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abstract:  Debates	about	the	democratic	legitimacy	of	the	European	Union	(EU)	
have been prevalent amongst scholars since its beginning. Students 
have	analysed	the	legitimacy	of	the	EU	in	terms	of	various	normative	
criteria.	But	how	is	the	EU	legitimated	in	individual	Member	States	
and more so in an economic and sovereignty crisis when loyalties are 
particularly tested? The current study sheds light on it, scrutinising 
the	conceptions	associated	with	the	EU	in	a	country	case	of	Estonia.	
Discourse analysis is used as a methodological tool to analyse the 
political discourse in printed media. The results indicate that the 
legitimation	of	the	EU	is	derived	from	its	output-oriented	strategies,	
seeing	the	EU	largely	in	instrumental	terms.
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1. introduction

There is nothing new in that the EU is confronting multiple crises: not only the 
democratic and legitimacy crisis (Eriksen & Fossum, 2000; Dobson & Weale, 
2003; Føllesdal & Hix, 2006; Wimmel, 2009) but the deep financial and debt 
crisis which only highlights the pre-existing crisis of legitimacy in the EU 
(Marquand, 2011). It has been claimed that the EU seems to lack its legitimation 
mechanisms, is thus not legitimised in its own right (Menon & Weatherill, 
2008) or lacks a legitimising ‘grand narrative’ (Schmidt, 2010). Within this 
contradictory legitimacy debate, some authors claim that it is sufficient to 
derive legitimacy from its output strategies (Majone, 2006), others claim that 
shared identity in a form of homogeneous national community—demos—is a 
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necessary element of democratic legitimacy (Eriksen & Fossum, 2004; Cerutti, 
2008).  

In order to resolve the legitimacy problems, scholars have suggested various 
potential solutions by distinguishing certain categories to cover all possible 
dimensions of EU legitimacy (Eriksen & Fossum, 2004; Lord & Magnette, 
2004; Føllesdal, 2006; Sjursen, 2002; 2008; Schmidt, 2010). For instance, 
Sjursen (2002; 2008, pp. 4–6) proposes three mutually exclusive discourses 
about the EU which includes the EU as a problem-solving entity, value-based 
community and a rights-based union based on visions of European integration. 

Although these theoretical debates provide some understanding on European 
unity, less is written about small nation states. After all, given there are 27 
Member States, Nicolaïdis and Lacroix (2010, p. 409) argue that each nation 
state offers its own narrative about the EU as to what the EU should be and 
do internally and externally. In this regard, Braun (2008; 2009) proposes four 
different rationalisations on legitimacy that are derived from the analysis of two 
small Member States, the Czech Republic and Sweden, where the EU is seen as 
an instrument, artificial hindrance and natural entity. The analysis reflects how 
the membership of the EU and the integration processes was advocated before 
the referendum of each country. According to these four hypotheses, the EU 
unity can be explained around the concepts of modernisation and sovereignty. 
Braun (2008; 2009) states that the legitimacy of the EU is largely shaped by the 
domestic discourses on European governance, proposing four hypotheses as to 
how the EU can be understood: 

1. An instrument to achieve the progress and catch up with more developed 
countries (considers not only economic output but also geopolitical output 
in terms of security and influence in world affairs);

2. A hindrance as it forces its ideological project to Member States. The 
policy outcomes might conflict with the interests of the citizens; 

3. A natural political unit posing no challenge to the existence of the nation 
state; 

4. An artificial political unit that challenges the state as some sovereignty is 
given up.  

The aim of the current study is to see whether those categories are applicable 
on another small Member State, such as Estonia. Whilst these hypotheses are 
taken into account, I am open to any possible interpretations and upcoming 
concepts specific to the Estonian public discourse. In the Czech discourse, the 
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EU is foremost understood as an instrument for modernisation which, given the 
previous literature and findings, is also plausible in the Estonian discourse on 
the EU unity. In the field of European integration studies, there is in fact already 
a large body of work on the European discourse in Estonia, including the EU 
construction in the printed media (Raudsaar, 1995; Talts & Kirch, 1998; Talts, 
2000; Raik, 2000), public discussion and opinion (Kirch et al., 1998; 2002; 
Ruutsoo & Kirch, 1998; Kirch, 2002; 2007; Vetik, 2001; 2003) or attitudes 
towards the EU on individual level (Runnel, 2003). However, it would be fruitful 
to find out how the EU is perceived at times of crisis when loyalties become 
contested. The study contributes to the understanding of European discourse on 
European unity and legitimating mechanisms of the state-like structure testing 
it on small Member States with a specific geopolitical position where security 
has played an important role in national discourse. 

