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German minority politics in the Baltic states during the inter-war period has 

regained significant scholarly attention since the 1990s, when the Estonian concept 

of cultural autonomy from 1925 was rediscovered as a strategy for solving post-

1989 minority conflicts as well as addressing issues of multiculturality. The case of 
the Baltic German politician Werner Hasselblatt, who is in the focus of this text, 

however, reveals a Janus-faced political approach: On the one hand, he had a 

significant share in the implementation of the law on cultural autonomy in Estonia, 

and he was also a major actor within the Congress of European Nationalities. On the 

other hand, from 1933 onwards Hasselblatt turned into an expert of Nazi 

resettlement and population politics, contrary to his earlier positions. Here, a critical 

analysis of his approach towards loyalty is undertaken, in order to discuss the tilting 

point in his political activities. My argument is that his attitude towards loyalty was 

based on the assumption of an irreconcilable conflict of dual loyalty to the ‘host’ state 

and the ‘kin’ nation. Whereas Hasselblatt regarded loyalty to German Volkstum not 

as a matter of individual choice for Baltic Germans and thus as not negotiable, he 

saw loyalty towards the Estonian state as connected to the fulfilment of the German 

minority’s political claims. Such an instrumental approach towards loyalty together 

with Hasselblatt’s primordial understanding of nationality in contrast to citizenship 

may be identified as crucial issues that led his concept of constructive minority 

politics tilt towards the destructive notion of ‘dissimilation’. 
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Introduction 

Baltic German minority politics during the inter-war period, which had 

been formed after Estonia and Latvia emerged as independent states 

from the Russian Empire in the aftermath of the First World War, was a 
largely forgotten issue during the Cold War. It has re-gained significant 

scholarly attention, however, since the 1990s, when the Estonian 

concept of cultural autonomy was rediscovered as a strategy for solving 

post-1989 minority conflicts as well as addressing issues of 

multiculturality.1 Even if one leaves the question aside to what degree 

such a reference to the past could be used for solving contemporary 

political issues,2 the biography of the Baltic-German journalist and 

politician Paul Schiemann (1876-1944)3 from Latvia provided a positive 

image of liberal, non-nationalist minority politics and a counter-

narrative against völkisch irredentism, which finally led to the 

resettlement of the Baltic Germans in 1939-1940. Studies of Schiemann’s 

fellowmen in minority politics, Ewald Ammende (1893-1936) and 

Werner Hasselblatt (1890-1958) from Estonia, however, have revealed 

indications for such a proximity to Nazi politics.4 In the claim by Erhard 

Kroeger, the leading Nazi representative among the German minority in 

Latvia, that he suggested Heinrich Himmler the evacuation of the Baltic 

Germans in October 1939,5 one may see an evidence for the final failure 

of Baltic-German minority politics. The resettlement of the Germans 

from the Baltic States thus raises the question of inter-connection: Can 

Baltic-German minority politics be separated from the resettlement and 

connected to such a counterfactual hypothesis that under different 

historical circumstances the Estonian model of cultural autonomy could 

have expanded its international relevance by being adopted in other 

states as well?6 Or should one hold an attitude of ‘emotional 

obstructionism instead of intelligent adaptation’7 – to refer to Leo 

Lundin’s thesis formulated under fresh impressions from the Second 
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World War – among the Baltic Germans in Estonia and Latvia 

accountable?  

The concept of loyalty will be used here as an analytical tool in order to 

discuss these questions. Loyalty here is not understood as a normative 

concept of describing the relations between a state and its citizens or 

inhabitants, but as a term that encompasses multi-level relations 

between social groups and institutions.8 Referring to Albert Hirschman’s 

influential study,9 loyalty may be understood in the context of national 

minorities as one form of action besides protest and emigration. In the 

context of national minorities in the Baltic region, here understood as the 

territories of the Estonian and Latvian state, loyalty focuses on 

dispositions of acceptance of the new political order and on practices of 

integration and participation. This paper will concentrate on the Baltic 

German minority politician Werner Hasselblatt and his role in shaping 
minority politics in Estonia in the inter-war period as well as population 

