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Introduction: Finnish independence from Russia  
in 1917 and civil war in 1918

The development of the Finnish polity and state building can be observed 
through the concepts of ‘structure’ and ‘event.’ According to historical 
sociologist William Sewell, structure is a consistent stream of social 
practices based on a combination of cultural schemas, distributions of 
resources and modes of power. Thus, an event is a group of historical 
phenomena that can cause a local breach in the practices, having potential 
to cause a chain reaction leading to lasting changes in structures1. Based on 
recent research, the hypothesis of this article is that on a structural level, 
there was a greater probability that Finnish society would develop along 
the Scandinavian model. The Scandinavian model is based on ‘moderate 
inequality’ in the allocation of important resources, peasant and worker 
organizations as a counterweight for enterprises and the state and on the 
stability of the political system and democratization2. However, the level 
of events includes several elements that distinguish Finland from the 
Scandinavian countries3.

Analyses of the radical nationalist Lapua Movement through the legacy of the 
civil war, or ‘War of Liberation’ and the politicization of the common bourgeois 
‘whiteness’4 connects it to the discussion on the role of structure and event when 
comparing Finland to the Scandinavian or Baltic countries. If the civil war in Fin-
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194 Activity in Finland and Limits of the Possible, 1919–1932

land in 1918 can be seen not only as a phenomenon differentiating Finland from the 
Scandinavian countries, but also as an event leading to structural changes5, then 
it is relevant to ask, could the Lapua Movement have become such an event too? 
Similarly, just as the civil war as an event distinguishes Finland from Scandinavia, 
it connects Finland to the Baltic countries and Russia. Estonia offers an interesting 
point of comparison to certain developments in Finland

The main questions for this article are: what was the basis for extreme right activ-
ity in Finland in the 1920’s and early 1930’s? what kind of limits did it set? why did 
it not succeed in rising to power? what were the results of the right-wing challenge 
in the Baltic Countries or in Eastern Europe?

Limits of the Possible, 1919–1927
Traditional ties between the local Finnish, and imperial Russian elites were 

permanently severed only after the Bolshevik revolution in November 1917. This 
enabled cooperation between different political groups in Finland, as well as open 
social conflict and a crisis of legitimacy6. Together with the collapse of the state’s 
mono poly on violence, it allowed social and political tensions to break out as a civil 
war in Finland, unlike during the Russian revolution of 1905. The social polarization 
and disintegration of the political system that led to the civil war had a strong influ-
ence on the Finnish independence process and its later significance.

The civil war, terror, and c. 30,000 casualties from January to May 1918 led in 
Finland to greatly differing interpretations of the causes of the conflict and the role 
of Russia in it. For the Reds, the civil war was a ‘revolution’ or even a ‘class war’; for 
the Whites it was a ‘Red Rebellion’ and a ‘War of Liberation’ against Russia and the 
communists. Partly in contrast with both the Red and White interpretations, the 
question was not about the defeat of a carefully planned, class-conscious revolution 
in Finland, nor was (Soviet) Russia its determined foreign supporter7. Instead, Rus-
sia had been more of a starting point for the collapse of the state’s monopoly on vio-
lence, as had been the case elsewhere in the civil wars in the territory of the former 
empire. However, for the core group of the Whites, radical nationalists who often 
had an Activist background, the decisive experience was that part of the people, 
the Reds, had betrayed the nation by allying with communist Russia. The radical 
nationalists saw these ‘traitors’ as unreliable, and they were to be excluded from the 
nation8.

Finland got a parliamentary political system after the civil war that was based on 
a republican constitution. This was by no means self-evident. After the First World 
War in 1919, it has been noted that as a result of the modernization process, a liberal 
state emerged in Finland in place of the former estate-based state and society. This 
and a republican constitution were based on a post-civil war compromise, in which 
no social group could be permanently excluded from decision-making. Its central 
characteristic was the inclusion of West European civil rights in legislation9. When 
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studying the resilience or fragility of the state, it is necessary to see how thoroughly 
these civil rights were reflected in the Finnish political system. Democratization of 
municipal administration in 1919 reshaped Finnish society in an important way. 
In addition, however, the application of civil rights in practice and both the loyalty 
and representativeness of the armed forces reflected the functioning of the political 
system.

