
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rbal20

Journal of Baltic Studies

ISSN: 0162-9778 (Print) 1751-7877 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rbal20

Contemporary Baltic history and German
Ostforschung, 1918–1945. Concepts, images and
notions

Jörg Hackmann

To cite this article: Jörg Hackmann (1999) Contemporary Baltic history and German Ostforschung,
1918–1945. Concepts, images and notions, Journal of Baltic Studies, 30:4, 322-337, DOI:
10.1080/01629779900000151

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/01629779900000151

Published online: 28 Feb 2007.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 80

View related articles 

Citing articles: 2 View citing articles 

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rbal20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rbal20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/01629779900000151
https://doi.org/10.1080/01629779900000151
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rbal20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rbal20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/01629779900000151
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/01629779900000151
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/01629779900000151#tabModule
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/01629779900000151#tabModule


CONTEMPORARY BALTIC HISTORY AND GERMAN 
OSTFORSCHUNG, 1918-1945. CONCEPTS, IMAGES AND 
NOTIONS 

JOrg Hackmann, University of Greifswald 

I n his contribution to the German discussion on Historians and 
National Socialism in 1969, Franti~ek Graus noted that historians may 

have fallen short of the ideal even though they followed the accepted 
rules of historical research (Graus 94-95). The history of historiography 
must not restrict itself, therefore, to accounts of  the steady accumulation 
of historical knowledge: it has to pay attention to the social and political 
context of  historians' work. In recent years there have been lively 
debates amongst German historians, and among the public in general, on 
the involvement of German historians in Nazi Germany's policy towards 
the East-Central and Eastern European nations) The discussions centre 
mainly on two points. The first is the political involvement of  historians 
who played an important role in post-war West-German historiography 
(Aly, 1997 and 1999). The second is the question of modernization: 
Ostforschung, and in a wider context since the 1920s the concept of 
Volksgeschichte (ethnic history), appear to be to some extent precursors 
of  modern West-German social history, which seems to run counter to 
their exponents' reactionary political intentions (Oberkrome, KleBmann). 
It would be reasonable to inquire whether discussion of these two points 
seeks to explain the contribution of the historians concerned to the 
genesis of Hitler's eastern policy, or if such discussions aim primarily at 
the deconstruction or legitimization of authorities for reasons that may be 
found within the discipline. This article, however, tries to avoid such 
present-day problems and concentrates on the role of German 
Ostforschung within the scholarly discipline of history and on the 
reconstruction of  the place of Baltic history within Ostforschung itself. 

German Ostforschung 

International academic discussion amongst historians over recent 
years has already made it clear that German Ostforschung is not identical 
to Central and Eastern European Studies in Germany (Burleigh, Mtihle). 
It represents a specific German approach to the regions east of  the Elbe 
River as far as Russia, an approach that arose after 1918 as a result of the 
First World War and the Treaty of Versailles. Ostforschung was 
understood by its leading scholars as a multidisciplinary strategy which 
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concentrated on research into Germanness -- Deutschtum or deutscher 
Volks- und Kulturboden 2 -- in East-Central Europe with a clear and 
unambiguous political intention. Its characteristic features were 
institutionalization and close cooperation with the Reich government. It 
was actually this policy to which the central figures of the Ostforschung 
institutions, Albert Brackmann (1871-1952), general director of the 
Prussian State archives, and Johannes Papritz (1898-1992), the director 
of the so-called Publikationsstelle (Publication Office) within the Secret 
Prussian State Archive in Berlin-Dahlem, both adhered (Burleigh). And 
if one pays attention to the "paths of continuity" from National Socialism 
to the Federal Republic (Lehmann; Hackmann, Anfang), these 
institutional aspects appear in that context to be far more important than 
the question about the origins of modem historical methods. 