politics in Nazi Germany. However, this paper does not intend to 

reiterate the facts on Estonian minority politics in detail, which have 

already been presented and discussed elsewhere.10 Nor will it delve 

deeply into the biography of Werner Hasselblatt,11 but focus at the most 

obvious facts of his Janus-faced political approach. On the one hand, he 

was the leading politician among the Baltic German minority to 

implement and promote the law on cultural autonomy in Estonia in 1925 

and also a major actor in establishing the ‘Congress of the Organised 

National Groups in the States of Europe’, later known as Congress of 

European Nationalities, in the same year.12 On the other hand, he also 

pursued a diverging agenda of cooperation with Berlin as well as German 

Volkstum organizations in order to coordinate politics towards German 

minorities in Eastern Europe, even before he became a legal advisor to 

the German minorities in Berlin in 1931. Finally, he turned into an expert 

in resettlement politics who could be counted to the ‘Vordenker der 
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Vernichtung’, to quote the well-known term by Götz Aly and Susanne 

Heim.13  

The main aim of this text is to identify in Baltic German minority politics 

fault lines and tilting points between practices based on loyalty and 

obstructive strategies with regard to the post-1918 states. I will 

concentrate mainly on Estonia and Werner Hasselblatt here, but include 

connections to the situation in Latvia. In order to discuss these issues, I 

focus first on the legacy of pre-World War I politics, second on the issue 

of loyalty in post-war Estonia, and then address constructive and 

deconstructive features in Werner Hasselblatt’s approach towards 

minority politics. In the conclusions it will be argued that his 

instrumental approach towards loyalty, focusing only on the interests of 

the minority, was crucial for the turn from constructive minority politics 

towards destructive German nationalities politics. 

The first point to be addressed refers to the question of path-dependency 

or the legacy of German minority politics going back to the pre-1914 

period. Some authors, partly with a Baltic German background in the 

inter-war period, have regarded the Deutsche Vereine, which existed 

between 1905/06 and 1914, as a predecessor of German minority 

politics.14 There was, however, not a direct organizational connection for 

several reasons. First, these associations were formed under the still 

restrictive rules of the tsarist empire after the revolution of 1905, and 

they did not reappear after their forced dissolution by the tsarist 

authorities in August 1914, neither under German occupation of the 

region nor in the new states after the war.15 The reasons for this 

discontinuation could still receive further attention, but there are at least 

two tentative explanations: First, the enthusiasm of the revolutionary 

period that drove Baltic Germans into a rather spontaneous social mass 

movement did not replace earlier structures of sociability and 

diminished already before 1914, before seeing only a short revival 

during the war, when the German army occupied Riga in September 
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1917.16 Second, a major issue of these Deutsche Vereine – apart from the 

maintaining of German-language schools – was the struggle with the 

politics of russification, which had lost its relevance after 1915, when the 

German army established the military administration of Ober Ost. 

Nevertheless, one thread of continuation may be identified. As Gert von 

Pistohlkors has argued already in 1972,17 the revolution of 1905 marked 

the beginning of a process of the Baltic Germans’ transition from the 

leading class to a national minority. Despite the fact that they 

undisputedly formed an ethnic or linguistic minority in quantitative 

terms, they were convinced to constitute not a “minor” but the culturally 

hegemonic group in the region. Thus, the idea behind the formation of 

the Deutsche Vereine to transform the Baltic Germans into a coherent 

national group that levelled previous social distinctions, met with strong 

mental reservations among their elites, who were unwilling to accept 

this change, before and after the First World War. 