The paper starts off by presenting a theoretical section including the sources 
of legitimacy, an overview of Estonia’s membership in the EU. Secondly, the 
reasons for using a discourse analysis are outlined. Thirdly, the study analyses 
the results in the framework of legitimacy debate. The study is set in a period 
of economic recession which started in 2007 in which the author of the paper 
concentrates on recurring conceptualisations of the EU in printed media using 
a discourse analyses. The time-frame of the selected articles is two years from 
June 2010 to July 2012. Estonia adopted the euro in January 2011 and during 
this year various key events took place, such as the Portuguese bailout in May, 
the second Greek bailout in October, the Stability and Growth Pact that came 
into force in December 2011, and discussions of the adoption of the European 
Stabilisation Mechanism (ESM).

2.  Theoretical framework
2.1  Some conceptualisations on legitimacy

It is widely agreed that legitimacy is a highly contested concept. In this study 
legitimacy is defined as ‘a recognition of the right to govern’ (Coicaud, 2002, 
p. 10). Most of the existing studies on the EU legitimacy debate provide certain 
categories for assessment of legitimacy and suggest the modes for governance 
in the framework of normative theory. Scharpf (1999) proposed to differentiate 
between two broad concepts of democracy legitimate of a political order—input 
and output legitimacy. Output legitimacy arguments emphasise ‘government 
for the people’ and refer to the government’s capacity to solve problems and 
promote common welfare. In this sense, a range of common interests are 
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required to reach the collective solutions (Scharpf, 1999, p. 6). Input legitimacy 
arguments emphasise ‘government by the people’ where legitimacy is derived 
from citizens’ equal participation in decision making; however, preconditions 
such as collective identity and a European demos, which the EU seems to lack, 
are necessary (Scharpf, 1999, p. 6). 

Both categories are hotly debated by scholars. Eriksen and Fossum (2004) assure 
that output legitimacy is not sufficient as the cooperation between the Member 
States might become unstable. In addition, solely the benefits provided by the 
EU may not guarantee the cooperation. The interests of the Member States may 
decrease once the benefits have been gained. In a similar vein, Cerutti (2008) 
claims that outcomes also require certain values and principles to guide the 
performance that make the performance valued, thus referring to Weberian 
legitimacy. However, it is also likely that the ongoing economic crisis diminishes 
the credibility of the output-oriented legitimacy of the EU. The EU’s traditional 
reliance on output legitimacy now has become more questionable, as the EU 
and national governments have failed to deliver economic growth (Schwarzer 
& Youngs, 2013). Next, the paper outlines briefly the most important aspects of 
the short history of Estonia in regard of the EU.

3. Estonia in the European union

Since 1991, the government of Estonia has demonstrated its interest in joining 
the EU as one of its foreign policy goals. It has expressed consistent support 
towards the unity of the EU and even more so during the economic crisis which 
started in 2007 by adopting the euro on January 1st, 2011 and taking harsh 
austerity measures, thus remaining a model EU nation in the midst of a crisis. 
Estonia was also one of the countries that kept supporting the Constitutional 
Treaty when other Member States such as France and Netherland voted ‘no’. 

