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ESt onl a
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of leshians or |eshian groups in Estonia before Vérld

Vér. I1. Neither fenale nor nal e honosexual ity was
puni shabl e; the article outlaw ng nal e sodony was intro-
duced to Estonia directly fromthe penal code of the Russian
Federation i medi ately after the Soviet occupation in
1940.* Wil e l eshians were not specifically naned in the | aw
this did not nean that they were free to express their sexu-
ality. Fewpeople of any sort were able to live their private
lives freely. Sexual liberation, even for heterosexua s, was
regar ded as sonet hi ng whi ch pronoted individuality and
vas consi dered threatening to atotalitarian society.

At the end of the 1980s, thanks to the opening up of
Sovi et society, the silence around questions of sexual ity—
i ncl udi ng honosexual i t y—was broken, and wonen identify-
i ng thensel ves as | eshians had new opportunities to orga-
nize. Athough leshian and gay life vas still largely invisible,
di scussi ons about honosexual ity have hel ped shift popul ar
attitudes towards tol erance. The economc difficulties of
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naking the step fromtotalitarianismto a narket econony
and civil society have been nore “vital” problens than
hormosexual i ty. However, many Estonians understand the
concerns of |eshians and gay nen because they can see the
parallels to the repression that all Estonians experienced
during the years of Soviet occupation.

SOCI AL CLI MATE

Gonpared to neighboring Latvia and Lithuania, Estoniais
relatively tolerant of sexual mnorities. The first study of
attitudes toward honosexual ity in Estonia, carried out in
1990, ? found di verse opi nions anong Estoni an students.
Approxi natel y one hal f of the peopl e questioned in the sur-
vey expressed the viewthat honosexual ity was either a dis-
ease or an abnornal formof sexuality. However, the najor-
ity objected to the isolation of |eshians and gay nen from
society. Qne third of the respondents said that they consid-
ered honosexual s to be normal peopl e who have been
unj ustly deprived of hunan rights. Approxinately one fourth
of respondents expressed outright condemmation of hono-
sexuality. Atitudes toward | eshians were generally |ess hos-
tile than attitudes toward gay nen. It shoul d be taken into
account that the attitudes expressed were nerely theoreti -
cal, since only a fewof the respondents reported having had
any direct contact with people they knewto be |eshian or
gay.

Mbst naterial on honosexual ity published in the last five
or six years in Estonia has been relatively positive. There
have been a few honophobi ¢ attacks but they are usually
fol loned by protests. In My 1990, a conference entitled
“Sexual Mnorities and Society in 20th Gentury Europe,” the
first of its kind in Eastern Burope, was held in Ta linn, the
capital of Estonia. The conference and its subject received
posi tive and encouragi ng press coverage.
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LESBI AN ORGANI ZI NG

During the conference, Estonian | eshians net for the first
time wth a group of |eshians fromanother country (Hn-
land). The Estonian Leshian Uhion was established at this
neeting; it was the first such organization to be forned in
the Baltics. Through an interviewin an i ndependent newspa-
per and an interviewwth the chai rwonan of the Estonian
Lesbi an Lhion on Estonian television at peak viewng tine
the group’'s formation was given promnent coverage.

The BLU has never had its own office space, which has
greatly linted its activities. Neverthel ess, for nearly five
years the HU has arranged | eshian and nmixed (I eshian and
gay) parties as well as sone fundraising events. Recently,
the B\U has arranged sports activities for |eshians. Adver -
tisenents about certain events as well as information about
the BUs tel ephone hotline have been published in newspa-
pers, which has kept the BUvisible inthe loca nedia. Mm

Wi le the B\Urepresents a significant
step forvard in forming a

| eshi an community, nany | eshi ans

bers of the ELU have often been interviewed by the I ocal
press, and the infornation | eaflet for |eshians started by the
BUis developing into an infornation bull etin.

I'n Decenber 1992, a regular |eshian hotline was started,
operating twi ce a week on Thursdays and Saturdays for
three hours at a tine. The organization al so naintains a
nodest |ibrary consisting of books, periodicals, conference
papers, educational naterials, and infornation about |eshian
and gay groups in other countries.

S nce March 1993, the BHU has been an officially recog-
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ni zed Estoni an non-governnental organi zation. As of Mwch
1995 the BHU has a nailing list of nearly 200 | eshi ans and
bi sexual wonen, who are of diverse ages, occupations, and
educat i onal backgrounds. Transgendered peopl e in Estonia
al so contact the ELU and take part in events. A though
there is no mxed organi zation for |esbians and gay nen, this
has not prevented actual col | aboration.

Wi le the LU represents a significant step forward in
formng a | eshian cormunity, nany |eshians remain isol at ed.
Leshians in Tallinn have few public places in wvhich to socia -
ize. In April 1993 amainly fenal e bar opened in the center
of the city, but it unfortunately closed after only six
nont hs. Lesbians living in snall towns have even fewer
options for coning into contact wth other |eshians.

PARENTI NG

Snce the end of the last century the nunber of single
wonen in Estonia has been remarkably high, and no great
social pressures exist for wonen to get narried. It is possi -
ble for a single wonan to adopt a child if she has a regul ar
incong and is able to provide for achild s needs; it is aso
possi bl e for singl e wonen to undergo donor insenination.

In a 1993 divorce case in Tallinn, a nan sought custody
of his two children on the grounds that his ex-wfe was a | es-
bian and lived wth her fenal e partner. The | awer objected,
indicating that the [awdoes not nention |eshians and there-
fore provided no justification for refusing the wfe custody
of her children. The nother retained custody of the children
and is raising themwth her conpani on.

DI SCRI M NATI ON
There has been no governnent harassnent of activists in
the 1990s and no problens wth registering |eshian groups
or publications. Sone years ago there were attacks on a | es-
bi an househol d in the countryside, but such cases are infre-
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quent .

There are only a few reported cases of enpl oynent dis-
crimnation, but this reflects the fact that fewleshians are
open about their sexual orientation rather than indicating a
positive situation for [eshians in the workpl ace. The ngjority
of leshians do not reveal their sexuality at work; they nmay
suffer only mninal discrimnation as single wonen, but as
out spoken | eshi ans they woul d |ikely encounter negative
consequences.

As this exanple illustrates, Estonian |eshians are able to
livetheir livesinaclinate of relative tol erance but only
wthin certain limts. Thereis little stigna attached to being
a singl e wonen, and nany | eshians can thus live their lives
W thout constant pressure to get narried. However, Eston-
ian leshians still have a long way to go in building a strong,
vi si bl e conmuni ty.

NOTES

1 Russian Penal (ode, Art. 121: “Sexual relations between nen
[man lying wth nan] shal | be puni shabl e by incarceration for
aperiod of upto five years.” Quoted in Msha Gessen, The
Rghts of Leshians and Gay Men in the Russian Federation. Sn
Franci sco: International Gay and Leshi an Hinan R ghts Gom
nmission, 1994, p. 9.

2 lvika Nogel, “How Honosexual ity |I's Regarded anong Sudents in
Qurrent Estonia,” Sexual Mnorities and Society: the Changi ng
Attitudes Toward Honosexual ity in 20th Gentury Europe.
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