Having noticed this mental resistance of adapting to the social and 

political dynamics that led to the loss of the leading social position raises 

the issue of loyalty as a crucial aspect. In general, loyalty to the Tsar was 

shaped by the notion of traditional faithfulness and had not been 

fundamentally shattered among the Baltic Germans until 1917,18 

although some, in particular in Courland and in Riga, during the First 

World War saw an option to have the region incorporated into the 

German Reich.19 At the end of the war such plans, however, quickly 

collapsed and another problem emerged: the threat of a Bolshevist 

occupation of the region. In Estonia, which had come under German 

occupation only in February 1918, during the interruption of the peace 

negotiations in Brest-Litovsk, the military situation after the collapse of 

the Kaiserreich brought the Baltic Germans to a cooperation with the 

Estonian Salvation Committee under Konstantin Päts. The agreement of 

26 November 1918 about establishing a voluntary regiment – the 

Baltenregiment – tackled with the problem of loyalty in two respects: It 
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not only signalled Baltic German acceptance of the new Estonian 

authorities they had not recognized before, but also addressed the 

distrust and fear among Estonians of a German separatism, hence the 

absence of loyalty.20 Different from the Baltische Landeswehr in Latvia, 

which directly intervened in political struggles when unseating the 

Latvian government of Kārlis Ulmanis in April 1919, the Baltenregiment 

in Estonia remained a military, non-political formation. Whereas its 

contribution to defending the ‘Heimat’ was emphatically praised in Baltic 

German discourse, Estonian attitudes instead remained ambivalent.21 

The perception and the discursive use of loyalty clearly differed. 

Whereas the German praise of the Baltenregiment was meant as a proof 

of loyalty to the new power that should lead to political participation in 

the post-war order, the Estonian public remained sceptical towards the 

reliability of the former hegemons. But even if perceptions of loyalty 

differed, there are indications that, even after the battle with the 

Baltische Landeswehr at Cēsis in June 1919, the Estonian government’s 

estimation of the Baltenregiment’s loyalty did not change 

fundamentally.22  

Political interactions between Baltic Germans and Estonians based on 

expectations and declarations of loyalty, however, reach back to the 

beginnings of Estonian statehood. A Baltic German representative, the 

lawyer Max Woldemar Bock, participated in the provisional Diet of the 

autonomous province of Estonia after the February Revolution 

(Maapäev) in 1917-1919, although the Ritterschaft rejected cooperation 

and there were still competing Baltic German political projects.23 In 

December 1918, a German party formed first as Deutsche Partei in 

Estland and then as Deutsch-Baltische Partei led by the Tallinn journalist 

Christoph Mickwitz, who had already been a leading figure in the 

Deutsche Verein in Estland.24 Bock and two other Baltic German 

representatives, Herrmann Koch and Johannes Meyer, participated in 

the Estonian Constitutional Assembly (Asutav Kogu) in 1919-1920. 
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However, the Baltic-German Party abstained from reaffirming Estonian 

independence in June 1919. Against the mistrust stimulated by this 

position, Bock acknowledged the Estonian Republic in a speech on 29 

August 1919.25 This German reluctance re-appeared in 1920, when the 

party also abstained from approving the constitution, although Werner 

Hasselblatt in 1929 claimed that the party must be credited for 

successfully bringing minority protection into the draft constitution.26 

The fault line for the Baltic Germans had become the agrarian reform of 

October 1919 in Estonia. It comprised more than 50% of agricultural 

land, which had been in the hands of about 1,200 (mostly Baltic-German) 

noble landowners and was put first under state ownership, with c. 50% 

then subsequently distributed to already existing or newly created 

Estonian farmsteads. Initially, no compensation for the landowners was 

foreseen, and they could only apply for getting back 50 hectares of their 

land. Only in 1926 a modest compensation law was agreed upon by the 

parliament.27 As a result of emigration and the social-economic change 

accompanying the agrarian reform, the Baltic Germans in Estonia 

underwent a deep social and economic change after 1918. They turned 

into a more urban group, with urban professionals instead of noble 

landowners now beginning to dominate the political life of the Baltic 

Germans, a significant difference to the situation before 1914. However, 

there were also signs of political and cultural adaptation to the new 

situation. On a cultural level, Arnold Hasselblatt, a journalist from Tartu 

and father of Werner, has to be mentioned: Under his presidency the 

Learned Estonian Society (Õpetatud Eesti Selts) in Tartu revoked the pre-

war attempt to change the focus of the society from Estonian language 

and culture to the German history of the Baltic region, and the society 

subsequently became the predecessor of the Estonian Academy of 

Sciences.28 

Political cooperation of the Baltic Germans continued in the first 

legislative period of the Parliament (Riigikogu), when four 
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representatives of the Baltic-German Party were elected. In the second 