To understand the characteristic features of Ostforschung it has to be 
pointed out that the beginning of the turn towards German-centred 
Volksgeschichte as the prevailing methodological framework of 
Ostforschung started already at the end of  the nineteenth century, with a 
growing interest in regional history and historical geography. In 
Germany's disputed eastern borderlands, this intensified historical 
interest led immediately to a focus on the Germans' alleged task of  
civilizing the East Europeans, or on the German contribution to that 
process. The decisive turning-point nevertheless, for all Eastern German 
regions, was 1918-1919, with the collapse of the Kaiserreich, the Treaty 
of Versailles, and the establishment of  the new states in East-Central 
Europe which claimed to be nation-states. The concept of 
Volksgeschichte aimed at legitimizing German political pretensions 
against the construction of  the new states in Eastern Central Europe as 
well as against other states such as France (Sch/Sttler 204-61) and 
Denmark, to which Germany had to cede Reich territories. The political 
impact of  revisionism in the East, however, was clearly predominant 
after the 1925 Treaty of  Locarno. The pattern of  conflict between 
German historians claiming German historical rights on the one hand, 
and historians of the East-Central European nations who argued for their 
national interests on the other, is quite simple and seems to follow a 
universal pattern of historical debate: each side allegedly only defended 
itself against aggression from outside (Hackmann, Ostpreuflen 242-56; 
Piskorski). 

Baltic History within German Ostforschung 

"Baltic," in the sense of German historiography up to 1945, referred 
to the region of Old Livonia, or the "Baltic lands" Estonia, Latvia, and 
Courland (cf. Wittram, 1945 and 1954). Within the context of Baltic 
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German historiography, Lithuania played (as it does to some extent even 
today) only a marginal role. This regional limitation coincides with a 
specific narrow view which already in the nineteenth century had 
focused the attention of historians on the Germans in these regions; but 
national arguments did not play an important role as it seemed to be 
undisputed that "Baltic" history began with the Aufsegelung (sea-borne 
colonization) of Livonia by the Germans in the twelfth century. As long 
as the social and political structures were not fundamentally altered, 
historiographical concepts remained more or less unchanged. A good 
example is Leonid Arbusow Sr.'s Grundrifl der Geschichte Liv-, Est- und 
Kurlands. 3 Although the fourth edition of 1918 contains some remarks 
on Baltic ethnology and prehistory, Arbusow points out that the ancient 
tribes cannot be regarded as ancestors of "our 'nationals'" (Arbusow 3), 
that is, the Latvian or Estonian nation. National categories, we are invited 
to conclude, should not be applied to the past. Although after the Russian 
revolution of 1905 some ethnic mobilization took place among the Baltic 
Germans (Pistohlkors), the crucial divide was that of  1918, with the 
breakdown of  the German Kaiserreich and the establishment of the 
Latvian and Estonian states. 