After the collapse of the communist regime, Estonia amongst the rest of the 
previous Soviet bloc has been revising its national identity and postulating 
new identities. Estonian elite, academics and intellectuals have declared the 
country’s ‘return to Europe’, as Estonian Foreign Minister Toomas Hendrik Ilves 
(1999) put it: “Integrating into the EU represents the culmination of Estonian 
road back to Europe and Estonia’s road forward to its rightful place as a well-
functioning, modern nation state”. Thus, membership in the EU is viewed as 
proof of Estonia’s European character (Kuus, 2002a). 
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Joining the EU has been a strategic step in Estonia’s recent history as it was 
quickly acknowledged that being left out of the Eastward Enlargement processes 
would have had fatal impact on Estonia (Ruutsoo, 1998). The most prevalent 
argument for the EU membership in the elite’s rhetoric of Estonia was re-gaining 
the state’s rightful place in Europe. After all, according to prevalent opinion of 
the Estonian scholars, even though Estonia can be regarded as a borderland by 
the neighbouring Russia, it is seen as firmly belonging, historically and integrally, 
to the West, in Hungtington’s terms to Lutheran-German civilisation (Ruutsoo, 
1995). Thus, being included in the first round of accession negations in 1997 
with other Eastern and European countries was euphorically welcomed by 
Estonians and was considered an important milestone in forming a new identity, 
demonstrating that Estonia is and has been integrally part of Europe (Ruutsoo, 
1998). As Drulak (2001) notes, European identity was largely characteristic in 
the debates to the applicant countries back then. Firstly, the end of the communist 
regime put the collective identities of people into question in Central and Eastern 
Europe. Secondly, the states had both economy- and security-wise little if anything 
to contribute, rather than the other way around (Drulak, 2001). 

Indeed, the main rationales behind the efforts of joining the EU were Estonia’s 
peripheral location, gaining political stability as well as economic credibility in 
the eyes of the West, and catching up with global processes of modernisation 
(Kirch & Kirch, 2001). The keywords for modernisation such as ‘harmonisation’, 
‘catching up’ and ‘adaptation’ could be distinguished at that time (Vetik, 2003, p. 
265). Considering Estonia’s geopolitical position as a neighbour to Russia, the 
EU was also conceived as an additional security guarantee (Kirch & Talts, 2000; 
Ruutsoo et al., 1998). The membership of the EU was additionally pursued for 
securing the preservation of Estonia’s national identity, culture and independence 
under the increasing pressure of globalisation (Palk, 1999). Although Estonia’s 
expectations for security guarantees in the process of the accession to the EU 
were undoubtedly more clearly defined than its stands regarding identity (Kirch 
et al., 2002), both security and identity were prioritised over the anticipated 
economic benefits of the integration process according to Kuus (2002b). It is 
worth noting that the sovereignty in Estonia can be characterised by a close 
linkage of the security of the national identity that can be compared with a 
Westphalian sovereignty concept in which the territorial state is a central object 
for a natural expression of a nation (Rasmussen, 2004).

Estonia joined the EU in May 2004, after a referendum in 2003 by 66.83 per 
cent of voters supporting membership. However, primarily national interests 
characterised Estonia’s EU policy in 2003–2004 under the government led 
by the conservative party Res Publica. Despite a broad elite consensus on EU 
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membership, some parliamentary political parties occasionally demonstrated their 
Eurosceptic attitudes or expressed reserved attitudes towards Estonia’s interest 
in joining ‘yet another’ union (Ehin, 2006) and losing part of its sovereignty 
(Kirch et al., 2002). The free market Reform Party was partly fissured by a belief 
that the EU is over-regulated and bureaucratic, and that joining it would cause a 
slowdown in Estonian economic growth. The Eurosceptic Centre Party claimed 
that the government was too compliant towards EU demands.

Public opinion has altered over time since the initial formal EU discussions. 
The first phase can be characterised by euphoric voices even though the EU 
was still perceived a distant entity. After 1995, the enthusiasm declined and 
was replaced by the intellectual Euroscepticism in 2001–2002 (Kirch, 2002; 
2007). Nevertheless, before the referendum in 2003 the support towards the 
EU increased, which amongst other things can be associated with the citizens’ 
expectations for economic welfare (Kirch, 2007). In the following years, 
Euroscepticism was replaced with a higher percentage of positive tones with 
the trust in the EU reaching 61 per cent in 2010 (Eurobarometer, 2011).

4.  discourse analysis

Discourse Analysis (DA) is employed in a range of research approaches that 
focus on the use of language and the popularity of it in academic research. The 
approach of DA has been previously used by various scholars in integration and 
identity studies (Diez, 2001; Olausson, 2010).