Independence had been declared in the name of a republic in December 1917. 
Nevertheless, in the autumn of 1918 Finland had passed, with the support of the con-
servative part of the bourgeoisie, a monarchist constitution and elected a German 
prince as king by decision of a rump parliament from which the Social Democratic 
Party (SDP) as losers of the civil war had been excluded. However, the king-elect 
decided in November 1918 against ascending to the throne, as Germany had been 
defeated in the First World War. On the other hand, the precondition of the Entente 
Great Powers, Great Britain and United States, for recognizing Finnish indepen-
dence in the spring of 1919 was a new government without German orientation, 
formed on the basis of free elections in which the SDP would be allowed to partici-
pate10. Therefore, the Finnish republic can be seen as resulting just as much from the 
collapse of the German empire and from the pressure of the Entente great powers as 
from the unqualified support of the winners of the civil war.

Indeed, bourgeois groups did not have a completely unified view on the legacy of 
the civil war. New divisions among the bourgeois parties emerged in relation to the 
constitution, the labor movement and the White revolt of the countryside, which 
the constitutional question divided the most. The National Coalition Party (Coali-
tion) favored monarchy; the National Progressive Party (Progress) favored a repub-
lic. Unlike Coalition, Progressives was ready to recognize a limited role for the la-
bor movement. This would support national unity, as ‘the front against Bolshevism’ 
would be moved to the left of the SDP. The Agrarian League (Agrarians) had coope-
rated with the SDP already before the civil war, and it favored a republican consti-
tution. On the other hand, the Agrarians underlined the significance of the White 
revolt of the countryside for Finnish rural democracy11. As a result of the civil war, 
a rift emerged also within the labor movement between reformist social democrats 
and revolutionary communists, who had different support bases. The support of the 
SDP was stronger in the countryside and in regions that had suffered more on White 
terror during the civil war, whereas Communist support was stronger in urban areas 
and in regions, where causalities and terror had been less severe12.

Already by the summer of 1919, the temporary executive power and the legisla-
tive power in the parliament, only recently elected on a more representative basis, 
were about to end up in a conflict. After the civil war, pressure for the liberalization 
of the system formed by the winners, denouncing monarchy and organizing free elec-
tions, came quite visibly also from abroad. Thus, it is not surprising that strong resis-
tance against this could be found in the ranks of the military elite of the new ‘White 
Finland’. It was based on the plans of the Activists, the radical core of Finnish na-
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196 Activity in Finland and Limits of the Possible, 1919–1932

tionalists, and the regent, former commander-in-chief of the White army, C. G. Man-
nerheim, for staging a coup d’état and beginning a war of aggression against Soviet 
Russia in order to conquer Petrograd for the White Russians. In June — July 1919 
Finland was on the verge of a military coup.

While Mannerheim was postponing the ratification of the republican constitu-
tion, he negotiated a preliminary military agreement with a White Russian general, 
Nikolai Yudenich. According to the agreement, Mannerheim was to remain regent, or 
other some other kind of head of state, and declare war on Soviet Russia in addition 
to the undeclared ‘kindred wars’ waged in Olonets Karelia. Because of this, it was 
necessary to prevent the ratification of the constitution and dissolve the parliament 
in order to prevent the risk of elections and the opposition of a center-left major-
ity. However, a key precondition of the plan was the support, or at least approval, 
of the bourgeois parties. Despite being anti-communist in principle, the majority of 
the Coalition leadership, especially Lauri Ingman, but also people like J. K. Paasikivi, 
were not prepared to be part of a coup government. They thought that beginning the 
Petrograd operation with the dissolution of the parliament would break the unity of 
White Finland13.

