


Habsburg rule. This happened despite the Jewish community's overall cultural and
political indentification with the Bohemian Germans.’ The rule of thumb was simple:
the Jews tended to integrate or to assimilate into the dominant nationality in any given
province. By dominant nationality, we do not mean, of course, that every single
member of that group was able to lord it over the others, but that the educated elite of
the group held political power in the province. Such dominant nationalities were the
Germans in the Hereditary Provinces (roughly today's Austrian Republic), the Magyars
in Hungary, the Croats in Croatia-Slavonia, the Poles in Galicia, and the Italians on the
shores of the Adriatic, as well as in the Trentino. The list of dominant nationalities was
supplemented by the Czechs in Bohemia after the turn of the century. Jewish
assimilation into non-dominant nationalities, no matter how large, such as the
Ukrainians in Galicia, the Romanians in Transylvania, the Slovaks in Hungary, and the
Slovenes in Austria was very rare indeed. Only after these nationalities had created
their own educated elites, and after many had become dominant in the post-World War I
successor states, did Jewish assimilation into these groups become less uncommon.
What has been said about the Jews applies to the other national minorities as well,
especially to the Germans, who, like the Jews, were without firm roots in East Central
Europe. As for other minority nationalities, their rural way of life, their religious
commitment, and the nationalist appeal of neighboring mother countries often acted as
impediments to their assimilation into a dominant nationality. Still, whereas in 1846,
the Ukrainians had made up one half of the population of Galicia, by 1890 they had been

reduced to 43.1 percent,8

which is small wonder considering the post-1867 political and
administrative domination of Galicia by the Polish nationality. Even more dramatic
was the change in Hungary where, according to the historians LAszl8 Katus and Péter

Hanék, about 2 million non-Magyars were assimilated into the Magyar nation between

1850 and 1910. Hanak contends that between the 1780's and 1914, from two and a half



to three million non-Magyar inhabitants of the country became Magyars; more than one
million of them were Germans, over 700,000 Jews, and 500,000 Slovaks.” As a result,
Hungary's Magyar population (not including Croatia-Slavonia) had grown from a bit over
40 percent in the first half of the nineteenth century to 54.4 percent in 1910. Such a
statistical change is significant even if one takes into account the vagueness of the
term "mother tongue,” the possible nationalist bias of the census taker and the fearful
attitude of the citizen making his declaration. (In fact, Austro-Hungarian statistics are
remarkable for their accuracy and relative objectivity.) Undoubtedly, many people
were on the borderline between nationalities. Again according to Péter Hanék, over
two million of those in Hungary who in 1910 designated Magyar as their mother tongue
also spoke a minority language, and 1.8 million of those who declared themselves non-
Magyar also spoke Magyar. Millions must have used one language at home and another
at the workplace. In half a million families, husband and wife were of different
nationalities.10

The main sources of Magyar assimilation were, as noted above, the Germans,
Jews, and Slovaks. The other nationalities of Hungary -- the Romanians, Serbs, Czechs,
and Carpatho-Ukrainians -- yielded fewer "converts." Because the Jews, Germans, and
Slovaks were among the more Westernized non-Magyar groups, and were more likely to
have been born in or residents of cities, there must have been a definite relationship
between assimilation and modernization.

The "Nationalization" of the Cities

Remarkably, despite massive assimilation, the demographic maps of East Central
Europe show almost no change in ethnic boundaries until the 1940's. Several factors
account for this seeming stability. First, the Jews are not shown as a separate
nationality. Second, most ethnic maps only note those ethnic groups with an absolute

majority in a given area. Hence, the German presence is shown in far fewer places than
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it should be. And most importantly, maps are generally unable to indicate the ethnic
composition of the cities. What they show is the situation in rural areas, yet it is the
countryside that resists change the longest.