One of the most important topics in this context is the question: 
What did Volksgeschiehte mean for Baltic German historians? In his 
publications up until 1945, Reinhard Wittram (1902-1973), who might 
be regarded as the leading supporter of the concept of  Ostforschung 
amongst the Baltic German historians, juxtaposed this term to the 
traditional concept of Baltic Landesgeschichte (regional history), which 
according to him had been appropriate only for historians in the pre- 
national era (Wittram, 1939, III). The main feature of  Volksgeschichte 
was that the German people were treated as a unit, consisting not only of 
those living within the borders of the German Reich but also of German 
Volksgruppen (ethnic groups) living abroad -- the so-called Grenz- und 
Auslandsdeutschtum (Germans living in border or foreign territories). 
Each people, Wittram argued, has its own image of itself, which cannot 
be understood by other peoples. He also spoke of a deeply rooted unity 
("Schicksalsverbundenheit", being bound to a common destiny) of the 
German people on the basis of "Volksgefiihr" (a people's feeling for its 
own identity: Wittram, 1933, 544-45). With such a foundation for 
defining the Volk, Landesgeschichte declined to a secondary problem, 
while the first task was to analyze German achievements and the impact 
of German people on the non-German surroundings (Wittram, Deutsche 
Geschichtsforschung 460). However, this concept underwent change 
already before the end of  the war, when Wittram altered the title of the 
second edition of his History of the Baltic Germans to History of the 
Baltic Lands (Wittram, 1945). 
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Arved Baron Taube (1905-1978), who could be regarded in this 
context as Wittram's opponent, argued that Landesgeschichte, which to 
him meant more than just the history of the Baltic Germans, should 
remain the fundamental feature of  Baltic historiography. The 
consequences of nation-building ("Volkwerdung", becoming a discrete 
people) for the Baltic Germans were, according to Taube, the change 
from corporate state organization to Deutschtumspolitik (a policy of  
emphasizing their Germanness) and efforts to legitimate their Lebens- 
und Heimatrecht (right to determine their life and status in their 
homeland). In stark contrast to Wittram, Taube also took into account the 
national consciousness of  the Estonians and understood this development 
as a parallel process of  nation-building (Taube, Landespolitik). The 
Baltic Germans, therefore, found themselves in a position where they had 
bonds with both the German people and the Estonian state. In modem 
terms, this could be described as the situation of a national minority. 
However, Taube does not reveal such an understanding in his writings. 
Clear statements showing how such historical conceptions were related 
to the authors' political positions are rarely to be found in the above- 
mentioned texts. This was presumably due to the unwillingness or 
inability of the Baltic Germans to accept their political and social 
situation in the new republics, especially when one takes the 
expropriations into consideration. The only exception was anti- 
Bolshevism, which was regarded as a common trait for Estonians, 
Latvians and Germans. At the same time, it served as the main 
legitimation of German nationalism in the Baltic region (Feest 526). The 
basic political tendencies might be described as either loyalty, as 
expressed for instance by Arved Baron Taube, or fundamental 
opposition, as expressed by Reinhard Wittram and others. It is striking, 
however, that both are without a doubt influenced by a National-Socialist 
semantic which led to nebulous descriptions of the Baltic Germans' 
relations to the German people and the Baltic nations. Wittram spoke of  
a "selbstverstOndliche nationalsozialistische Grundhaltung" (natural and 
inherent basic N-S orientation) amongst the Baltic German historians, 
without explaining the practical meaning of  the phrase (Wittram, 
Deutsche Geschichtsforschung 451). Taube also mentioned the 
"v6lkisch" (people-minded) attitude of the German minority, which was 
said to have been deeply influenced by the renewed Volkstum in NS- 
Germany. But nevertheless, such a vOlkisch attitude did not automatically 
imply claims for border revision or transfer. 

Despite the differences touched upon here in the attitudes of  Baltic 
German historians to the Baltic nations, one can clearly see a restriction 
of their research to discussions of Germanness, such that the writing of  
any history about the Latvians and Estonians was not deemed to be a 
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German task. However, critical reviews by German scholars of  Estonian 
and Latvian historiography played an important role: Arved Baron Taube 
wrote that political intentions made enemies of German and Estonian 
historians as they both tried to employ history to educate their peoples 
and strengthen national consciousness. Discussing Haris Kruus' concept 
of Estonian history -- which he also regarded as Volksgeschichte -- 
Taube nevertheless noticed a potential danger for the German 
historiographic position, if Estonian scholars should develop an approach 
of their own to Landesgeschichte while the Baltic Germans restricted 
themselves to Volksgeschichte (Taube, Geschichtsforschung 60). Jtirgen 
von Hehn (writing under a pseudonym) 4 strongly criticized the Latvian 
historians for encouraging unfriendly attitudes towards the Germans 
(Karstens 69). One event that was singled out for criticism by both Georg 
von Rauch and von Hehn was the exclusion of  Baltic-German historians 
from the International Congress of  Baltic Historians in Riga in 1937. 5 

When one summarizes the concept of  Baltic Ostforschung, four main 
features have to be pointed out: first, the support of the historians for the 
idea of German Heimatrecht (fighting for corporate autonomy and 
against the land reforms); second, the rejection of the works of Latvian 
and Estonian historians who, according to their Baltic German 
colleagues, tried to inflate the glory of  their "Zwergv61ker" (dwarf 
peoples: Wittram, Deutsche Geschichtsforschung 448); third, anti- 
Bolshevism as a basis for possible cooperation with Baltic historians; 
fourth, the obvious divergence between expressions of loyalty and of  
rejection concerning attitudes towards the Estonian and Latvian states 
(Feest). 