Traditions of Discourse Analysis are grounded on a variety of social theories, 
such as those of Laclau, Mouffe, Bourdieu and Foucault. Michel Foucault (1972) 
conceived language as a discourse that not only reflects reality but produces a 
meaning. Political theorists Laclau and Mouffe extended his ideas in their works 
and later analysed political life in terms of discourse (Howarth, 1995).

Ole Waever (2004), a leading figure of the Copenhagen school, has stated that 
“discourse is the layer of reality where meaning is produced and distributed”. 
This paper considers DA as a methodological tool where discourse is utilised as 
a “system that regulates the formation of statements” (Foucault, 1972). While 
applying DA the theorists are not interested what things are but how they become 
meaningful in discourse (Waever, 2004, p. 198).

The author of the current study has chosen a discourse analysis as the most 
appropriate methodological tool for the current study for various reasons. There 
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are numerous categories that are used to construct the EU and they differ from 
one another. DA is a helpful tool to study layers and meaning in different concepts 
thus the author considers it a fruitful approach in studying the EU as a contested 
concept. The data for the study comes from the excerpts of the editorial and 
opinion articles as well as economic ones in several Estonian newspapers such 
as Eesti Päevaleht, Postimees, Sirp and Diplomaatia (online issues). It should 
be noted that the articles written by the parliament members are also included 
which foremost unequivocally express supportive attitudes towards the EU in 
the line of its necessity for the Estonia nation state.

5. results

Presenting the EU in instrumental terms is clearly evident in the Estonian 
discourse. The EU is seen predominantly positively from various aspects such 
as a positive impact on economic growth and protecting sovereignty. It is 
presumable, considering the elite’s consistent pro-European stance towards the 
EU and Estonia’s geopolitical location in regard of neighbouring Russia. Joining 
the EU is often referred to as an achievement or even a triumph which cannot 
be doubted (Hanso, 2011) or a roof that has made the economic development 
possible.

Structural subsidies and funds provided by the EU stand out in the debate of the 
Estonian discourse. Metaphorically stated as “a donor blood to a wounded soldier” 
(‘Ansipi majandusime…,’ 2012) these allow a country to catch up with the core 
Member States, increase competitiveness and make the state economically more 
stable. Distribution of subsidies to the less developed Member States is linked to 
the concepts of ‘commitment and obligation’ on the part of the EU. In Estonia’s 
case it is justified by the small size of a country located in the periphery of the 
EU, thus its weaker position that until today needs measures to stay competitive 
within the EU. The abovementioned arguments correspond to instrumental 
hypothesis. The EU as a tool of modernisation and opportunity is contrasted with 
the threat of being isolated and backward, making even survival questionable 
and marginalised in terms of economy and trade. However, according to some 
critical arguments, Estonia does not benefit fully from the subsidies as they 
have been unequally distributed or ineffectively in some areas, for example 
agricultural subsidies in Member States. The regulations contain bureaucratic 
elements which Estonia does not always benefit from. These arguments remain 
relatively modest and they refer to the EU as hindrance. 
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Hence, Estonia is not solely in the role of a passive receiver. Concepts such as 
rules and norms are stressed in the Estonian discourse. Cooperation (based on 
solidarity) and responsibility or lack of it are values that emerge in debates. A lack 
of necessary cooperation and solidarity towards the EU may hinder the progress, 
and thus can affect Estonian road to progress. More specifically, countries such 
as Greece, which is not abiding by the rules and acts irresponsibly, is described 
in negative terms.

The EU distinctively stands out as a unit that ensures national security and 
defence. In this regard, the membership is viewed as a rational choice which 
helps to achieve it. This is not surprising as security has been high on the agenda 
in the Estonian foreign policy since 1991 after restoring the independence. 
Estonia’s geopolitical situation is often emphasised while clarifying a strong 
pro-European attitude. “‘Let the devil catch them’: Euroscepticism is not a 
solution for Estonia. The EU represents a huge surplus value that should be 
in our case multiplied by a coefficient of Russia. Jumping off the sea we will 
find ourselves in a wavy water” (Lobjakas, 2011a). The membership can be 
interpreted as a necessity and unavoidable, otherwise Estonia could end up 
in isolation. Belonging to the EU avoids in principle belonging to another 
potentially threatening union, the Soviet Union, which is historically known for 
its ultimate restriction of Estonia’s freedom and sovereignty. These arguments 
demonstrate that the EU is described in instrumental terms.

