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Modern Sensibilities and the Public Domain in the Baltic States at the 
Turn of the Century. Bern: Peter Lang 2009, 314 S.

Reviewing edited volumes is a deman-
ding task. Giving a critical assessment of 
the ideas of a group of authors within the 
confines of a two-page review poses spe-
cific challenges, challenges made all the 
more difficult when the volume lacks a 
unifying hypothesis or cohesive concep-
tual framework. This, unfortunately, is the 
case with Leonidas Donskis’ A Litmus 
Test Case of Modernity. The declared aim 
of the book is to show, from a multidis-
ciplinary perspective, the intensity and 
depth of the social, economic and cultural 
changes that have taken place in the Bal-
tic States since 1991. In this it is largely 
successful: taken individually, most of the 
chapters do provide detailed and compel-
ling evidence of the transformations of 
the past 19 years. 

However, this volume aspires to do more 
than that. It seeks to show that Estonia, 
Latvia and Lithuania have become ‘a lit-
mus test case of modernity’. It is this mo-
re ambitious claim that this book sadly 
fails to live up to. This is not to say that 
the individual contributions have no in-
sights to offer. On the contrary, the prob-
lem lies with the overall construction of 
the book. As a writer, Leonidas Donskis 

is justly renowned, but as an editor he has 
failed here to weave the individual chap-
ters into a cohesive whole. The introduc-
tion does not actually introduce us to the 
key themes of the book. There is no dis-
cussion of the concept of ‘modernity’. 
How is modernity defined? Is it constitu-
ted in the social, economic, cultural, poli-
tical or philosophical realms? How has its 
meaning changed over time? How can we 
tell if the Baltic States do indeed pass the 
litmus test of modernity? Critically enga-
ging with these questions would have 
provided a theoretical and conceptual 
framework for the chapters that follow. 
Nor does this opening chapter provide 
much of an introduction to the Baltic re-
gion beyond Lithuania. While Baltic spe-
cialists will have no difficulty in placing 
the various contributions in their histori-
cal context, one cannot assume that all 
readers will possess this prior knowledge. 
Most significantly, the editor fails to 
introduce the individual chapters them-
selves, which would signpost their contri-
butions to the overall aims of the book 
and thus help the reader perceive connec-
tions between the chapters. Similarly, the-
re is no conclusion to the book in which 
the editor revisits key themes, ties to-
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gether ideas from various contributions 
and thereby attempts to provide a respon-
se to the research question driving the 
project. 

That said, some of the individual chapters 
are excellent. Irina Novikova’s chapter on 
the ‘(In)visibilities of race, ethnicity and 
gender’ is a fascinating analysis of the 
way ideas about race have been renego-
tiated in the post-Soviet context and how 
racialised (and racist) discourses have 
appeared in advertising, the media and in 
political rhetoric. Tracing the genealogy 
of ideas about race back through the So-
viet era and beyond, Novikova highlights 
the negative impact that ‘retro-
nationalism’ has had on contemporary 
attitudes towards non-whites in the con-
temporary Baltic States. As an individual 
piece of research, it is interesting and 
highly informative but it is unclear how it 
makes a case for showing how Estonia, 
Latvia and Lithuania have become a lit-
mus test case of modernity. Similarly, 
Vytis Ciubrinskas’s well-researched chap-
ter on the strategies that Lithuanian-
Americans have used to maintain their 
ethnic identity and language in diaspora 
provides interesting insights into this is-
sue, which is particularly timely given the 
more recent waves of Lithuanian 
migrants to the UK and Ireland. But a-
gain, it is unclear to the reader why lear-
ning the language of one’s grandparents 
should be thought of as a sign of moder-

nity. This was probably not the author’s 
intention but it does then raise the questi-
on as to why modernity was chosen as the 
overarching theme of the book. Tatjana 
Muravska and Kaarel Kilvits’s contributi-
on on socio-economic issues, Gabrielle 
Hogan-Brun’s chapter on multilingualism 
in the EU and Auksa Balcytiene’s work 
on the media do, at least implicitly, deal 
with the impact of modern technologies 
and strategies on economic growth, iden-
tity and news consumption in the Baltic 
States, respectively, while Dovid Katz’s 
chapter on ‘Holocaust Obfuscation’ 
shows the importance of ongoing scho-
larship in the present to better understand 
the unique significance of events of the 
past. 

However, Kristina Juraite, Epp Lauk and 
Vita Zelce’s chapter on the professionali-
sation of journalism in the Baltic States is 
too historical for a volume that professes 
to be on the changes that have taken place 
since 1991, while the Baltic States are 
barely mentioned in Leonidas Donskis’ 
own chapter on ‘Nationalism and patrio-
tism revisited’. The two chapters on me-
mories of the Lithuanian town of 
Podbrodz (Pabrade) by Robert van Voren 
and Joe Narotzky are entirely out of place 
in this volume, having nothing to do with 
social, economic and cultural transforma-
tion in the Baltic States at the turn of the 
21st century.  
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The book would also have benefitted 
from more careful editing and proof-
reading. There are various grammatical 
errors and numerous words are run to-
gether or misspelt: The first paragraph of 
the first contribution discusses ‘EU En-
largement’.  

Taken individually, some of the chapters 
do provide interesting insights into the 
social, economic and political changes 
that have transformed the Baltic States 
since 1991. As a whole, however, the vo-
lume is sadly far less than the sum of its 
parts. 

Richard Mole (London) 
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