Contemporary Baltic History of the Inter-War Period 

Analyzing perceptions of  twentieth-century Baltic history, one has to 
be aware of  three points: First, the fact of their political functions. After 
all, until 1939, twentieth century Baltic history was not a prominent 
object of historical research as a field of  political commitment for Baltic 
German historians. The same holds true for scholars from the Reich who 
felt obliged to support the Baltic Germans after the foundation of  the 
Latvian and Estonian states (Volkmann). Second, the texts of historians 
dealing with history since 1918, as for example in the Baltische 
Monatsschrifi, are mainly journalistic in nature. This implies that it is 
difficult to make a clear distinction between the intentions of  historical 
and political writings: although they might be differentiated as types of 
text, we should note the fact that historians involved in OsOCorschung 
often used their scholarly reputation for the promotion of  political 
interests. 
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The third point, which relates to the periods and topics which were 
focused upon in Baltic-German Ostforschung, is closely connected to the 
previous ones. Epochs including the Enlightenment, and the formation of  
modern nations after the end of the eighteenth century, as well as topics 
such as the history of  settlement, were all of  greater interest than the 
history of the twentieth century itself. This was due -- as already 
indicated -- not to the fact that historians might have wanted to restrict 
their work to pure scholarship and keep away from politics, but because 
the political intention -- to show that the Baltic nations owe their nation- 
building and also their statehood to the German nobility, burghers and 
literati -- could be best expressed by referring to German Kulturtrdger 
from the time of  the conquest and colonization until the end of the 
corporate system. Heinrich Schaudinn's Deutsche BiMungsarbeit am 
lettischen Volkstum des 18. Jahrhunderts or Jtirgen von Hehn's article 
Der deutsche Einflufl auf die lettische Volksentwicklung could be 
regarded as typical of  this ideology. The keystone in this concept of 
German shaping of  the Baltic lands was Hans Rothfels' discussion of 
Bismarck's policy towards the Baltic Germans in the context of the 1871 
foundation of the German Kaiserreich; Rothfels argued that Bismarck 
was aware of  the fact that Germanness in the Baltic region could only be 
preserved "if the naturalistic forces of nation and race stayed within the 
framework of  state and history" (Rothfels 42). Rothfels' argumentation 
caused a stir at the convention of German historians in G6ttingen in 1932 
and had a great impact on German historiography. He tried to explain 
that the Baltic Germans were included in Bismarck's political thinking, 
not in the sense of  Volkstum policy, but through preserving the 
hegemony of the pre-national German and Russian empires 
(Neugebauer). 

Overall, the main topics of twentieth-century Baltic history that the 
German historians addressed up to 1945 were German policies during the 
process of  Baltic state-building and the situation of the Baltic Germans 
after 1918. 6 This picture changed significantly after 1940, when the 
transfer of the Baltic Germans became an important topic of  historical 
concern. 7 But it is of considerable consequence that Reinhard Wittram 
did not mention any research about the period after 1905, except Volume 
4 o f  the Baltische Lande, in his contribution to Brackmann's 
commemorative publication Deutsche Ostforschung of 1942-1943, 
which was intended to provide a general survey and be a proud 
celebration of  the "achievements" of Ostforschung since 1918 (Wittram, 
Deutsche Gesc hichtsforschung 458). 

