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Estonian-Finnish bridges of journalism and media education

Prof. Kaarle Nordenstreng at the 50th anniversary conference in Tartu, 22-23 May 2004 

First historical facts:

· The year is 1972 and Tapio Varis, a young assistant from the University of Tampere, cathedra of electronic journalism visits the University of Tartu. He had joined a group of Finnish women to Tallinn and made from there an unplanned and probably illegal one-day visit to Tartu, that closed city where no foreigners were allowed to overnight. Without prior agreement he walks into the cathedra of journalism, was met by Marju Lauristin and is asked to talk to the faculty and students about the research, which he and others were doing in Finland. Tapio has a vivid memory of the encounter at the famous round table on which the Tartu peace treaty was done between Finland and the Soviet Union in 1920.

· Before this collegial event, Pertti Hemánus had visited Tallinn already in 1966 – the year when he became the first PhD in journalism in Finland. He was within a delegation of Finnish Centre Party (until 1964 called Agrarian League). He did not meet any journalism teachers, just people from the political gallery.

· Also I visited Tallinn for the first time already in the late 1960s but without any contacts, nor knowledge about the academic site in Tartu. I attended a conference of the OIRT, the world organization of radio and television institutions, hosted by the Soviet Estonian television, representing at this platform of high broadcasting executives my boss, the Director General of the Finnish Broadcasting Company, Eino S Repo, who at the time was the President of the OIRT but prevented from attending. I had a political message to deliver: not to accept a Soviet proposal which was on the negotiation table. Soviets were disappointed but respectful of the position of their small Western neighbour and I believe that Estonians were pleased although they naturally did not show it up to the big Eastern master. This first visit of mine to Estonia was memorable also because I came by car, driving my Mustang through Leningrad, where I met the then director of Television, Boris Firsov, continuing along the empty highway along the sea, just greeted by military check points which naturally were informed about this exceptional traveller.

· The first Estonian journalism scholar to meet us in Finland was Marju, who visited Helsinki as a tourist in 1977 and continued without official permission to Tampere for a day like Tapio had done in Tartu five years earlier. She met there all of us media scholars as well as sociologist Yrjö Littunen and picked up our latest texts, including my introductory textbook and Veikko Pietilä´s examination on the nature of communication research.

· Since these early visits and contacts there was a fairly regular flow of materials and ideas between Tartu and Tampere, including a visit of our teacher delegation in the late 1980s of which there is a photo in the exhibition in the cellar. Later also student exchange became part of our relations.

These exchanges constituted over time indeed a bridge between Estonian and Finnish colleagues. The bridge was naturally more crucial to the Estonian side for which Finland became a gateway to the Western academic world – like Finnish television seen in Tallinn area became a channel to the Western media world. This world was officially closed for the Soviet Union but the spill-over across the Finnish border could not be dismissed by the political powers because the source of this “capitalist propaganda” was a friendly neighbour of the Soviet Union, providing a display window to the world about peaceful coexistence between different social systems. Accordingly, while West German cold warriors developed the slogan of Finlandization to warn against a policy of yielding under Soviet pressures, Estonians were enjoying the fruits of Finnish foreign policy, which gave them both material and moral encouragement to accumulate elements of emancipation for later use.

As far as Finlandization of the Finnish society in the 1970s is concerned, it was far from a servile surrender under Soviet – a claim which became fashionable after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Testimonies to the real conditions in Finland at the time are available for example in the “New history of Finlandization” published a couple of years ago (in Finnish). My own chapter in this book says that Finnish media were not particularly pro-Soviet but rather more pluralist than typical Western media used to be at that time. On the other hand, I admit that Finnish political and academic elites did suffer from overdoing the friendship policy with the Soviets – we were really very careful, sometimes too discrete, to take into account what was the official Soviet line.