Riigikogu, the Baltic-German Party received three seats, with the number 

shrinking to two from 1926 to 1935, in later years as part of a German-

Swedish election group. In 1923, Werner Hasselblatt, who had been 

working as a lawyer after the war, took one of the seats of the Baltic-

German Party and remained a member of parliament until 1932. 

According to the studies by Raimo Raag, Hasselblatt became the most 

active non-Estonian parliamentarian with more than 350 statements (of 

881 altogether made by minority representatives) in Estonian and 

German language during his tenures.29 The exact distribution of German 

and Estonian language use in Hasselblatt’s statements is not given by 

Raag, but based on his general figures, they must have been 

predominantly in Estonian.30 Raag also indicates that the use of language 

among those non-Estonian members of parliament, who spoke Estonian, 

depended on which audience they were addressing.31  

When turning to the implementation of cultural autonomy for the 

national minorities in Estonia, the question was raised several times, 

why it took until 1925 to pass the law. Given the initial declaration to 

guarantee national minority rights in Estonia already in the declaration 

of independence from 24 February 1918, an argument often brought 

forward is that among ethnic Estonians a negative attitude towards 

Baltic Germans kept prevailing,32 also after the defeat of the Bolshevists 

and the Landeswehr and the implementation of the agrarian reform in 

1919. Thus, anti-German voices met those arguing that the agrarian 

reform could only be introduced as expropriation without compensation 

in order to avoid revolution among the peasants.33  

Parliamentary negotiations about the implementation of cultural 

autonomy proved to be complicated due to several reasons: a lack of 

legal models, the internationalisation of minority issues at the level of 

the League of Nations, the reluctance of leading Estonian politicians to 

introduce minority protection, and the German protest against the 
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agrarian reform. A general agreement between the People’s Party of Jaan 

Tõnnison and the Baltic German Party in 1924 paved the way towards 

an agreement about the core elements of the law, but it was only the 

attempted communist coup of December 1924 that finally changed the 

attitude in the Riigikogu towards a quick acceptance of the law.34 

The political situation since 1924 then pushed a constructive disposition 

towards minority protection to the foreground: Preparing the law on 

cultural autonomy obviously was Hasselblatt’s major parliamentary 

occupation, but according to his own account he was also active 

afterwards on other fields of legislation as religious communities and 

monuments protection.35 Concerning cultural autonomy, Hasselblatt 

credited himself with being the responsible person. This opinion was 

also mirrored by his German fellowmen as well as German historians, 

but interestingly not by Estonian voices, neither before 1940 nor 
afterwards. Karl Aun in his post-war book cites Hasselblatt only twice in 

footnotes, thus underlining the existence of a parallel Estonian national 

discourse on cultural autonomy. The main arguments were that this was 

a project of the Estonian parliament, not one by a single national 

minority, and that it addressed individuals, but not a specific group. In 

addition, the connection with the December coup was questioned as 

well.36 Actually, these two threads of the debate did not merge, although 

Hasselblatt praised the activity of Estonian politicians as Konstantin 

Päts, Karl Einbund (later Kaarel Eenpalu), and Eugen Maddison (later 

Maddisoo) on the official opening of the German cultural self-

administration and claimed that the Baltic Germans are not only focusing 

on their own welfare but of the whole state.37 In his publications since 

1925 and also in his unpublished book manuscript, which was intended 

to summarize his notion of cultural autonomy,38 Hasselblatt, however, 

left no doubt that he regarded cultural autonomy first and foremost as a 

German project. In addition, his point of international reference was a 

narrowly limited one, as he neither mentioned the Austro-Marxist 
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tradition of Otto Bauer and Karl Renner nor the preceding Ukrainian law 