The conspirators were right about parliamentary opposition to the plan, even 
though they thought it would not be decisive. The SDP, again the largest party in 
the parliament, had already proposed through Väinö Tanner on June 12th 1919, as 
a price for supporting the republican constitution, that bourgeois parties supporting 
the republic must not vote for Mannerheim in the upcoming presidential elections. 
The bourgeois republicans agreed on this, together with a decision to withdraw 
Mannerheim’s prerogatives as regent, unless he would ratify the constitution, which 
he finally did on July 17th 191914.

The first presidential elections, conducted exceptionally by the parliament, ended 
the plans for a war of aggression and a coup. Open pressure by the Activists, the Civil 
Guards and the army towards Mannerheim turned against itself. Together with par-
tial exposition of the aggressive plans, this influenced the outcome of the election, 
showing the limits of Mannerheim’s support: in the end, he won only 50 votes against 
147 for K. J. Ståhlberg, who became the first President of the Republic. Despite pre-
vious serious considerations, the coup plans were not carried out, as there were no 
significant bourgeois parties supporting them. Regardless of Mannerheim’s initia-
tives and considerable interest in power, he was realistic enough to understand that 
‘a soldier cannot deal in politics without the support of at least one political party’, 
meaning he could not rule the country with the support of the Activist group alone15.

When evaluating the legitimacy of the Finnish system of organized violence, at-
tention should be drawn not only to its representativeness, but also to its loyalty 
to the constitution. After the civil war, the loyalty of the conscripted army to the 
republic could not be taken for granted. However, the problem was not just the po-
tential unreliability of the conscripts —  ‘redness’ —  but also the divisions among the 
winners. The best example of this is the so-called ‘officers’ revolt’, in which the officers 
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with jäger background from the German army aimed, along with larger reforms of the 
Finnish army, to expel ‘the Russkies’, officers trained in the Russian imperial army. 
This demand was backed by threats of mass resignations. As about 90 % of the officers 
in 1924, the president in practice had no choice but to submit to their demands16.

The Civil Guards, a 70,000 men-strong voluntary defense organization of the 
winners which was formally under army command, were a central element in se-
curing the outcome of the ’War of Liberation’ against both internal (communists) 
and external (Russia/Soviet Union) threats. These were understood as two sides 
of the same problem. Civil Guard activity was based on an interpretation that saw 
the events of the autumn of 1917 and the spring of 1918 as a mass movement against 
‘Russkieness’ and ‘redness’. According to the concept of White democracy, what 
took place in Finland in 1918 was not only an anti-government red rebellion, but 
also a white uprising, or the arising of the peasants to the ‘War of Liberation’. The 
role of the Civil Guards among the bourgeoisie was based on two concerns. The first 
was that parliamentary democracy might not enable a state that is compatible with 
the legacy of the ‘War of Liberation’. The second, however, was that ‘the people who 
had won the War of Liberation’ could lose their right to political participation, e. g. 
as a consequence of monarchist plans or a coup d’état17. This was the basis for the 
Civil Guards becoming a strong and armed pressure group in Finland, but there were 
also divisions within them18.

Political control was an essential part of the operation of the winners’ voluntary 
paramilitary organization in a country that had waged a civil war. It was based di-
rectly on the function of the Civil Guards in securing conquered and occupied ter-
ritories during the civil war in 1918, and it was practiced throughout the interwar 
period in cooperation with the local police, the Investigative Central Police (EK) 
and military intelligence. Social democratic and communist labor movements were 
the priority targets, but surveillance was also directed at centrist bourgeois groups. 
Regarding the state’s system of organized violence, this took forms such as loyalty 
evaluations of candidates for the Civil Guards as well as army conscripts. Especially 
the employers in the wood processing industry profited from cooperation with the 
Civil Guards in their efforts to create from their workers a ‘reliable core workforce’ 
and keep the ‘unreliable ones’ outside through blacklisting19. In this regard, civil 
rights did not apply in the same sense to those who were seen as representatives of 
the losers of the civil war20.

