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= Livonia and the world in the 21st century [English abstract] 

 
This article is based on a panel discussion at the National Library, Riga, on 9 
December 2017. It argues that the history of medieval Livonia is, actually or poten-
tially, of central importance to general history as studied in the 21st century on three 
accounts: 
 
(1) The past twenty years’ research, inspired by Robert Bartlett’s influential 1993 book 
The Making of Europe, has resulted in a general interest in Livonia. It is no more the 
exclusive concern of local national histories, be they baltendeutsch or Latvian/ 



Estonian. In the Bartlettian ‘Europeanisation’ sense, Livonia now sides with regions 
such as southern Spain, Occitania, Wales, Ireland, and Hungary. Contemporary 
developments, notably the expansion of the European Union and its economic 
model, have only accentuated this interest. 
 
(2) Much as this development has helped integrate Livonia into general history, in 
one central aspect it has acerbated an older national(ist) misapprehension: the idea 
that the 13th-century settlers/conquerors were ‘Germans’ in an ethnic sense. Quite 
beyond general criticism of 19th-/20th century history as too ready to ‘invent’ 
medieval histories for modern nations and nation-states, the notion of ethnic 
‘Germans’ is particularly unfortunate in a medieval Livonian and Baltic context. 
Present-day usage leads easily to the assumption that deutsch has always been an 
ethnonym (and that it can therefore be translated as ‘German’, ‘allemand’ etc.), 
whereas in fact medieval deutsch and its cognates are an in-group term meaning 
‘intelligible’, hence ‘understandable’. In a migrant/colonial situation, group adherence 
and non-adherence were central matters but ‘ethnicity’, insofar as medieval ideas of 
ethnicity are at all comparable to post-Romantic ones, was not. This view invites 
historians to reevaluate the source use of ‘deutsch/undeutsch’ in Livonian history. The 
unfortunate consonances of the use of ‘deutsch, vācisks, German’ somewhat obstruct 
a more integral view of the late medieval Baltic. 
 
(3) As European medieval history is facing the challenges of Global History, Livonia 
has every chance of moving yet one step further. The Bartlettian movement has 
worked towards integrating Livonia on an equal base with many more westerly 
regions; a Global History viewpoint now makes Livonia, open as it is towards the 
Eurasian landmass, appear as, for better or worse, one of the most globally integrated 
parts of medieval Europe. In a Eurasian perspective, then, Livonia is more central than 
much of the Atlantic fringe. 
 
The article concludes by arguing that in terms of Public History, the word ‘Livonia’ is a 
strong brand, well-established in all major languages but untinged by modern 
nationalist use. It may well work towards making future ‘Livonians’, i e Latvians/ 
Estonians, more conscious of the resources and potential of their region, and 
therefore more resilient to face the period after globalism. 
 
 
 