The lack of research on contemporary history hints at an important 
distinction between the situation on the one hand in East and West 
Prussia and Silesia, where Germany had to cede Reich territories, and on 
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the other in Estonia, Latvia, and to some extent Czechoslovakia. There, 
the German population was not affected by the movement of borders or 
by transfers, but they found themselves under the rule of another nation 
which claimed to be the leading nation in a nation-state. With regard to 
the geographical situation, it is clear that such an option as the Sudeten 
Germans' Anschlufl (annexation) of 1938 played no role amongst the 
Germans in Estonia and Latvia (if we disregard the situation between 
1917 and 1919). Therefore, themes which served to provide arguments 
for the revision of borders, such as the allegedly destructive influence of 
the new borders and states on the German Volk after the First World 
War, are hardly to be found within the scope of Baltic Ostforschung. The 
Baltic German historians' claims did not refer to border revisions, but 
sought rather to confirm their Heimatrecht, that is, their demands for a 
significant role in the political, social and economic life of their 
countries. This claim for Heimatrecht, however, was based not so much 
on twentieth century history as on the cultural and national mission of the 
Germans as an antemurale throughout the centuries since the 
Aufsegelung. The quite frequent use of national arguments, underlining 
Baltic German connections with the German people, necessarily led to 
discussions of the place of the Baltic Germans within the Estonian and 
Latvian state (Feest 525-27). 

How German Ostforschung treated twentieth century Baltic history 
may be demonstrated by a case study of the Handw6rterbuch des Grenz- 
und Auslandsdeutschtums, which is one of the most important 
publications within the specific concept o f  Ostforschung: the Baltic 
region was discussed both in articles on the Baltic states and in a lengthy 
article on Deutschbalten und baltische Lande comprising nearly 140 
pages. 8 Contributions concerning the single states, however, were rather 
short, fifteen pages for Estonia, and eighteen pages for Latvia, and 
consisted primarily of descriptions of the Estonian and Latvian states 
since 1918. Unlike these strictly limited descriptions, the article about the 
Baltic Germans also described geography and demography, which could 
just as easily have been discussed in the articles about Estonia or Latvia. 
These points already suggest that the Baltic states were regarded as 
secondary phenomena, while the totality of the region was ascribed 
primarily as a Baltic German feature. The structure of the article about 
the Deutschbalten is very characteristic of the comprehensive concept of 
regional study within Ostforschung: it consists of discussions on space 
and borders, population, and the history and political situation of the 
Baltic Germans after 1918. Ethnology, language, economy, and religious 
and intellectual life as well as the arts are then considered, and the 
account ends with a discussion of the relationship of the Baltic Germans 
to the German Reich. 
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The following features of this article can be considered as 
characteristic for German Os(forschung. The geographical discussion 
expounds the thesis that the Central European character of the Baltic 
landscape is based on its cultural shaping by the Baltic Germans, while 
east of Narva and in Latgale (Polish Livonia), East-European influences 
allegedly dominated (105). In the chapters on population or 
Volksbiologie (biology of the people) it is argued that the decline of the 
Baltic Germans was primarily caused by changes in their social structure, 
which arose from the loss of their leading political position and from the 
land reforms. Mixed marriages appeared to be particularly dangerous for 
the German population. For this reason, special efforts were demanded to 
increase the number of births amongst the German population. The 
demographic development of the Latvians and Estonians, however, was 
reprobated even more strongly: their striving to establish themselves as 
modern nations in the Baltic region was said to have dangerously 
weakened their Volksk6rper (the corporate body of their population). 
Thus the social trends since the nineteenth century were regarded to a 
large extent in a negative light (114-16). In the historical section one has 
to search hard for remarks concerning the "political life of Estonian (or 
Latvian) Germanness since 1918". It begins with an explicit rejection of 
the term "minority" for the Baltic Germans, which was regarded as 
ahistorical (150). This is then followed by a glorification of the actions of 
the Baltenregiment and the Baltische Landeswehr during 1918-1919 
(150-52, 160-62), but the German defeat at CEsis (Wenden) however is 
only mentioned with a few cryptic words (162). Arved Baron Taube, 
writing about Estonia, underlines as most important features, second only 
to the fight against Soviet troops, the struggle against the land reform 
(described as "politische Abwehrarbeit", political defensive work) and 
the formation of the German Volksgruppe ("nationale Aufbauarbeit", 
work of national construction), with explicit support of cultural self- 
government. With regard to Latvia, emphasis is placed on the struggle 
against the land reform and other acts of the Latvian government, and the 
efforts to maintain the German Volksgruppe. The chapter on history 
concludes with a text by Wittram on the "nature and strength of Baltic 
Germanness ", which according to Werner Conze underlines the decisive 
role of the Baltic Germans in the "fight against the destructive powers of 
the Asiatic East" (Conze 270). Wittram stresses the impact of v6lkisch 
ideas on the Volksgruppe, leading to the political concept of the 
Germans' political mission in the region (199). 