of 1918.39 Neither did Hasselblatt react to the Estonian perspective, but 

stressed the impact of the Austrian scholar Rudolf Laun in a short article 

he published in 1948.40 It should also be added that Hasselblatt was far 

from being the only person to address and push forward the notion of 

cultural autonomy, even when looking at the German discussion in 

Estonia.41  

In the making of the law, Hasselblatt departed from some of his basic 

positions: First of all, he accepted a quantitative definition of minorities 

as a precondition of cultural self-administration as well as the principle 

of individual confession, which could, however, be disputed by 

representatives of the ethnic group. Hasselblatt had openly supported 

more compulsory regulations because he was convinced that belonging 

to a minority was not based on individual choice and hence could not be 
changed. In this connection, Hasselblatt also addressed – although rather 

indirectly – the question of loyalty of the minority towards state 

institutions, arguing that it should be in the state’s interest to provide 

such conditions that would give no grounds for complaint on the part of 

minorities and would thereby foster positive attitudes towards the state 

among the minorities. In this perspective, loyalty was less seen as a 

legitimate demand by the state, but as a result of respecting the 

minorities’ interests.42 

In the face of this positive image of constructive minority politics, the 

question arises, when did the perception start to change and when did 

political actions tilt. A simple explanation concerning Hasselblatt would 

be to link the change of perspective to his new job in Berlin. A major 

argument for such a hypothesis would be the observation that he was 

seemingly no longer pursuing to finish his manuscript on cultural 

autonomy.43 However, a closer look at this work as well as at texts 

published by Hasselblatt since 1926 on cultural autonomy show a 

different picture. There, Hasselblatt tried to stress that the 
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implementation of nationality rights for the Germans in Estonia – in 

contrast to the already mentioned opinions of Estonian politicians – was 

not based on negotiations with Estonian politicians, but on an 

autonomous decision by the German Volksgruppe itself. In 1929, when 

reviewing the parliamentary work of the German minority in Estonia, he 

expressed a criticism, which explicitly followed Carl Schirren’s notion of 

a mental predisposition towards Ausharren44 from the 1860s: 

Repression from the state allegedly had deprived the Baltic German of 

the responsibility for administering the land. As the Baltic Germans’ 

commitment to Stamm and Heimat had been challenged, they were 

pushed into a position to decide between remaining in the Baltic Heimat 

on the one hand or opting for German Volkstum with the consequence of 

emigration on the other hand.45 According to Hasselblatt, attacks on the 

Germans since 1918 came not only from the Bolshevists, but also from 

anti-bolshevist Estonians. This was to explain, why the German 

representatives of the Asutav Kogu abstained from accepting the 

constitution.  

It can also be noticed that Hasselblatt’s convictions in crucial points 

dissented from the principles of the law on cultural autonomy. This 

refers not only to the rejection of the term of ‘minority’ as an application 

of quantitative reasoning, which Hasselblatt denounced as neglecting the 

cultural values and historical and sociological situation of different 

nationalities. Hasselblatt’s position was based first of all on assumptions 

that Volkstum is not a matter of choice or individual decision, but 

invariably inherent to every nationality. Recording nationality in a 

national cadastre could thus not be seen as a policy of exclusion or 

separation that is limiting individual decisions, but as a reflection of non-

negotiable facts. Resulting from this, national minorities could not be 

organized as a kind of voluntary association, but only as a corporative 

institution, which obliges its member as well as the state. In addition, 

Hasselblatt also criticized a crucial element of the law on cultural 
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autonomy: the limitation of the minorities’ self-administration to 

