

interruptions, and resulting innovations by the community houses.

Our research reflected an understanding among the representatives

of community houses that, as soon as they return to previous

arrangements, the majority of acute problems will be solved, which

expresses strong institutional agency. However, the question of

sustainability is whether new generations will be able and willing

to keep up and build upon these traditions if it requires such heavy

amount of effort and is only meagrely remunerated. Thus, it seems

that cultural policy needs to raise this issue and design a more

sustainable model for the local level.

Further, COVID-19 may have emphasized some of the

problems, they were already there—for example, the decreasing

population numbers threatening the sustainability of remote areas.

In places where COVID was inspiring new possibilities, e.g., using

social media and digital connectivity, the community was already

likely driving such innovations beforehand.

Finally, we provided an overview of future visions the

representatives of community houses create. Several types of

expected changes were revealed: recognition; state level regulations;
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and funding, especially for wages. It also became clear that

representatives of Estonian community houses feel a lack of

research and scientific reflection, cultural political attention,

recognition, and support by the state. There are expectations that

national-level cultural policies should help meet grassroots policy

challenges and secure the sustainability of community houses.

5.2 Organizational agency, historical paths
of cultural policy and sustainability

First, the study highlighted historical links between policy-

making and discursive political changes at local level. It revealed

that the basic historical roles of community houses and practices of

culture work have not changed: the community houses have been

following their historical habitus. It has been the nature (as well

as one of the original roles) of community houses to contribute to

the cultural, as well as the political formation of the local public

sphere. Indeed, community houses have been used for political

representation by the authorities during all the different political

systems in Estonia. At the same time, they have always carried

non-hegemonic agenda and acted as places for parties. Taken

together, all dimensions of European cultural centers—art/culture,

education/leisure, recreation and social (Pfeifere, 2022)—are also

represented in the work of Estonian community houses.

Estonia has had a distinctive experience of the cultural

policy practices of different political systems, which we have

conceptualized as of multiple modernities. Observing for

the different experiences of Western modernity (1920–40),

Soviet modernity (1940–1991), post-modern transition to

EU/Europeanisation (1991–2004, 2004–2023) provides an ample

opportunity with which to study the influence of national cultural

policy on cultural practices at different levels (Kulbok-Lattik,

2015).

Thus, based on the example of Estonian community houses,

we can observe the historical path of the wider Estonian public

sphere, where cultural dynamics appears in the forms of culture as

the mechanism for creating identity and groups (Hartley and Potts,

2014), and cultural and educational emancipation as the basis for

political mobilization and national system of innovation (Kulbok-

Lattik and Kaevats, 2018). Further, we can see how the network of

cultural organizations of the first Republic of Estonia, with its roots

in the nineteenth-century societal civil activism, was subjected to

governmental guardianship by the Soviet state.

Path dependency is their strength and weakness. Infrastructure,

i.e., community houses built in different eras and under different

ideological and political regimes, provide a thick network covering

the whole country. But in the changed socio-economic context of

an aging and declining population, depopulated areas, migration

and urbanization, in some regions community houses lack

resources, including people whom to serve. It means that the

agency, i.e., self-determination and functioning of community

houses, is weakening, threatening the sustainability of cultural

networks and communities. Recent political, economic and social

disruptions (for example, the COVID-19 pandemic) have strongly

shaken the habitus of the community houses but also proven their

resilience and ability for innovation.

However, it has also become very clear that Estonian

community houses currently feel a lack of scientific reflection,

cultural political attention, recognition, and support by the state.

There are expectations that discourse—ideas, values existing in

the rhetorics of state documents on cultural politics—could help

meet challenges at the municipal level and a belief that centralized

cultural policy could secure sustainability and diversity of culture in

the regions. The centralization concerns, first, close (prescribed?)

collaboration between municipal cultural institutions and, on

the other hand, between state (for example, the Ministry of

Culture) and municipal institutions. The community houses need

financial and (cultural-) political aid but also symbolic capital (i.e.,

recognition and appreciation).

In conclusion, for integrating and mediating new discourses

related to sustainability and European Green Deal policies as

new Bildung, Estonian community houses need clearly formulated

functions and future aims set by both sub- and supra-level cultural

policies. A sustainable financing system that does not depend

only on the number and income of local inhabitants and on the

budgetary possibilities of local governments should also be created

based on the functions and aims of those cultural policies. This

should be considered as a tool for diminishing regional and social

inequalities and assuring vitality of national and local (sub)cultures

and identities.

We assume that in the context of the contemporary turbulent

era of global economic, ecological, technological, cultural, and

political crises (including migration and war), while the mediated

public sphere has lost its reliability, physical public spaces like

community houses gain an ever more significant importance

in providing possibilities for participation and self-expression.

However, the future of this valuable cultural network, as well as

that of other regional institutions in Estonia, depends not only

on cultural policy solutions but also on balanced regional and

economic development.
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