When reviewing the Handw6rterbuch account as a whole, it can be 
said that in following the general political intention to strengthen 
Germanness, it one-sidedly tries to emphasize the Baltic Germans' claim 
to maintain their dominant status in Estonia and Latvia, arguing that 
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there is a historical pattern in their struggles against the danger from the 
East and in their loyalty towards each of the successive states. The 
authors suggest that the Baltic Germans should have formed a new 
national or National Socialistic group and should have remained at least 
in latent opposition to the states of Latvia and Estonia. 

Volume four of Brackmann and Wittram's Baltische Lande, 
Bolshevism and the Baltic front 1918/1919, clearly shows a political 
intention, as it was published in 1939 as a first separate incomplete item 
dedicated to the twentieth anniversary of  Riga's liberation from the Red 
Army. Its constituent contributions, which obviously had been hastily put 
together, were designed to underline the role of  the Germans in the fight 
against the Reds, and attributed the Bolshevist success in occupying Riga 
to lack of cooperation between Latvians and Germans (70). The German 
defeat by the Latvians in the summer of 1919 was said to be a result of 
the fact that the Baltic Germans did not take the hostility of the Latvians 
into account (92-93). 

Under the influence of Volksgeschichte, the question of their national 
group's transfer to the Reich became the most crucial topic for the Baltic 
German historians after 1940. It need not be pointed out that there was 
no thought of  it before September 1939. And it should be stated that an 
argument like that of Hellmut WeirS, that transfer had been a possible 
option for the Baltic Germans ever since the failure of German 
annexation plans at the end of the First World War, is clearly a statement 
e x  pos t .  9 Remarks on the Umsiedlung made right up until the end of the 
Second World War did not directly address this fact, but they tried to 
give a historical sense to it. These attempts, however, were so obviously 
ideological that nobody wanted to return to such a line of argument after 
1945. Wittram, who from 1940 was a professor at the Reichsuniversitdt 
Posen, delivered in 1942 a published series of lectures under the title 
Return to the Reich -- which was the official term for the transfer -- 
where he expressed the notion that the Baltic Germans as the oldest 
colony should have returned to the "Sinnzusammenhang der deutschen 
Ostaufgabe" (the context of  the German task in the East), while the 
German people as a whole should have advanced to work everywhere in 
the East in fulfilling its "historical task" beside the German soldiers 
(Wittram, Ri~ckkehr 5). In 1940, Wittram had argued that, due to pressure 
from the Latvian state, the German group was only able "to strengthen 
the racially and biologically precious substance of the people" (Wittram, 
Livland 89). The experience of the Baltic Germans within the 
"andersvOlkische Staatsganze" (ethnically alien state community), 
Wittram argued, showed that without political power the Volksgruppe 
was undermined and occupied an already lost position. Thus, he 
concluded, the "Fiihrer" released them in October 1939 from their 
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responsibility for the Baltic region and, one might add, transferred them 
to another part of  the eastern front (Wittram, Livland 90). 1° After the war 
against the Soviet Union had begun, one also finds sources creating a 
connection between the defeat of  1561 and the German attack of  1941 
(Wittram, Der Deutsche). It should be mentioned, however, that the 
history of  the twentieth century remained absent from the writings of  
Baltic German historiography during the short Posen period, in the sense 
that there were no specific studies on it. But it was of  course present in 
the ideological concept that history must prove the national-socialist 
legitimacy of  the "new order" in Europe (Wittram, Der Deutsche 24). 
Without doubt, Wittram's Geschichte der Ostseelande of  1944-1945 can 
be regarded as the peak and the final summary of  the politicized 
historiography of  Baltic Ostforschung. Here, Baltic history is not 
presented as an open process, but as a circle that is based only on 
German(ic) deeds: 