In this respect the Estonian-Finnish bridge was somewhat problematic for the Finnish side. Frankly speaking, Estonia was not so interesting and vital as a scholarly site for us, compared to countries such as USA, UK, Germany and even GDR. There was little that we could find here of professional value beyond the normal curiosity for Finnish tourists who were exposed to a variant of our own culture looming under a Soviet blanket. Surely it was pleasant to find colleagues in Tartu journalism studies and Tallinn radio-tv audience research, but unlike our Estonian counterparts we did not cross the bridge hungry for data and ideas. On the contrary, we were a bit uneasy to hear the critical comments and claims on their system by the Estonian colleagues, while at the same time we appreciated their frankness towards us. We knew that there were dissidents under the official cover of the colleagues. But it was superficial knowledge, not based on thorough discussions and full empathy. 

We did not know about your Kääriku seminars in the late 1960s and we did not realize what Parsons and Klapper really meant to you. We were too concerned about fighting functionalism and logical positivism in our own Western tradition paving the way to critical studies and neo-Marxism. We were egocentric to renew our paradigm and failed to see what was happening in your context, where media studies became a keyhole for a closed society and the sociology of mass communication served indeed as a form of intellectual resistance, as Marju told yesterday. Her testimony about what happened behind the mirror in the 60s and 70s makes great sense today and I have to regret that we missed examining together those big paradigmatic stories at the time of their formation. True soul searching together could have helped us in Finland and elsewhere in the progressive West to understand better ourselves.

So I am not only celebrating the bridge between us but I am also self-critical. We did help you to go to Europe but we could have done more – not so much for you but to ourselves. However, such is life: a journey of unexpected experiences as well as missed opportunities. After all, we both can be pleased with what the bridge has brought to us and in any case we have nothing to regret about for what the bridge was used.

To complete the historical journey, we must note that after the reborn Estonian independence in the 1990s, the contacts and cooperation extended to the rest of Nordic countries, not least to Oslo with Svennik Höyer as the central mentor, and together we proceeded also to doctoral studies with NorFA-supported summer schools starting from Pyhäjärv South of Tartu in 1996.

This excursion of history leads me to reflect upon the nature of scientific knowledge and theories. You Estonian colleagues keep praising how much we first in Finland and later others in Sweden, Norway and Denmark have done to elevate you from the closed society to the modern world of scholarship. We admit that we were helpful in your endeavours to emancipate and catch up, but it is misleading to celebrate too much the services we did for you under those conditions. After all, we just facilitated access for you to the open sea or skies of science and it was your own achievement to turn these opportunities into new knowledge. It was your organic intellectual growth. As the Finnish proverb says: “Jokainen on oman onnensa seppä”, in English: “Everybody is the smith of his/her own happiness”. Or in the wisdom of another proverb: “Ei kannettu vesi kaivossa pysy”, “Water poured to the well doesn´t endure”.

So lesson one to learn from the bridge history is: You made it, we just assisted.

You were not only open for new ideas but also active to look for it, indeed hungry for theories and books from the scientific community. But let us not mystify the role of persons in the growth of science – not even such outstanding persons as Marju. Ultimately what matters are the ideas, and individuals are only to carry them and to process them.

Hence lesson two: Science is ideas, people just carry them.

Ideas are born and cultivated in time and space. Your history, like all national histories, demonstrates how crucial is the concrete intellectual space within which science is being exercised. The national framework is particularly relevant in such small language cultures as Estonia and Finland, and we should not overlook the value of publishing in our national language – despite all the talk about international platforms in world languages, particularly English. However, we should not mystify national, either. After all, scientific ideas are seldom home-made and typically come from abroad. In the European Union we are talking today about the common European Research Area as well as a common European Higher Education Area. But we should not make this a fortress of Europe, Festung Europa. In the context of science even EU Europe is limited and we should take a truly global perspective where all regions of the world coexist.

This leads me to lesson three: Science is universal, nations just frame it.

This last lesson has a parallel in media studies, where it is customary today to speak about universal ethics. The latest issue of the Journal of Mass Media Ethics has a lead article written by Clifford Christians and myself advocating this position with the title “Social Responsibility Worldwide”. I wish to present this journal, with its subscription for this year, as a present of my department to your department. Here I follow the good example of the Oslo department – although we don’t have oil money, Finland has still left some of the Nokia success (the company which started in a small town outside Tampere called Nokia 100 years ago, selling rubber boots to the Czarist army).