The role of the Civil Guards as a conditioning factor for democracy and as a pres-
sure group can be studied briefly through two cases. These are the so-called Civil 
Guard Conflict in 1921 and the reactions to the SDP minority government in 1927. 
In both cases, the expected limitations or dispersion of Civil Guards led to plans of 
a coup d’état. However, neither of these plans was carried out, as the planners could 
not be sure of the support of the rank-and-file troops for a coup, even in the name of 
the generally admired Mannerheim21.

Test for the Political System from the Extreme Right,  



П
ет

ер
бу

рг
ск

ий
 и

ст
ор

ич
ес

ки
й 

ж
ур

на
л 

№
 4

 (2
02

1)

198 Activity in Finland and Limits of the Possible, 1919–1932

1929–1932
‘The limits of the possible’ and fragility of the state after 1918 were reflected first 

and foremost in the legitimacy crisis and extra-parliamentary pressure emerging 
from the radical nationalists or fascists in 1929–1932, the Lapua Movement. Its last 
scene, the Mäntsälä rebellion in 1932, revealed the limitation and threat of the Civil 
Guards to the political system. The Lapua Movement’s threats and use of violence, 
first against the communists and their supposed supporters, then against the social 
democrats and centrist bourgeoisie taking too ‘soft’ a stance against communism, is 
difficult to understand without considering the divisions among the winners of the 
civil war regarding the legacy of the ‘War of Liberation’.

The failure of the coup and the war plans of Mannerheim and the Activists in the 
summer of 1919 were a crystallization of the resentment on which the legitimacy 
crisis of the extreme right was based: the ‘War of Liberation’ was not over, as an in-
ternally and externally strong state, led by a patriotic elite, had not emerged. Thus, 
‘White Finland’ was not white enough. Another reason was the balance of power in 
the parliament, since despite bourgeois hegemony, the left parties and the Swedish 
People’s Party (SPP) held a majority. The language conflict on the official position 
of the Finnish and Swedish languages and the SPP’s left wing’s sympathy for social 
reforms separated it from other bourgeois parties in a number of questions. In addi-
tion to this, neither Progress nor the Agrarian party were ready for unconditional 
cooperation with Coalition for the creation of a broad all-bourgeois front. Regard-
ing the direct action of the Lapua Movement, the visibility of the communists and 
their ability to act at all were more important than their quite limited activities in 
practice. The cooperation between the SDP and the centrist bourgeoisie, mostly the 
Agrarians and Progressives, threatened the politically right kind of ‘Whiteness’ and 
made the latter parties ‘half red’. A conflict between the ‘half red’ government and 
the army was believed to be possible, but not the use of armed force against the radi-
cal nationalist opposition22.

This basis clarifies the subversive potential of the extreme right and the fascist 
Lapua Movement, which reached its peak in the approximately 10,000-strong ‘Peas-
ant March’ to the capitol in July 1930. At that moment, violent regrouping against 
an ‘external threat’ (communists and the Soviet Union) received passive support 
from a broader spectrum of bourgeois groups and parties. The Lapuans demand of 
banning communist activity was legalized through the so-called Communist Laws 
in the autumn of 193023.

The change in the support of the Lapua Movement immediately after reaching 
its peak can probably be best analyzed by observing it systematically from the view-
points of ‘Whiteness’ and politicization of the legacy of the ‘War of Freedom’, as 
Miika Siironen has done. In this case, Whiteness is understood as a hegemonic inter-
pretation of Finnish independence and Finland’s relationship with the Soviet Union 
that was shared by the different bourgeois groups. Even though anti-communism 
was a shared characteristic within this hegemony, there were different emphases re-
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garding enemy stereotypes and post-civil war policies for national reconciliation. 
By including those bourgeois groups that criticized the use of violence against their 
enemies, the Lapua Movement created preconditions for the cooperation between 
the centrist bourgeoisie and the SDP24.