Values, such as solidarity, are also linked to the discussions of sovereignty. It is 
important to stay solidary even at the time of crisis which is driven by Estonia’s 
own interests, amongst economic reasons a necessity in an attempt to guarantee 
the state’s security. Thus, having solidarity can be interpreted as self-interest 
driven by a strong necessity. However, providing financial support towards the 
Member States (e.g., Greece) in the eurozone crisis has proved to be challenging 
if not unjustifiable for a small nation state (Raig & Selge, 2012).

The EU is viewed positively as an instrument as it gives voice to Estonia, 
represents Estonia in foreign politics as a negotiator, particularly regarding 
the relationship with Russia. Thus, membership is interpreted as a tool helping 
to resolve conflict situations (where Estonia has limited capacities) and add 
credibility.

Deeper integration including joining the eurozone is another theme that emerges 
in the Estonian discourse. Both would serve as an instrument in guaranteeing 
Estonia’s economy and security thus clearly corresponding to instrumental 
hypothesis. Therefore, joining the eurozone is described both as a necessity and 
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an unavoidable step. In a larger picture, the survival of the eurozone is equated 
with a survival of the EU.  

	 Joining	the	eurozone	is	not	only	an	economic	act	but	also	political.	
The	goal	of	Estonian	foreign	policy	during	the	last	17	to	18	years	
has	been	to	tie	it	 forever	to	the	West	Europe.	Joining	the	EU	euro	
currency is one step towards it. (Kaljuvee, 2010)

However, the future of the eurozone and consequences of joining it are not 
perceived through the rose-coloured glasses. Here the EU appears as a unit 
which is “in the cycle of changes”, has no clear direction due to the economic 
crisis, and is thus unstable. This results in fears—the collapse of the euro is 
equated with a collapse of the EU which poses a danger to Estonia. It would lead 
the state to a geopolitical isolation with no voice in world politics. 

	 Should	 the	eurozone	collapse	and	 the	EU	become	paralysed	(in	a	
better	scenario),	we	would	find	ourselves	rather	alone	on	the	coast	
of the Baltic Sea: catatonic Latvia in the South, rising Russia in the 
East, and in the North and in the West the only states in the region 
with independent defensive potential that are unfortunately interested 
in us only as markets. (Lobjakas, 2011b) 

Regarding the euro crisis, the EU is also referred to as a union which is in 
coma, stagnant, bureaucratic or not able to make any radical choice. It can 
either marginalise or remain only an economic union. These concepts are not 
explicitly debated in direct linkage to Estonia, rather as a general observation in 
the course of the unfolding economic eurozone crisis. These articulations seem 
to correspond to the hindrance hypothesis. 

The EU is also viewed as a supreme legal entity. For Estonia there are unused 
opportunities to get actively involved in legal debates of the EU. It particularly 
manifests in discussions of adopting the ESM which results in crucial 
amendments in the Estonian Constitution. The Constitution is and should be 
maintained as it is, as the basis of a sovereign nation state. These articulations 
accord to the EU as artificial unit, as Constitution-related amendments would 
mean giving up part of a sovereignty. In these debates Estonia emerges as a 
passive and obedient follower of the EU while Estonia conceives the EU as 
a unit representing the supreme law. Estonia should make its voice heard due 
to its model student status, thus it has ‘earned’ it (considering its favourable 
position with low national debt compared to other Member States). In addition, 
citizens’ interests are not considered in the decision-making process of the 
national elite which seems to lack transparency. In the light of the debates 
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regarding the ESM and constitutional changes, the EU is becoming increasingly 
centralised and moving slowly towards a federation of states by being led by a 
few core Member States. The EU can potentially become the United	States	of	
Europe with features similar to the former Soviet Union. Some Eurosceptical 
statements categorically express concern that joining the fiscal pact and adding 
amendments to the constitutions mean consequently giving up an ability to 
decide matters on Estonian state thus posing a threat to maintaining a sovereign 
nation state and “should again start to pay attention to strengthening sovereignty 
and guaranteeing constitutional rights of the citizens. It’s time to restrict the 
supremacy of EU law that is proliferating in the Estonian legal system.” (Raig 
& Selge, 2012)