cultural aspects. Hasselblatt’s critical stance towards the Estonian state 

manifests itself throughout his manuscript, where he expressed a 

fundamental criticism of the post-war political order in Central and 

Eastern Europe. Nevertheless, and this underlines the Janus-faced 

character of Hasselblatt’s disposition, he still published positive 

assessments of the cultural autonomy around 1930.46 

Thus, one clearly sees an argumentation along two different lines in 

Hasselblatt’s activities. The second, critical line appeared already as 

early as 1926, when the implementation of cultural autonomy in Estonia 

opened Hasselblatt access to German ministries as well as organizations 

taking care of Deutschtum. He did not only promote cultural autonomy 

as best practice for the national minority groups united in the 

Nationalities Congress, but in particular as an appropriate means for the 
German government to protect German minorities in Eastern Europe 

and to strengthen the influence of the German Reich in the region. In a 

paper directed to the German minister of the interior, Hasselblatt argued 

already in June 1926 that the concept of cultural autonomy was perfect 

for German minorities and would thus only be of limited utility for other 

groups. Hence, it could be used by the German government in order to 

strengthen the international role of Germany by emphasizing the 

international importance of minority protection.47 In this regard, the 

stress on cultural autonomy as a German contribution to the solution of 

minority problems could be combined with a sharp criticism of the new 

nation states in Eastern Europe and of the policies of the Western 

powers. 

What has to be concluded here is that Hasselblatt addressed different 

audiences in divergent ways and put his arguments in contradictory 

frameworks: first, as loyal and constructive Estonian citizen during his 

work in the Riigikogu,48 second, as a loyal member of the German nation 

(and not only the German minority in Estonia), and third as an expert in 
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international affairs. So, if one would apply Hirschman’s categories,49 it 

becomes clear that ‘voice’ and ‘exit’ referred to the Estonian state, with 

the option of ‘voice’ being limited by the threat of ‘exit’, whereas the 

notion of loyalty was used in a specific, double-faced way, shaped by 

bindings that were contradictory and excluding each other.  

The tilting point, as I would argue, was Hasselblatt’s postulated dilemma 

between Heimat and Volkstum that would only allow to choose one of 

both,50 as it entailed the negative scenario for (German) minorities of 

either emigration or assimilation. According to Hasselblatt, this dilemma 

could only be solved by a powerful leader, who could transcend state 

borders and be a leader to the whole nation. Such an assertion clearly 

limited his commitment to civic loyalty and opened up – first with a focus 

of the Sudeten German problem – the question of future border revisions 

related to minority issues.51  

Closely connected was a second crucial issue of Hasselblatt’s thinking: 

the dichotomy between minority and nationality: In fact, Hasselblatt 

always rejected the German term Minderheit and preferred Minorität, 

but actually Nationalitiät (nationality) in the sense of a transborder 

community always had been dominant. Hasselblatt suggested such 

changes of terms in various institutions, first of the organization of 

German minorities from the ‘Ausschuss deutscher Minderheiten im 

Ausland’ to the ‘Verband der deutschen Volksgruppen in Europa’ in 

1928,52 then of the Nationalities Congress and also in the subtitle of the 

journal Nation und Staat, where Hasselblatt replaced 

Minoritätenproblem by Nationalitätenproblem, after becoming the 

journal’s editor in June 1938.53  

There are further aspects underlining the tilting moment in Hasselblatt’s 

understanding of nationality. First, there is a striking Germanocentrism 

in his attitude: He did not see any obvious connection to similar models 

of nationalities rights, neither in Britain and Switzerland nor in the 
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Habsburg monarchy prior to 1918. The same is true of his comparisons 

with the situation of other ethnic groups and minorities, which he 

addressed in discussions within the European Nationalities Congress: 

these other cases for him were secondary to the fate of German 

minorities. Second, his book manuscript reveals a fundamental criticism 

of the nation state and the making of new borders after 1918, which 

according to him dominated over categories of space, economy, and 

history.54 Third, his understanding of ‘assimilation’ and ‘dissimilation’ 

has to be mentioned, which was informed by the Volkstheorie of Max 

Hildebert Boehm.55  

Whereas the turning around of concepts was still pending before 

Hasselblatt’s relocation to Berlin, he quickly became involved in the 

planning of Nazi Volkstum politics. Already in March 1933, he had talks 

with Alfred Rosenberg and Hitler, and some weeks later he submitted a 
memorandum reflecting on a possible negative impact of Nazi anti-