In the thousands of years of the prehistoric times all motifs are 
discernible that give unity to the Baltic lands within the 750 years of 
historic times: Germanic rule, development within the secured power 
sphere of Germanic culture, a turning away from the East and 
penetration of the East at the same time. It is like a colossal prelude. 
But is it really a prelude? Are not the great acts of Germanic expansion 
from the Bronze Age up until our days parts of one and the same epic 
song? (Wittram, Geschichte der Ostseelande ! 7) 

Thus Wittram's shift, mentioned above, back from Volksgeschichte 
to Landesgeschichte has one clearly defined task: to create an image of  
history where the Baltic nations find their place as helots, as a basic 
peasant substratum under German rule. 

Conclusion 

This sketch of  Baltic-German Ostforschung raises the question 
whether the approach of  Volksgeschichte led to an increase in historical 
knowledge, or if it was misleading. In the discussion on Osfforschung in 
general, Oberkrome is in favour of  the thesis that it contributed to the 
modernization of  historical research, although its political concepts were 
reactionary. But in the case of  Baltic history it seems more likely that 
Volksgeschichte led to a one-sided perspective on Germanness, which 
disregarded all features of  inter-ethnic relations in the region. A closer 
look at Wittram's three versions of Baltic history might even show that 
the concept of  Volksgeschichte was first and foremost an ideological one, 
which had little impact either on historical methods or on the structure of  
historiography (see the contribution by Mtihle in this volume). 
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Since German Ostforschung made a new beginning in the Federal 
Republic of Germany after 1949 (Hackmann, Anfang), some points 
concerning the post-war discussions will now be added. There is no 
doubt that remarks such as those by Wittram quoted above ceased after 
1945. With the retreat from National-Socialist positions, the question of 
Volks- versus Landesgeschichte appeared once again on the agenda of 
Baltic German historiography. It was Wittram who now rejected the 
concept of Volksgeschichte and who argued for a regional historiography 
which was no longer identified solely with the history of the Germans, 
but he concealed the fact that he had first started to limit the concept of 
Volksgeschichte already during the war. Wittram's revisionism was 
already then based on a political concept of anti-Bolshevism which was 
intended to integrate the Baltic nations. Thus, the rejection of 
Volksgeschichte did not by any means imply a renunciation of 
Ostforschung. Such an interpretation however was launched after 1945, 
and as Wittram did not mention his work of 1944-1945 in his later 
publications"-- nor did his pupils -- this must be seen as one specific 
feature of their attempts to "cope with the past", trying to forget the 
historians' involvement during the years from 1933 to 1945. Continuing 
support for Volksgeschichte, however, was provided for example by Max 
Hildebert Boehm, who argued that after transfer and expulsion, the fate 
of the Baltic Germans should become an even more important aspect of 
German historiography (Hackmann, Anfang 255). Collecting together the 
experiences of fighters for Germanness from the inter-war period was for 
some years an idea actively discussed amongst the members of the 
Johann-Georg-Herder-Forschungsrat in Marburg. It remains to be 
determined whether this change of position from Volksgeschichte to 
Landesgeschichte after 1945 was the beginning of a new historical 
concept, or only a semantic change where the old positions were not 
fundamentally altered. 