In Hungary or Galicia, where pre-World War I governments made strenuous efforts
respectively to Magyarize or Polonize the countryside by means of school reform and
other administrative measures, the non-Magyar or non-Polish rural population proved
quite immune to such attempts. In fact, the ethnic changes that took place in the
Hungarian countryside before World War I were more unfavorable than favorable to the
Magyars. In the Liberal Age, i.e. between 1867 and 1918, explains C. A. Macartney,
"the Magyars had gained only 261 communes from the non-Magyars, while losing 465 to
them. Their chief gains (89) had been at the expense of the Slovaks; their chief losses,
to the Romanians and Germans."}l In Transylvania especially, Romanian villagers
made some gains over the Magyars, even while under Magyar rule. This development,
which greatly alarmed the Magyar leadership and gave rise to a flood of literature on
the subject, can only be explained by the growing presence there of an aggressive and
economically successful Romanian middle class. Interestingly, ethnic changes did not
only occur between Magyars and non-Magyars while under Magyar rule. In Northern
Hungary quite a few villages changed their ethnic character from Ukrainian to Slovak
between 1867 and 1918. Still, the overall situation remained stable.

But if the ethnic composition of the rural areas did not change substantially,
where did the ethnic transformation take place? The answer, obviously, is in the cities,
whose ethnic composition began to come into line with that of the surrounding
countryside in the nineteenth century. The rural population's "national conquest" of the
city is just now coming to completion throughout the region.

Traditionally and historically, the East Central European cities were inhabited by

aliens: Germans in Bohemia-Moravia, Slovenia, Hungary and Transylvania, Galicia and
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Bukovina; Jews in the latter two provinces; Greeks and Serbs along the Danube in
Hungary; Italians in Croatian inhabited Dalmatia and Istria. Of these groups, it was the
Germans who predominated in most East Central European cities. Because Jews had
traditionally been excluded from most major cities, their immigration into cities such
as Vienna, Budapest, and Prague in the nineteenth century was a development of major
significance. But as they were not identified as a separate ethnic group, but were
usually counted as Germans, their immigration into the cities did not change the
statistical situation there or, at most, only briefly confused the issue. Soon after
entering the cities, the Jews transformed themselves into Magyars or Poles, unless they
remained (or became) Germans, as in Vienna or Prague.

The dramatic ethnic transformation of the East Central European city took place
in the nineteenth century with the massive immigration of "natives" from the
countryside and the "nationalization" of the city's traditional inhabitants. Consider
Prague, which in the early nineteenth century was an almost purely German city, but by
1910 had become an almost purely Czech one with the German and Jewish-German
minority reduced to a mere 8.5 percent of the inhabitants!12 Or the Italian-inhabited
Dalmatian cities where, by the last decades of the nineteenth century, the Croats had
obtained a majority of the seats in the municipal councils, except in Zara (Zadar)!13 Or
Budapest, where in 1850 56 percent of the inhabitants were Germans and only 33
percent Magyars, but in 1910 almost 90 percent called themselves Magyar's.14

The Magyarization of Budapest meant more than simply the assimilation of its
old-time inhabitants; it also meant the Magyarization of its immigrants. Like all
rapidly industrializing cities, Budapest attracted a mass of immigrants: in 1869 only
367 out of every 1000 inhabitants were native to the city; 482 had come from the rest
of Hungary, 129 from the non-Hungarian provinces of the Monarchy, and 22 from

outside the Monarchy.]—5 The new urban arrivals included Jews, Germans, Slovaks,
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Czechs, but the majority were, of course, Magyar immigrants from the countryside.

The speed of ethnic change in the Hungarian cities varied according to the speed
of industrialization. Some of the old Slovak-inhabited cities of Northwestern Hungary
industrialized only slowly and their ethnic composition did not change. On the other
hand, L'ijest, slightly north of Budapest, changed from a small town of German
winegrowers (90%) in 1830 to a bustling industrial city of Magyar-speaking proletarians
(90%) in 1900. The immigrants were Jews, Germans, Czechs, and Magyars, but the
assimilationist pull of the neighboring metropolis, Budapest, was so great that it quickly
transformed almost all of the new arrivals into Magyars.16