Jewish politics on German minorities in Eastern Europe.56 There, 

Hasselblatt addressed the question, whether the exclusion of Jews from 

German civil service could provoke similar repressions against German 

minorities abroad. Hasselblatt suggested as an argument that 

assimilated German Jews could not be regarded as a distinct national 

group and therefore, categories of minority rights could not be applied 

here, because a minority, according to him, must be characterized by a 

disposition of ‘dissimilation’.57 A similar argumentation Hasselblatt 

brought forward with regard to Jewish minority representatives in the 

Nationalities Congress since 1933.58 Hasselblatt, thus, clearly tried to 

immunize minority politics with a focus on German minorities from 

possible collateral damage resulting from the deprivation of rights of the 

German Jews.59 Hasselblatt, however, also went one step further, as his 

negative disposition towards giving priority to the individual confession 

of nationality and his preference for registering national groups in a 

cadastre provided an argument that the exclusion of Jews from public life 
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in Germany based on external criteria on the one hand and the support 

of German minorities by Nazi authorities on the other hand had its origin 

in the notion of ‘dissimilation’.60 The character of the national cadastre 

thus had changed from an instrument for maintaining cohesion with the 

German minority in Estonia to an instrument that could be used for 

registering such groups that should be deprived of fundamental rights.  

Having outlined Hasselblatt’s leading ideas two further aspects need to 

be discussed: First, the impact of Estonian nationalism and second a 

comparison with Ammende’s and Schiemann’s notions of minority 

politics. When we saw Hasselblatt already during his time in Estonia 

operating with diverging arguments depending on his audience, a similar 

observation also could be made with regard to Estonian approaches 

towards cultural autonomy. There are many hints that parts of the 

Estonian public had a negative disposition towards the Baltic Germans, 
particular on their historical as well as their socio-economic impact on 

the region.61 The authoritarian period after 1934 saw no general change 

of the fundamental minority laws but tendencies increased that limited 

the use of non-Estonian languages or interfered into institutions of the 

German minority. Such a perspective of limiting the German Baltic social 

impact on the Estonian society can be connected to further social and 

political trends in inter-war Estonia such as Estonizing surnames.62 One 

more aspect, which was already briefly mentioned, comes from Estonian 

publications on cultural autonomy. There, the impact of Hasselblatt is 

seen on a totally different level compared to his self-presentation as the 

driving force of the law in the second Riigikogu: Hasselblatt is hardly 

mentioned, neither in contemporary Estonian publications nor in post-

war publications.63 

Concerning the relation of Hasselblatt’s positions to the other prominent 

Baltic German minority politicians, the fundamental differences to 

Schiemann are evident64: Schiemann supported the concept of an ‘a-

national state’, meaning that it should refrain from interference into the 
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national identity of its citizens. Such a position was fully contradictory to 

Hasselblatt’s conviction of the primacy of the nation or Volk over the 

state. More complicated is the case of the cosmopolitan Ewald Ammende, 

who was active first in organizing the ‘Verband der deutschen 

Volksgruppen in Europa’ and then as secretary of the Nationalities 

Congress. Ammende – as states Martyn Housden – had all national 

minorities in Europe in the focus of his activities and stressed 

unequivocally the necessity ‘that German minority groups should remain 

completely loyal to the states they inhabited’.65 According to Housden 

the standpoints of Ammende and Hasselblatt in the time of the 

implementation of the cultural autonomy were still similar,66 but 

Ammende’s positions were seemingly less coherent than those by his 

colleagues. In distinction to Hasselblatt, Ammende also argued for a 

concept of Volksgemeinschaft comprising a nation state and its national 

minorities including the right of cross-border cooperation in the sphere 

of culture.67 Thus, notwithstanding Ammende’s anti-Soviet attitude and 

his partial collaboration with Nazi authorities, he largely kept to the basic 

principles of constructive minority politics. Regarding their attitude 

towards the issue of loyalty, neither Schiemann nor Ammende followed 

Hasselblatt’s postulated dilemma of Heimat vs. Volkstum. Loyalty in 

Schiemann’s understanding – as well as of the Nationalities Congress 

before 1933 – had to be differentiated between one oriented towards the 

state and one towards the nation.68 Ammende still in the 1930s 

underlined the necessity ‘to find a mechanism permitting loyalty to both 

the state and their nationality’.69 

Conclusions  

Three issues remain to be discussed in the concluding remarks. First: 