Without any doubt, within the academic schools of historians with a 
Baltic German background, such as Reinhard Wittram in G6ttingen or 
Georg von Rauch in Kiel, we may notice from the 1960s onwards, new 
approaches to contemporary Baltic history which left behind the 
ideological and conceptual framework of Ostforschung. But at the same 
time these academic schools showed only little interest in criticizing their 
academic teachers for their involvement in Ostforschung. Therefore it is 
not astonishing that a critical revision of Baltic Ostforschung started only 
in the 1990s (Garleff), whereas in the History of Baltic-German 
Historiography, edited by von Rauch in 1986, the context of 
Ostforschung was not discussed. 
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1. There have been sessions on this issue at the conventions of the German 
historians since 1994. Special interest was aroused by the panel "German 
historians during National Socialism" at the convention in Frankfurt am 
Main in September 1998; since then a lot of  articles and several conferences 
have followed. Two texts of the Frankfurt session and some other 
contributions to this debate are available via "H-Soz-u-Kult" (24 July 
1999): <http://hsozkult.geschichte.hu-berlin.de/beitrag/essays/essay.htm>. 
The presentations at the convention in Leipzig 1994 are published in 
Sch0ttler, Geschichtsschreibung, the papers of the convention in Munich 
1996 in: Zeitschriftfiir Ostmitteleuropaforschung 46.3 (1997). 

2. This concept was propagated by the geographer Albrecht Penck in his text 
Deutscher Volks- undKulturboden (1925), cf. Herb 55-60. 

3. The first edition was published in Mitau in 1889, the fourth under the 
editorship of Leonid Arbusow Jr. in 1918. 

4. Cf. Hehn, Vom baltischen Deutschtum 230. 
5. The conference took place in Riga on August 16-20, 1937, cf. Pirm6 

Baltijas v~sturnieku konference. German historians from the Baltic states 
were not allowed to present papers, cf. Hehn, Der baltische 
Historikerkongrefl, and Garleff, Michael. "Georg von Rauch tiber die 
interethnischen Beziehungen in der baltischen Region". Garleff, ed. 
Konfrontation 204-05. 

6. For instance: Brackmann and Wittram et al., eds. Baltische Lande; Vol. 4.1: 
Der Bolschewismus und die baltische Front 1918/1919; Rimscha, Die 
Staatswerdung Lettlands. Cf. the articles in Ranch, ed. Geschichte der 
deutschbaltischen Geschichtsschreibung: Mtihlen, Heinz von zur. "Die 
deutschbaltische Geschichtsschreibung 1918-1939/1945 in Estland" 339-69 
and Hehn, Jtirgen von. "Die deutschbaltische Geschichtsschreibung 1918- 
1939/1945 in Lettland" 371-98. 

7. An early example is Hehn, Vom baltischen Deutschtum. In 1982 he 
published Die Umsiedlung der baltischen Deutschen -- das letzte Kapitel 
baltisch-deutscher Geschichte. Cf. Rauch, Georg yon. "Die 
deutschbaltische Geschichtsschreibung nach 1945." Ranch, ed. Geschichte 
der deutschbaltischen Geschichtsschreibung 429-32. 

8. Petersen, Carl, et al., eds. HandwOrterbuch des Grenz- und 
Auslandsdeutschtums: "Deutschbalten und baltische Lande" 2:104-241 
(published 1936); "Estland" 2 : 4 3 7 - 5 0  (published not earlier than 
September 1937, see 443); "Lettland" 3:337-55 (published not earlier than 
June 1939, see 344). Cf. the review by Conze. Lithuania, however, received 
much more space than Estonia and Latvia: "Litauen" 3: 361-402, because 
Lithuanian Germanness was not dealt with in the article on Deutsehbalten 
und baltische Lande. Concerning the structure of the HandwOrterbuch cf. 
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Oberkrome 154-169. 
9. WeiB, Hellmuth. "Baltische Selbstbehauptung im 20. Jahrhundert." Boehm 

et. al., eds. Wir Balten 339. 
10. NB. The post-war owner of the copy that I read changed the date of issue 

and of the foreword, in pencil, fi'om 1940 to 1949. 
11. There is not even a hint in the third version of his Baltic history of 1954, 

where he only quotes from his foreword to the 1939 edition (Wittram, 
Baltische Geschichte 8). 
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