6. discussion

Overall, the main arguments and concepts in the European discourse of Estonia 
are not much changed over the course of the last twenty years. The EU is primarily 
seen as a political and economic entity that guarantees support for the national 
project in achieving the nation state’s goals. In fact, in times of economic crisis, 
the membership is even more valued. It is not surprising that the geopolitical and 
modernisation arguments are still predominant in the Estonian discourse and the 
membership is not only seen as an opportunity but as an unavoidable necessity 
for a small nation state like Estonia. In addition, it can be seen that the argument 
of self-interest is recurrently linked to economic or security debates.

In some cases, there seems to be a lack of input of the citizens in “EU questions” 
as the political elite conducts negotiations with the EU, sometimes with little 
transparency. For instance, the amendments to the Constitution were approached 
with hesitation. On the other hand, the interests of the EU are prioritised even 
though a certain degree of sovereignty needs to be negotiated and compromised. 
There are too many benefits at stake; after all, the EU is perceived as a necessity 
and an unavoidable entity.

Values such as solidarity, responsibility and cooperation cannot be ignored in 
the current political discourse and these concepts require some clarification in 
the context of the EU. Inter-state solidarity within the EU can be understood in 
Durkeheimian term ‘organic solidarity’. According to Durkheim (1873), in case 
of ‘organic solidarity’ members of the group feel obliged of helping each other 
since their fate is interdependent (Durkheim, 1873; 1997). Fernandes and Rubio 
(2012) have proposed two conceptual tools driving solidarity within the EU in 
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relation to EMU: ‘direct reciprocity’ (“I help others so they will help me in the 
future”) and ‘enlightened self-interest’ (“I help others as ultimately it serves my 
self-interests”) (Fernandes & Rubio, 2012). When debating over adopting the 
ESM and/or subsidies both arguments seem to be represented either from the 
EU’s or Estonia’s position.

All in all, the Estonian EU discourse stands out for its pro-EU stances and not 
notably challenging the EU while the Czech discourse appears more outspokenly 
Eurosceptical. As of the first hypothesis, similarly to the Czech discourse, the 
membership is unavoidable for increasing the living standard and catching up 
with the more developed Western countries, thus the instrumental hypothesis 
is applicable in the Estonian context, too. However, while the issue of security 
is moderately touched upon in the Czech debates, it not only plays a crucial role 
in the Estonian EU discourse but also links to the sovereignty/identity argument 
making Estonian discourse unique in comparison.

In the debates, the EU is understood as a hindrance (centralised union) in 
which the EU is depicted as an ideological construction as well as an artificial 
unit (compromising with sovereignty). Nevertheless, giving up some part of 
sovereignty (joining the ESM) is depicted often as an inevitable step to be taken 
that Estonia should go along showing solidarity at times of crisis. This argument 
can be interpreted as a recurring concept of necessity of the EU in the Estonian 
discourse fitting into instrumental hypothesis.

The natural hypothesis which refers to the EU as a natural political unit 
that does not challenge the existence of the nation state is fairly absent in the 
Estonian discourse and a few existing articulations are not much elaborated. It 
can be speculated it is due to the idea that belonging to European community 
has become a natural part in the Estonian identity discourse. There are only a 
few references such as “Estonia is an inseparable part of Europe”; “us as the 
EU”. Re-establishing bonds with Western-European culture and community was 
an elite rhetoric during the accession years (Noreen & Sjörstedt, 2004) and 
similarly so in the Czech Republic which forms a basic argument of the natural 
hypothesis in its EU discourse.