Even more interesting were those cities which changed their ethnicity twice. The
Northeastern Hungarian city of Kassa (Kaschau, Kogice), for example, changed from
German to Magyar to Slovak predominance in one-and-half centuries. The
Transylvanian capital Kolozsvar (Klausenburg, Cluj-Napoca) underwent a similar
transformation, although its Magyar element is still very strong. The ethnic
composition of the cities reflected the dual impact of industrialization and political
sovereignty. Nagyszeben (Hermannstadt, Sibiu), an ancient Saxon city in Transylvania,
was 98 percent German in 1720 and only 2 percent Romanian with practically no
Magyar inhabitants. Incessant Hungarian efforts to reunite Hungary and Transylvania --
the two belonged to the Hungarian Crown but were governed from Vienna as separate
provinces -- finally bore fruit in the mid-nineteenth century and by 1910, in the last
Hungarian census, the German population of Nagyszeben was down to 56 percent, the
Romanian up to 21 percent, and the Magyar up to 19 percent. Following the Romanian
anne xation of Tr.ansylvania at the end of the First World War, the proportion of
Romanians in the city increased rapidly. By 1956, Romanians constituted 65 percent of
the population, Germans 31 percent, and Magyars only 4 percent.17 All this

demonstrates clearly the irrestible power of the government bent on nationalizing the
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city and disposing of peasant masses eager to work and live in the city. Data on
Bratislava (Pressburg, Pozsony), once a German-Magyar-Jewish city and now almost
entirely Slovak, or Fiume (Rijeka) in Yugoslavia, once Italian and now

Croatian, or Lemberg (Lwow, Lvov, Lviv) in Galicia, once Polish-Jewish-German and
now overwhelmingly Ukrainian, Russian, and Uzbek would only belabor the point.

The Chauvinistic City

Central and East Central European nationalism has historically suffered from
problems and handicaps barely known in the Western world. Unlike in the West,
political and ethnic boundaries almost never coincided; nations were divided into
several sovereign states, as were the Germans and the Italians; or they lived under
foreign rule, as did the Slovaks of Hungary; or they formed a minority in their own
country, as did the Magyars; or they combined several of the above features, as did the
Romanians, Croats, and Serbs. East Central European nationalism took its inspiration
from Western Europe but it differed radically from the latter. Unlike in the West,
nationalism had grown up in protest against an unacceptable state of affairs and it
preceded rather than followed social and economic transformation. East Central
European nationalism suffered from denominational and cultural divisions (as in the
case of the Serbs and Croats), from the painful memory of foreign rUle, from nostalgic
longing for the often mythical greatness of a distant past, from the alien ethnic
composition of the city and sometimes of the entire ruling elite, from the dread of
being overwhelmed by more powerful neighbors, and from the humiliation of relative
backwardness and poverty. Yet the same Central and East Central European
nationalism, whether German, Slavic, Magyar, Romanian, or Italian, became dynamic,
expansionist, and generally successful in the course of the nineteenth cent:ury.18
This was the type of nationalism, at once fearful and triumphant, elegiac and

truculent, with which the urban immigrant had to contend. Himself, unpolitical and
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barely conscious of his own nationality, the immigrant Jew or peasant suffered a steady
bombardment of assimilationist propaganda and coercion, often by fellow immigrants
who had preceded him into the city. In truth, East Central European nationalism was to
a large extent not the creation of the natives but of urban neophytes who sought to
display their gratitude to their host nation or hoped, by becoming super-nationalistic, to
gain social acceptance by the ruling nobility.

That there were grounds for gratitude is beyond doubt. Merely consider the
following set of data. Prior to 1848, Jews were forbidden, at least theoretically, to
settle in most Hungarian cities. Then came emancipation, thanks to the efforts of
Magyar liberal nationalists, and within a few decades the situation had changed
fundamentally. By 1900, one out of every four inhabitants of Budapest, a metropolis of
close to one million inhabitants, was Jewish, and so was every other voter. Jews
accounted for one-half of Hungary's medical doctors, journalists, and lawyers, and they
owned an overwhelming proportion of the country's industry and mines. In the
parliament sat 84 deputies of Jewish origin (22 percent of the total) and in the House
of Lords, sixteen. By the end of Habsburg rule, the King had ennobled 346 Hungarian
Jewish families and raised 26 to baronial rank.l?