In this political context, the Mäntsälä Rebellion in 1932 can be defined as the fi-
nal act, or postscript, of the Lapua Movement. Like the Civil Guard Conflict of 1921, 
it can be seen as a conflict in the chain of command and as a loyalty problem of the 
armed forces in relation to the political system. The disappointment of the extreme 
right in its expectations again formed the background. The influence of the Lapua 
Movement was diminishing, as the failed abduction of former president Ståhlberg 
had dented their following after October 1930. In addition, incumbent president 
P. E. Svinhufvud, who the Movement had believed to be their ‘own man’, had ap-
pointed only a coalition government led by an Agrarian prime minister instead of 
a pure right-wing government.

The political violence of the Lapua Movement in Mäntsälä when shutting down 
a labor hall in February 1932 was not exceptional as such, but carrying it out in 
Civil Guard uniforms made it politically embarrassing. When this illegal action was 
supported by the leaders of the Lapua Movement, Vihtori Kosola and general ma-
jor Kurt Wallenius, who demanded the resignation of the government, the chain 
of command conflict had turned into an open rebellion. Unlike during the peak of 
the Lapua Movement’s support, there was no more latent bourgeois support for an 
extra-parliamentary and armed pressure group. Publicly, the Agrarian League took 
a stance against the rebellion, and its supporters in the Civil Guards spoke openly 
against going to Mäntsälä. Far under one tenth of the seventy thousand-strong Civil 
Guards organization participated in the rebellion, which signified the weakness of 
support for that kind of action.

Government policy had also changed since the peak of the Lapua Movement’s 
following. Even though the rebellion was to be put down without bloodshed, if pos-
sible, the government was now prepared to use armed force as the last option, and 
Mäntsälä was encircled by regular army units. Nevertheless, Svihufvud’s speeches 
were the most effective means used in defeating the rebellion, and after the radio 
speech he gave on the 2nd and 3rd of March 1932, the rebels began to disperse. Be-
cause of Svihufvud’s own Civil Guard membership and positive attitude on them, 
punishments were very lenient. There was no general purge or large-scale legal pro-
cesses in the Civil Guards25.

A coalition base —  looking for support from a combination of bourgeois groups —  
was both a weakness and a strength for the Lapua Movement. On the one hand, the 
movement did not have a single clear support group behind it, but on the other hand, 
it was able to claim that it represented the whole hegemonic bourgeois coalition. 
This way, it was able to try to enforce stricter values first in this hegemonic coalition, 
then in the rest of society26. Therefore, the subversive potential of the Lapua Move-
ment was not so much based on the peasants and the Agrarian League moving to 
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the right, but on the fact that the differences between the bourgeois groups were so 
small27. This made it possible to attempt to hijack the prevailing bourgeois or White 
hegemony under the leadership of the radical nationalist Lapuans. Thus, the Lapua 
Movement politicized the hegemony of the bourgeois groups, based on the generally 
shared legacy of the ‘War of Liberation’. However, its potential as an authoritarian 
alternative did not materialize during 1930–1932, and it did not become an event 
which would have changed the structures of Finnish society and political system.

Comparison with Estonia and General East  
European Development
The development that took place in Finland needs to be put in the perspective 

of its geographic context between Scandinavia and Eastern Europe, especially the 
Baltic countries. Observing certain parallels with developments in Estonia should 
provide some viewpoints.