Considering the four hypotheses proposed by Braun (2008; 2009), the following 
modifications should be made. The first hypothesis remains the same with the 
exception that the dimension of security is added. Thus, the EU is understood as to 
achieve progress, to catch up with more developed countries and provide security 
for the nation state. The hindrance hypothesis, which is also applicable, can in 
principle remain the same, however it has been far less explicitly articulated than 
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in the Czech discourse. Similarly, the EU as an artificial unit needs no redefinition.

7.  output- and input-oriented legitimacy 

Eriksen and Fossum (2004) consider the output-based strategy of legitimation 
not sufficient. Similarly, some authors have criticised that a democratic political 
system cannot achieve output-oriented legitimacy without some form of input-
oriented legitimacy (Büchs, 2008; Höreth, 1999). The results of the current 
study indicate that the EU is legitimised based on performance in the Estonian 
discourse and is output-oriented (in the terms of Scharpf, 1999), thus confirm 
the hypothesis set above. The findings could be seen in line with the authors 
who argue that it is sufficient to derive legitimacy via output mechanisms 
(Majone, 2006). According to Eriksen and Fossum (2004), output legitimacy 
is not sufficient as it loses its value once the benefits are gained. The security 
and defence concern linked to the geopolitical one seems to prove that it is 
not necessarily true. Since it is crucial to maintain independence and enhance 
security for Estonia, the output-based legitimacy on the EU discourse will very 
likely prevail in the Estonian EU discourse unless the EU’s position marginalises 
in world politics. That makes Estonia’s case very interesting since most of the 
countries accessing the EU at the same time tended to focus first and foremost 
on economic gains (Rasmussen, 2004).

In regard of input-based legitimation which means engaging citizens in decision-
making process it is not evident. Since the EU is depicted as supreme law, it 
seemingly blocks attempts for participation for citizens at least with the matters 
of EU law. Furthermore, the Estonian elite seems to have little transparency in its 
decision-making process, leaving the people little voice. According to Eriksen 
and Fossum (2004), the input legitimation requires some common collective 
identity and values. The need of having solidarity towards other Member States 
and the EU, stressed in the Estonian discourse, can be seen as a value for a basis 
for a “we” feeling and the nation state’s identification with the EU. At the same 
time, it is not clear whether it can necessarily be interpreted into formulation 
of European identity. Some authors claim that the development of a collective 
European identity is doubtful amongst citizens in Estonia (Berg, 2007; Pryce, 
2011). However, according to the European Parliament Eurobarometer, 68 per 
cent of Estonians estimate their nationality to be more European compared to 
ten years ago and 46 per cent see themselves only European in the near future 
(Eurobarometer, 2013).

It can be summarised that the output legitimacy is not only prevalent in the 
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Estonian EU discourse but the input legitimacy seems to play an insignificant 
role. The political and public discourse aims to convince its audience that the 
EU is a continuously functioning and useful union for the Estonian nation state 
whereas the citizens’ participation—access to the decision-making processes 
(input legitimacy)—plays a seemingly irrelevant role. 

8.  conclusion

In this study, European unity was analysed on the modernisation-sovereignty 
nexus via four different hypotheses of the EU (instrumental, hindrance, 
artificial, and natural) proposed by Braun (2008; 2009). The paper demonstrated 
that all the theoretical hypotheses but natural hypothesis were applicable to the 
Estonian EU discourse. In regard of the modernisation argument that relates to 
the instrumental hypothesis, it proved necessary to add a security argument with 
an equal importance. Despite the economic crisis which has further undermined 
democratic legitimation in the EU, the country in the study is legitimised via 
output mechanisms whereas input legitimacy is regarding far less important. 
The study suggests that the EU is viewed as a necessity and unavoidable and 
the EU can be understood primarily as an instrument for achieving nationally 
set goals, first and foremost including security and economic growth. The public 
discourse reflects the concern on the stability and effective functioning of the 
EU in a future prospect. In line with Braun (2008; 2009) it can be concluded 
that “the union that is conceived as failing to deliver progress loses its raison 
d’être” (Braun, 2009, p. 415). Lastly, it would be interesting to conduct a similar 
study on other Baltic states which share similar geopolitical and historical 
characteristics with Estonia.
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