The success story of Hungary's German and Slovak urban immigrants, most of
whom were peasants, was no less remarkable. Magyars always prided themselves on the
fact -- and were roundly criticized for it by such hostile observers as the British
journalist R. W. Seton-Watson -- that in multi-national Hungary almost every locél
official, ministerial bureaucrat and judge (ca. 95%) was a Magyar. Yet as the
American-Hungarian political scientist Andrew Janos has recently demonstrated, an
analysis of family names shows that at least one-third of these bureaucrats (one-half in
the Ministry of Finance) were of non-Magyar origin and that their numbers were

steadily increasing from 1890 onward. The same rule applies to parliamentary
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d(-:-puties.20 Considering that Jews only rarely became bureaucrats, the functionaries of
non-Magyar origin must have been mostly of German and Slovak peasant background.
Similar examples could be multiplied for the Monarchy as a whole. Consider, for
instance, the successful assimilation of Czech immigrants in Vienna. Still, the
assimilationist pull of the Magyar nation was among the strongest in the period before
the First World War. The reason for this lay in the attraction of the Magyar gentry and

aristocratic way of life which the urban immigrant and nouveau riche industrialist or

functionary attempted to imitate albeit in vain. What matters, however, is that the
assimilated Jews, Slavs, or Germans in Budapest (or the assimilated Jews, Czechs, or
South Slavs in Vienna, etc.) composed songs and wrote romantic poems in the language
of their adopted nationality, and "when they founded factories," writes the Hungarian
Zoltan Horva’th, "they did so 'for the fatherland."?l There was indeed little difference
in this respect between Ernst Lissauer, a German Jew in Vienna who composed the
obnoxious "Song of Hate," directed against the enemies of the German nation in 1914 or
the young Theodor Herzl, a Hungarian Jewish immigrant in Vienna and a German
nationalist, or Jend stkosi, a Magyarized German in Budapest who, together with a
whole coterie of assimilated Slavs and Germans, made propaganda for a "Hungarian
Empire of 30 million Magyars."

Much to the chagrin of the native, landed elites of East Central Europe, the urban
immigrants not only created much of the nation's new wealth; they also created much
of its nationalist ideology; Paradoxically, therefore, even though it was the countryside
that had imposed its nationality on the city, in the end, it was the city which dictated

its own style of nationalism to the whole nation.
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FOOTNOTES

lThey were, in order of numerical significance (in 1910): Germans 24.2%, Magyars
20.3%, Czechs 13%, Poles 10%, Ukrainians 8.1%, Serbs and Croats (together) 7.6%,
Romanians 6.5%, Slovaks 4%, Slovenes 2.5%, Italians 1.6%, and others 2.2%. In 1910,
the Monarchy's population totalled 49,458,000.

ZThe "Austrian Empire" (this was not its official name, nor was "Cisleithania")
numbered 28,572,000 inhabitants in 1910, of whom 35% declared themselves to be
Germans. Hungary (or "Transleithania") had 20,886,000 inhabitants -- including
associated Croatia-Slavonia -- 48.1% of whom stated that their mother tonque was
Magyar.

3Austro-Hungarian statistics and those of the so-called Successor States only
rarely list Jews as a separate nationality; nor would the great majority of Jews in
Hungary, Austria, Czechoslovakia, etc. have considered themselves to be of "Jewish
nationality."” Jews were commonly counted as Germans, Magyars, Czechs, or Poles,
even when their religion and culture were distinctly Jewish and their mother tonque was
Yiddish. In fact, Yiddish was commonly counted as German, and so, when a Jew in, say,
Galicia, decided to declare himself a Pole by nationality and/or language, he was
removing himself statistically not from the Jewish nationality but from the German.
The same does not quite apply to the enormous number of Jews in Hungary who changed
their nationality from "German" to Magyar in the course of the nineteenth century.
Some of these Jews originally spoke German, others spoke Yiddish. All this does not
mean that Jews were hard to identify in East Central Europe. Only a minority of the
most assimilated went sometimes unrecognized or, at least, did not admit to being of
Jewish origin. The proportion of Jews who were able to "pass" was probably highest in

Hungary, somewhat less in Austria and Bohemia, and lowest in Poland and Romania.
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