The Scandinavian social or class structure was decisive for the formation of the 
Finnish political field. Until 1905, this was visible in the Diet, the representative 
organ of the estates. The following division into four main parties took place in all 
Scandinavian countries —  Denmark, Norway and Sweden —  but also in Finland: 
conservatives, liberals, agrarians and social democrats28. Conversely, regarding the 
prerequisites for the labor movement, Finland was closer to small, dependent East 
European nations, which underlines the significance of the sudden changes within 
the empire they were part of. The Finnish labor movement achieved its major objec-
tive, universal suffrage, through one push during the Russian revolution of 1905 and 
increased its support significantly. Unlike in the Scandinavian countries, this did not 
require decades of negotiations on collective labor agreements, the building of strike 
movements or looking for alliances with the liberals.

Regarding the formation of the national elite, the differences in the relationship 
between the local, foreign language-speaking elite and the majority of the population 
were decisive. In Finland, the Swedish-speaking elite’s position in administration 
was quite recent. It had obtained its status only after Finland had been incorporated 
into the Russian empire as an autonomous Grand Duchy in 1809. Because of this, 
it could seek allies from the local Finnish-speaking population in the form of nation-
alist ideology in order to strengthen its position in relation to the empire. A num-
ber of the Swedish-speaking elite were even ready to change their language into 
Finnish. The older Baltic German land-owning nobility did not have these needs, as 
the emperor had directly guaranteed their position29. Instead, an Estonian-speaking 
elite emerged much later than the Finnish-speaking elite and in a more limited scope 
because of greater restrictions for the operation of associations. A partial land re-
form was implemented in the Baltic Provinces through which the nation states of 
Estonia and Latvia were formed before the emancipation of serfs in Russia in 1861. 
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It kept the large estates in the hands of the Baltic Germans and created a quite lim-
ited but rather wealthy peasant class. The organization of this peasant class took 
place through agrarian associations, and from the 1880’s onwards, in the cooperative 
movement in conflict with the Baltic Germans30.

Unlike in the Nordic countries, including Finland, the political field was divided 
in three after Estonian independence: the agrarian parties, the liberals and the so-
cialists. Even though Estonian independence in 1917–1919 involved the character-
istics of social conflict and civil war, it was easier for the national elite to argue that 
independence was achieved through a war of liberation against both Soviet Russia 
and the Baltic Germans as well as Germany. The question of land or land reform was 
a decisive factor in Estonia, and the local Bolsheviks’ decision to resolve this through 
collectivization in 1918 destroyed mass support for Bolshevism. The strongest sup-
porters of a land reform dividing the lands of the Baltic German estates were the 
social democrats and the liberals, but as a consequence of the reform in 1919–1920, 
the support for these parties diminished. Another peasant party for the new farmers 
emerged alongside the older party of the wealthy peasants. On the other hand, as the 
Baltic Germans had lost their landed property, there were no prerequisites for a clear 
conservative movement.

Consequently, unlike in the Scandinavian countries and in Finland, an ‘agrarian 
hegemony’ emerged in Estonia. Because Estonian foreign trade began to focus, with 
state support, on the export of agricultural products through cooperatives, political 
and economic power began to merge in the country from the mid-1920’s onwards. Be-
cause of the lack of a clear conservative party, the party of the wealthy peasants that 
controlled the cooperatives, led by Konstantin Päts, took its place. In this regard, 
the reaction to the extra-parliamentary challenge and demands for strong executive 
power, presented by the veterans’ union of the Estonian War of Liberation (Vapsi) in 
1929–1933 was different from the Finnish reaction. In 1934, an ‘Agrarian coup’ took 
place in which Päts with his agrarian party took power with the support of the army 
so as to stop an extreme right movement with growing support. The decision to stage 
the coup was easier, as in Estonia the legacy of the War of Independence was shared 
more widely in the political field than in Finland, the social democrats included31.