Was there a common thread or a tilting moment in Hasselblatt’s political 

notions? Martyn Housden and Xosé Núñez Seixas have argued that his 
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corporatist understanding of minorities as well as his priority of 

Volksgemeinschaft over state preformed his path to Nazi politics.70 

Although it is obvious that Hasselblatt’s support for the individual 

confession of belonging to a national minority was limited to the defence 

against assimilation, the corporatist understanding of minority also 

shaped the Moravian Compromise of 1905, and thus did not directly lead 

to a völkisch understanding. In addition, there are – so far – no hints of a 

close cooperation between Hasselblatt and Nazi representatives among 

the Baltic German minorities. I would, therefore, argue that the tilting 

towards his völkisch understanding of nationalities and an instrumental 

use of minority politics appeared already as early as 1926 in 

Hasselblatt’s contacts with Berlin and under the influence of Boehm’s 

notion of dissimilation, which – although developed already during the 

First World War – gained strength in the early 1930s.71 

Second: What were the political implications of loyalty in the case of 

Werner Hasselblatt and Estonian politics towards the German minority? 

In distinction between public confirmations of or demands for loyalty 

towards the ‘host’ state on the one hand and expressions of distrust or of 

diverging bindings to the ‘kin’ state on the other hand, loyalty was 

obviously conceived and practised situationally and negotiated on both 

sides. If in the beginning the Estonian declaration of independence as 

well as the constitution intended to secure the German minority’s loyalty 

towards the new state through political integration, this goal partly 

clashed with the socio-economic interest in implementing an agrarian 

reform in order to distribute land to the ethnic Estonian population. 

Nevertheless, securing Baltic German loyalty was based on the common 

goal of preventing Bolshevist rule in Estonia. The level of Bolshevist 

threat seemingly decided about the waves of relevance of Baltic German 

loyalty from an Estonian perspective. The issue lost political relevance 

after the peace treaty of Tartu in 1920 but reappeared on the political 

agenda after the coup attempt of December 1924. It then once again lost 
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political relevance in the 1930s under the authoritarian rule, although at 

the same time völkisch tendencies emerged among the German 

minorities, which challenged previous attitudes and perceptions of 

loyalty. However, an unambiguous shift of loyalty towards Nazi Germany 

did not take place among the Baltic German minorities. In addition, the 

political dimension remained limited in its scope in the Baltic region, as 

the limitation of self-administration and autonomy to the cultural sphere 

was not fundamentally challenged. Based on the attitudes by Schiemann 

and Ammende it also becomes clear that dual loyalty to the ‘host’ state 

and the ‘kin’ nation did not pose a fundamental problem, as long as the 

political order was respected by all sides. This notion, however, became 

increasingly challenged by Hasselblatt, although less with open 

statements but with hints that loyalty might be directed to another 

institution, if the situation of a minority might worsen. Actually, 

Hasselblatt had no decisive impact in pursuing the ‘Heim ins Reich’ 

policy,72 but his writings leave no doubt about his support. At the same 

time Hasselblatt had unambiguously shifted his focus from the Estonian 

state to Nazi Germany. So, when we reiterate the questions asked at the 

beginning, it becomes clear that any positive assessment of Baltic 

minority politics cannot be based on the suggested counterfactual 

narrative that separates cultural autonomy from the politics of Nazi 

Germany.73 If the fate of Paul Schiemann indicates his powerlessness 

after 1933, then the case of Werner Hasselblatt highlights that the 

momentum of an instrumental disposition towards loyalty finally 

destroyed the prospects of inter-war minority politics. 
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