Conclusions
Why did the extreme right and authoritarian system not become an alternative 

for Finland? The civil war as an event changed social structure in Finland, making 
it different from other Nordic countries. A large number of the losers was convicted 
and executed and initially excluded from the nation as traitors. Thus, the immediate 
consequences of the civil war unsettled the representativeness of the political sys-
tem and especially the loyalty of the losers towards it. On the other hand, the win-
ners were divided by the conflict over the constitution, and the loyalty of the armed 
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forces for the republican constitution was not undisputed. However, the functioning 
of the political system was soon reestablished through a reform of municipal democ-
racy based of universal suffrage and holding free parliamentary elections in 191932. 
The Finnish version of land reform in the 1920’s created the social basis for this 
development, as crofters became independent farmers though legislation. The co-
operation between the centrist bourgeoisie and the reformist labor movement thus 
created institutional bases for reconciliation.

A Nordic social structure made probable both the post-civil war policy of reconcil-
iation and repulsion of the extreme right through cooperation between the Agrarian 
League and the social democrats. Nevertheless, this cooperation had not been tested 
under acute crisis conditions before the years 1930–1932. Only then the authoritar-
ian alternative was finally weighted and checked, and as a consequence of the failure 
of the Mäntsälä rebellion, the basis for a resilient state was strengthened decisively.

It is interesting to compare the significance of extra-parliamentary action for the 
left and right from the viewpoint of the political system. Mass demonstrations and 
direct action opened for the left and the liberal bourgeoisie in Finland a quick way 
for broadening political participation in 1905. For the left, the conditions in 1917 of-
fered an opportunity to take over the entire state. At that point, the labor movement 
had an opportunity to both exercise political power through the government and to 
act as a pressure group within the political system, but without an officially orga-
nized armed force. The extreme right was partly in a similar position in 1929–1932. 
It could act within the political system as a pressure group, ‘a bourgeois minority 
could claim it was representing a national majority’, according to historian Juha Silt-
ala33. Even though both the labor movement in 1917 and the Lapua Movement could 
use direct action and violence against their political opponents, for the Lapua Move-
ment it was possible to rely at least on the passive support of the armed forces and 
to believe in their active support in a tight spot. Unlike during 1905, the goal of the 
extra-parliamentary actions of the extreme right was not the broadening of political 
participation, but limiting it to right kind of White patriots.

From the viewpoint of international comparison, we can see in Finland a greater, 
though unrealized, potential for an authoritarian alternative than in the Scandina-
vian countries. However, the probability for its emergence still remained clearly 
smaller than in East European countries. The landowning elite mostly retained its 
position in Poland, Hungary and Romania after the First World War, and authori-
tarian systems rose to power during the 1920s or 1930s. From the viewpoint of struc-
tural explanation, Estonia is in an interesting way between Finland and Eastern 
 Europe: in Estonia, the authoritarian alternative was realized, despite a thorough 
land reform and the strong position of peasant parties. In the Soviet Union, securing 
the legacy of the civil war, the revolution in this case, took a different form. For the 
faction of the Bolshevik party that had won the power struggle, forced collectiviza-
tion, the ‘liquidation of the kulaks as a class’ and accelerated industrialization were 
the means for it. Radicalization of the political system was actively encouraged by 
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the party leadership as a ‘revolution from above’34.
Thus, Estonia offers the closest and most practical point of comparison for the de-

velopment of the political system in Finland in the 1920s and 1930s. The legitimacy 
of the political system and the means for legitimizing it were different in Finland 
and in Estonia. It was not possible to restrain the extreme right in Estonia the same 
way as it was in Finland. There were no prerequisites, but also no need, for coopera-
tion between conservatives and the centrist, legality-minded bourgeoisie with social 
democrats integrated to parliamentarianism: a coup d’état based on agrarian hege-
mony and support of the armed forces was ‘enough’ for repelling the extreme right. 
In Finland, the system that had won the civil war was able to restrain, but also partly 
to integrate, the pressure from the moderate left and the extreme right and tolerate 
difference in a limited context within the prevailing White hegemony. This may have 
offered a faster route from a fragile state to a resilient one where the changing ex-
pectations of the population are governed not by force and coercion, but by political 
processes, even if they are incomplete.
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